Marihuana and Work.· Cannabis Smoking on a
Jamaican Sugar Estate
MELANIE C. DREHER
This study examines the " amotivational syndrome, " commonly cited as one of the deleterious effects of cannabis consum ption, in
<: ross-cull ural perspectives. Using data-derived payro ll tabulati ons and from o bservations of managerial relations o n a Jamaican
sugar estate, the influence of marihuana (ganja) smoking on the performance of work is systematically evaluated. A comparison
of administrative strategies employed in three different farms of the estate demonstrates the degree to which management reinforces it s own values with regard to ganja use and productivity .
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HE EXPLOSIVE INCREASE IN MARI H UANA (cannabis sativa L.) use in thi s country wirhin th e lasr 15
years has generated voluminous social science research. The
anthropological studies, while comparatively few, have made a
major contribution to this literature in two respects . First, they
have d iscredited some of the commonl y held assumptions
about marihuana use by putting them to the cross-cultural test.
Not ions relating cannabis use to boredom and poverty, the
" stepping stone" h ypothesis, the "drug subculture" concept
and t he "amotivationa l syndrome" a ll have been s ufficiently
challenged in Jamaica (R ubin a nd Comitas 1975), Costa Rica
(Carter 1980), a nd Trinidad (Hamid 1980), to cast doubt on
their validity when taken o ut of sociocultura l context. In so
doing, the overseas studies have raised important questions
about the sociocult ural factors th a t influence the nature a nd
extent and effects of cannabis con sumption. Second, the anthropological efforts have expanded the clinical a nd survey
studies that typified social science research o n drug use and explored cann abis behavior in its natural setting. This is particularly important since marihua na consumption has become
an increasingly politicized issue a nd has assumed symbolic
value for various elt:ments of this society. Researchers, caught
up with either supporting or nega ting popular claims about
mari huana use, often have ignored the sociocultural context of
d rug use and underestimated the extent to which the behavior
and beliefs associated with marihuana are capable o f shaping
both the clinical fi ndings a nd t heir interpretation. Co nsequently, much of t he social science research, subscribi ng to a
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specific " camp," has served only to intensify th e medical,
social, and legal debates surrounding marihuana use and to
further confuse policy makers as they continue to wrestle with
the issues of regulation and control. This paper proposes to explo re two d ivergent beliefs about the relationship between
ma rihuana use a nd the performance of work and the way in
which the socioc ultural context can influence the apparent
direct ion o f th is relat ionship .
Alt hough its intoxicant propert ies have dominated t he
American perception of marihuana, surveys of other cultures
indica te t hat various preparations o f cannabis are consumed
fo r ceremonial, medicinal, and o ther generally noni ntoxicant
purposes (Grinspoon 197 1: 173- 75). The use of cannabis for
relieving fatigue a nd promoting work has been repo rted
among manual workers in India (Chopra and Chopra
1957: 13), Africa (Bourhill 1913), Mexico and North America
(Walton 1938: 117), and , more recently, Costa Rica (Carter
1980) and Trinidad (Hamid 1980). The literature from
Jamaica, as well , refers to t he use of cannabis-or
"ganja" - among cane workers for simila r purposes. Davison,
in a report on t he labor force of the Jamaican sugar industry
(1973:153), notes:
One estate manager gave it as his opinion that 75o/o of the labor force
on that estate smoke ganja regularly with noticeable effects on the performance of workers in such occupations as tractor driving . On
another estate the manager explained that he would never discuss a
grievance on Friday or Saturday (pay day and ganja day) because only
under the influe nce of " the weed" was a man likely to become violent.
Few managers appeared to be unduly worried by ganja smoking. Indeed, some of them pointed out that workers claim that it increases
their productivity. On premium pay days on some estates the author
was told that the workers are "steeped in ganja" to increase their out put. Whether or not this is a problem for the estates, it is clearly a
social problem .
Observations of cannabis consumption among agricultural
laborers and fa rmers in Jamaica indicate that there is a distinct
and consequential relationship bet ween ganja and wor k activities. U nlike rum and other intoxicants, ganja is widely accepted t hro ughout t he labo ring class as an appropriate
substance for consumptio n in the work context. Most smokers
claim t hat they began using ganja heavily- that is, in more
than just a social context- when they settled into their adult
occupational routines. Not only is it then financially feasible
to indulge regularly, but ganja smoking is assumed to enhance
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the motivation and the ability to work: as one cane cutter explained, "It's not just the money; it keep encouragin' on
work." Thus smokers regularly distinguish themselves from
nonsmokers in terms of their capacity for work, and it is not
unusual to hear claims that "herb users work harder" and
" Dem (nonsmokers) c' yan (can ' t) keep up to de work me do
when me smoke it. " Such statements, proclaiming the laborenhancing value of ganja, are broadly acknowledged but only
grudgingly tolerated by estate managers, who maintain a more
skeptical view of the ability of ganja to stimulate the performance of work . They claim, in contrast, that smoking
"weed" ultimately reduces a man's capabilities, both physically and socially.
An understanding of the conflicting class postures with
regard to ganja is central to understanding the differences between managers and workers in their assessment of ganja in
the work place. Even in Jamaica, where the use of cannabis is
extremely widespread, it nevertheless remains a criminal offense and the subject of great controversy. The cannabis
debate is organized essentially along socioeconomic lines: the
middle and upper sectors of Jamaican society almost uniformly condemn the use of ganja, claiming that it renders the
"laboring class" lazy, irresponsible, even psychotic and potentially violent; ganja users on the other hand, who are drawn
primarily from the working classes, maintain that ganja makes
them industrious, has a calming influence and far from being
mentally disorganizing, induces great wisdom. Indeed, for the
latter, ganja has become a symbol of brotherhood, solidarity,
and mutual suffering.
The divergent claims with regard to marihuana use and the
performance of work have remained, for the most part, empirically untested . The materials presented here will make at
least an indirect test of the opposing assumptions in the context of a single Jamaican sugar estate, fictitiously called Deerfield, ' by comparing smokers and nonsmokers with regard to
their work performance and by interpreting these findings in
relation to the specific social context in which they occur.
Deerfield Sugar Estate is divided into seven farms, each with
its own managerial staff, labor force, and method of operation . The period of greatest activity for the estate is the reaping
season, which ordinarily extends from January through July.
During these months a large gang of workers is employed on
each farm to cut, load, and transport cane to the factory,
which operates 24 ho urs a day to produce sugar for export.
Traditionally, the cutting and loading of cane have been
viewed as distinct operations requiring two separate categories
of laborers working interdependently. A major disadvantage
of this system has been the noticeable impedance to productivity as workers gauge their output in an elaborate system of
individual reciprocity and personal patronage (Dreher 1982).
The potential for conflict among and between cutters and
loaders and the competition within these categories is great
and has required constant intervention by management to settle disputes and grievances. Recent years have witnessed the
gradual conversion from hand to mechanical loading operations on the three largest farms on the estate, Ipswich, Dover,
and Wilmington. With the elimination of loading crews from
these reaping gangs there has been not only a reduction in
management problems but a concomitant increase in cutter
productivity. Therefore, in order to control for the constraining influence of hand loading operations on performance, this
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a nalysis will be limited to those three mechanical reaping-or
" grabber" - gangs.
The supervisory staff of each mechanical reaping gang consists of a farm manager, or "busher," who has ultimate
responsibility for the administration of the farm to the estate;
" headmen," who record the amount of cane cut , loaded, and
sent to the factory; and assistant headmen, who assign the
tasks to the workers. The laboring staff consists of cutters,
who are required to work in pairs; the grabber operator and
his assistants, called " scrappers," who glean any dropped
cane; and the tractor drivers and their " sidemen," who draw
the loaded carts from the field to the factory.
T he cutters arrive early in the morning and each pair of men
marks off exactly four rows of cane in the field which has been
burned the previous evening. Theoretically, this is on a firstcome-first-served basis and men are not permitted to mark off
new rows until the previous day' s work is completed. Occasionally there is not enough cane burned for a ll the men who
show up to work and some are turned away. Furthermore, cutters compete for the best four row sections-a good length ,
thick growth, without vines or gullies or any other condition
that would impede the cutting process. To avoid disputes,
most workers wi ll wait for approval from the assistant headman before commencing work. Once approved, a man and his
partner work their way down the rows of cane, each cutting
two rows at once and piling the cut cane in a large furrow between them . The mechanical loader is then driven uniformly
up and down the field, picking up cane and loading it into
carts drawn by the infield tractor. As mechanical loading
gangs, Ipswich, Wilmington, and Dover represent the three
best employment opportunities for es tate field laborers in
Deerfield. While other gangs must reap hillside cane under
hand loading procedures, or must work on low lands where
production is restricted to the first six weeks of the reaping
season because of rains, these farms are almost entirely flatland farms with an elevation that permits production to continue even thoughout the wet part of the season.
The acute effects of ganja smoking on productivity have
been objectively exami ned by Schaeffer (Rubin and Comitas
1975:63-79). In a rural Jamaican community, where men were
self-employed as small farmers, Schaeffer analyzed the immediate effects of smoking in terms of energy expended and
work accomplished . However, even that carefully executed
study carried a note of caution that the results did not provide
a basis for projecting productivity over a season or a year or in
a different context. Furthermore, in rural Jamaica, agricultural tasks vary daily and are performed in multifarious settings. The general progress of any small farmer is influenced
by so many factors outside his control-weather conditions,
market fluctuations, availability of land room, and so fo rththat his success, or lack of it, is not a fair or sufficient means
of evaluating his performance. Thus the difficulties of establishing quantifiable units of work performance or even ascertaining baseline data are profound. On a sugar estate,
however, where the tons of cane cut and the number of days
worked by each man are carefully recorded for payroll tabulations , it is possible to examine the relationship between ganja
smoking and work performance by measuring the output of
cane workers in units of tons and dollars, and comparing
smokers with nonsmokers in this regard.
Interviews with each member of the reaping crew and
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systematic observations both in and out of the work setting
were conducted to determine which men smoked and approved of the use of ganja and which did not. Within the sugar
industry's labor force men tend to be either nonsmokers or
heavy smokers; the intermediate categories of "infrequent" or
"occasional" use that appear in other sectors of Jamaican
society (Dreher 1982) are generally absent . Thus, for the purposes of the following discussion, the term "smoker" is used
to designate heavy, routine use of ganja (three or more large
"scliffs" [ganja cigars) per day, every day) in both work and
recreational settings, and "nonsmoker" to designate those
men who do not smoke ganja and generally disdain its use,
though they may have tried ganja experimentally in the past.
Observations from Deerfield revealed that even though ganja
smoking is illegal it was practiced extensively, with many
workers smoking frequently throughout the day: before work
in the morning, at lunch time , and during rest breaks.
Unlike Schaeffer's analysis, which concentrated on the immediate effects of smoking on the amount of work produced,
the figures pertaining to tonnage and earnings reported here
are not indicative o f the amount o f cane a worker can cut
within a given period o f time. The difficulty of measuring
work productivity in this sense, even on a sugar estate where
production is carefully calculated, has also been reviewed by
Davison (1973: 132- 33):
In the fi rst place it became clear on every estate that it is virtually impossible, given the present organization of the industry, to keep any
kind of accurate check on the number of hours spent by a cutter in the
field. The work may be half finished by the time the overseer arrives, a
system of time clocks would be quite impractical and serve no useful
purpose anyway. The fact is that hours are not homogenous-the
amount that a man can cut between 4:30 and 6:00 A . M . is quite different from his potentiality between II :00 A. M . and 12:00 noon when
the sun is blazing into the cane field . A measure of hours spent
without reference to the period of the day would be of little use, even
if the information could be obtained, which it cannot be at present.
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Instead , the tabulations of tonnage and earnings for Deerfield laborers reveal how a particular worker compares with
other Deerfield workers who are employed in the same capacity, by the number of to ns of cane cut and the number of
dollars earned over a period of weeks in a specific season.
Thus, it is possible to compare workers with regard to their
continued performance as earner-producers and relate that
performance to their disposition toward ganja. For this purpose da ta were collected fro m the payroll stubs o f 151 cane
cutters on Dover, Ipswich, and Wilmington.'
The averages compiled in Table I summarize the quantitative comparison of smokers a nd nonsmokers for all farm s and
for individual farms by age, earnings, and production . ' •' The
relationship bewteen the amount of cane a man cuts (production) and the amount o f pay he receives (earnings) is complex
and varies fro m farm to farm. While cutters in this study were
compensated at a rate of 66 cents for each ton of cane, their
earnings also reflect compensation for cane cut during
" premium time" (Sundays and ho lidays when the rate is one
and a half and double the no rmal rates, respectively) , fo r "bad
cane" (cane located in gullies or thick with vines or " cow
itch,'' ma king it difficult to cut), or for additional reaping
tasks such as building the fire guard, setting up field tents, and
burning cane. Thus, a man 's tonnage alone is not an adequate
indicator o f his performance as a worker, for he may have
been pulled from cutting and reassigned to less well paying

work or he may have run into bad cane. On the other hand, an
excess of premium cane may serve to inflate the wages of a cutter who may actually be a low producer. Therefore, to obtain
the most comprehensive picture of worker performance, both
earning (dollar) data and production (tonnage) data were collected.
Three separate indicators-"backpay,'' "wages,'' and
" bonus" -were selected to measure different aspects of estate
earning performance. " Backpay" pertains to the additional
money received by each worker in settlement of a strike held
mid-crop in which estate workers were awarded a four-centper-ton increment for cutting cane. As such, backpay is the
earning indicator that is most stro ngly correlated with production as measured by tons of cane cut. Since the workers were
paid retroactively from the beginning of the crop, the " backpay" figure represents the worker's performance on reaping
tasks in the first 12 weeks of the season . " Wages" constitute
the average weekly pay check for cutters during the first three
months of the reaping season. It was calculated for each cutter
by dividing his total gross wages paid for that period of time by
the number of weeks he worked . This dollar figure reflects not
only the cutter's regular and premium time tonnage, but also
includes compensation for any other work performed for the
estate. The third earning indicator, " bonus,'' is the sum paid
to those laborers who worked a minimum of 20 weeks of the
reaping season. The bonus varies annually and for the season
in question it amo unted to 12. 50Jo o f the gross earnings for all
work done on the estate throughout the reaping season. Thus,
while " backpay" and "wages" measure worker performance
for the first half o f the season when production peaks,
" bo nus " measures earning performance throughout the entire
season.
Because of the many and various factors which influence
production, the amount of cane cut in any one week is not an
adequate indicator of ongoing productivity. Therefore, two
three-week periods were specified to constitute the production
performance variable. They comprise the fourth, fifth , and
sixth weeks and the tenth , eleventh, and twel fth weeks of the
reaping season. During these periods there were no inclement
weather conditions nor labor disputes to prevent the workers
from being out in full force. Thus, " cane production / period
one" and " period two " refer to the average per man tonnage
over two three-week periods of time. As such they are the only
performance measures that do not include additional reaping
tasks.
As shown in the table , both smokers and nonsmokers are
fo und on all three gangs but in varying proportions. Ipswich
men are fairl y evenly d istributed between t he two categories
with 530Jo of the wo rkers being smo kers and 47 0Jo being nonsmo kers. The Dover gang, on the other hand , has almost twice
as many smokers (65 .50Jo) as nonsmokers (34. 1OJo), while
Wilmington has twice as many nonsmokers (65 .40Jo) as
smo kers (34.60Jo). These differences in the prevalence of ganja
smo kers from fa rm to fa rm are often in voked by management
to account for variations in both productivit y and manageability. Dover, with its high pro portio n of ganja smokers , is
consistently cited as a managerial trouble spot where performance is low; disputes about paychecks are rampant; and
cutters often refuse to work, qu arrel with the tractor drivers,
and complain to the headmen. Wilmington and Ipswich , on
the other hand , with the lowest rates o f ganja use fo r the entire
V 0 L.
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TABLE I. SUMMAR Y OF WORKER PERFORMANCE FOR ALL FARMS AND FOR INDIVIDUAL FA RMS
All Farms

All persons
Smokers
Nonsmokers
p-values

Mean
wages (n = 119)

Mean
bonu s (n = 117)

Mean cane
production: First
reriod (n = 128)

Mean cane
production : Second
period (n = 125)

$16.16

$13.79
$13 .53 (n =53)
$14.00(n = 66)
(p > .44)

$37 .38
$36.07 (n =56)
$38.59 (n=6 1)
(p > .34)

59 .8 tons

$15.92 (n = 64)
$16.41 (n = 64)
(p > .52)

67 .0 tons (n = 65)
57.6 tons (n = 63)
(p > .26)

60.0 tons
60.2 tons (n = 63)
59.7 tons (n = 62)
(p > .87)

Mean
wages (n = 44)

Mean
bonus (n = 39)

Mean cane
prod uction : First
period (n = 49)

Mean cane
production : Second
period (n = 47)

Mean
agc(n = l 51)

Mean
hack r ay (n = 128)

45.5 years
42.9 y ear.~ (n = 76)
48. 1 years (n = 75)
(p < .01)

Ipswich Farm

Mean
age (n =55 )

Mean
back pay (n = 49)

All persons

46 .4 years

$18.96

$ 15 .27

$50.28

76.2 tons

67.4 tons

Smokers
Nonsmo kers
p-values

45.6 years (n = 29)
47.3 years (n = 26)
(p > .63)

$18.54(n = 26)
$ 19.43 (n = 23)
(p > .47)

$14 .70 (n =20)
$15 .75 (n = 24)
(p > .34)

$50.11 (n = 18)
$50.43 (n = 21)
(p > .94)

76.7 tons (n = 27)
75.7 tons (n = 22)
(p > .89)

79.6 tons (n = 25)
65.0 tons (n = 22)
(p > .41 )

Mean
wages (n = 34)

Mea n
bonus (n = 37)

Mean cane
production: First
period (n = 39)

Mean cane
production: Second
period (n = 37)

$26.65
$26.21 (n = 24)
$27.46(n = l3)
(p > .69)

49.4 tons
5 1.0 tons (n = 26)
46.2 tons (n = 13)
(p > .27)

48.7 tons
49.6 tons (n = 25)
46.7 tons (n = 12)
(p > .51)

Mean
bonus (n = 41)

Mean cane
production: First
period (n = 40)

Mean cane
production: Second
period (n = 41)

Dover Farm

Mean
age (n = 44)

Mean
back pay (n = 38)

All persons

41.5 years

$ 13.21

$12.97

Smokers
Nonsmokers
p-values

39.9 years (n = 29)
44.7 years (n = 15)
(p > . 12)

$13.34 (n = 26)
$12.92 (n = 12)
(p > .69)

$ 12.7 1 (n = 21)
$13.38 (n = 13)
(p > .53)
Wilmington Farm

Mean
age (n = 52)

Mean
back pay (n = 41)

Mean
wages (n = 41)

All persons

47.9 years

$15 .56

$12.88

$34.80

49.9 tons

61.6 tons

Smokers
Nonsmokers
p-values

43 .7 years (n = 18)
50. 1 years (n = 34)
(p > .06)

$15.83 (n = 12)
$15.45 (n = 29)
(p > .72)

$13 .00 (n = 12)
$12.83 (n = 29)
(p > .85)

$34.92 (n = 14)
$34.74 (n = 27)
(p > .94)

52.6 tons (n = 12)
48.7 tons (n=28)
(p > .28)

62.4 tons (n = 13)
61.2tons (n=28)
(p > .73)

estate, are regarded as the most "hard working" and "polite"
gangs.
Comparing the three farms, a one-way analysis of variance
reveals that there are, indeed, significant differences among
and between Ipswich, Dover, and Wilmington in each of the
five variables. A priori contrasts show that Ipswich workers
are significantly higher than Dover and Wilmington workers in
backpay (p < .001 for both), wages (p < .001 for both) and
cane production / period one (p < .001 for both). In cane production/period two the difference between Ipswich and Dover
continues to be significant (at p < .001), although the difference between Ipswich and Wilmington was j ust not significant (p > .07). A priori contrasts further reveal that Wilmington workers are significantly higher than Dover workers in
backpay (p < .01), bonus (p < .05), and cane production/period two (p < .001). Differences in wages and cane
production/period one are not statistically significant (p > .8)
and (p > .5), but follow the same trend. These findings appear
to substantiate management's claims that the heavy-smoking
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Dover gang is poorer in worker performance than the o ther
two gangs.
On the o ther hand, the table also demonstrates that there
are, in fact, no significant differences between smokers and
nonsmokers in the mean worker performance on any one of
the farms or on all farms. This rather dramatic finding thus
fails to substantiate the beliefs held by management that ganja
smoking impedes the performance of work or, for that matter,
the claims of smokers that ganja enhances productivity. In
order to understand this discrepancy it is necessary to turn to
the qualitative data describing the structure and organization
of reaping operations on each farm. A comparison of the
managerial context in which each of the three gangs functions
suggests an alternative explanation for interfarm differences in
productivity and manageability and exposes the social context
in which ganja consumption and worker performance are
often linked.
As flatland farms using mechanical loading gangs, Ipswich,
Dover, and Wilmington are technologically similar. Never-

1hclcss,

the policies and o rgani zational strategies that govern
reapin g operations a re highly decentralized and determined to
a great extent by the individual busher.

lpswich and Mr. Piedmont
One of the primary inf1uences on the amount of cane a
worker can c ut is the policy held by each busher regulating the
rat io of laborers to the work to be done . Despite having th e
la rgest a mount of acreage to reap ( 1,300 acres pla nted in cane),
Mr. Piedmo nt , the manager of Ipswich , prefers to emplo y a
small reaping gang of 60 men. On the first day of the season,
he announced to his gang, "na carry, na bring come, " indicatin g that the cutters must select their partners fr o m within
the existin g gang. Wh en one of the younger workers protested
that he did not want to work with " old men," Mr. Piedmont
replied that every year the compan y pressures him to employ
75 men for th e Ipswich gang but that he is holding it to 60 for
the benefit of the wo rkers . According to this bush er, small
gangs a re mo re easily managed because the men earn more
money and worker satisfaction is high: " they will sa y, ' Piedmont the most baddest man ,' but the Ipswich gang made more
money last crop than any other gang."
While it is acknowledged among workers throughout the
estate that "Mr. Piedmont gang' a money gang," it is also
recognized that one must work mu ch harder for money earned
on Ipswich because of Mr. Piedmont' s policy o f not reaping
bad cane. Co ntending that the additional cost in time and
money required to cut a small sectio n o f cane tha t is thic k with
vines is out o f proportion to its value, Mr. Piedmont instructs
the men to leave it standing and work around it. If laborers
worked continuously and had unlimited cane to cut, this policy
would be to their advantage. Ho wever, because individual
assignments are restricted to certain rows eac h day, workers
usually find that by leaving out bad cane, their rows are short ened and their daily tonnage rates a ffected . On the other hand,
if they proceed to reap the cane, as many do, they can expect
to wor k much harder without the additional compensation
that wo uld be a warded on anoth er gang. Hence, workers on
Ipswich frequently complain that Mr. Piedmont "prefer cane
styan up in de field . . . him na wan fe see we mek money. "
Mr. Piedmont also holds overtime production in check
through minimal burning of fie lds on Friday and Saturday
evenings. According to an Ipswich headman, "Busher na give
anyt'ing. Him save de estate money an get bonus.' Him look
pleasin ' a nd nice , but no' hi m . . . him bring starvation to the
people. ''
Finally, to accomplish the additional tas ks that accompany
reaping operations such as burning cane or building the fire
guard, Mr. Piedmont routinely selects men from a pool of six
favored cutters. Because these men are often required to interrupt their cutting in order to perform this other work, they are
awarded the pri vilege of marking off their next rows of cane in
advance of the other men and before they have completed the
one in which they are working. Since they are thus almost
always assured of a good piece of cane, these favored workers
can secure substantial tonnage as well as increase their earnings
through the performance of additional tasks.
Mr. Piedmont neither supports nor contests the smokers '
position regarding the effects of ganja on productivity. He is ,

however, full y a ware of the significance of ganja smo king
a mong working-class men and regards it as a routine problem
that accompanies labo r administrat ion . During a discussion
with ano ther manager , Piedmont facetiously remarked that
the only way to get hillside ca ne rea ped was to " pl a nt on e entire hill in ganja and let them (the laborers) in there wh en the
cane done." Though Ipswich workers do not hide their ganja
when Piedmont enters the cane piece, they generally " s ho w
respect" by " outing" a ligh ted " scliff" before approa ch ing
him directly.
Despite Mr. Piedmont's proclaimed existenti al stance on
ganja smo king, all but one of the men who m he has selected
for extra income tasks are nonsmokers . Although they a re no t
pa rticularly fast workers, compa red with other men on the
gang , the additio nal tasks and secure tonnage raise their wages
until they are commensurate with or even surpass the leading
cutters on the gang. For example, even though the differen ces
in the table are not statistically sign ifica nt, nonsmokers on
Ipswich are consistently lower than the smokers in tonnage;
yet they are higher th a n smo kers in dolla rs earned . O f the
seven men on the Ipswich ga ng who a veraged over $20.00 per
week, putting them into the highest earning category, five are
nonsmokers and all five are in P iedmont's exclusive group
selected for extra income tasks . Likewise, of the six men who
constitute the highest backpa y category, four are nonsmokers
and all four are favored cutters. The backpay for these four
was based to a large extent on tasks in addition to cutting,
while th e backpay of the two smokers was based solely on cutting performance .

Dover and Mr. Furguson
At the other extreme, Mr . Furguson, the manager of Dover,
employs 58 men to cut cane on approximately 600 acres, a
ratio of 10 acres per man on Dover , compared with 20 acres
per man o n Ipswich. Dover is the most recent farm to initiate
mechanical loading. Unwilling to interfere with existing partner relations or to show partiality in his selection of men from
the former hand-loading gang, Mr. Furguson has tried to accommodate as many of the workers as possible in converting
to mechanical loading. Hence, the amount of work each
laborer can be assigned is necessarily limited in comparison
with Ipswich. Unlike Mr. Piedmont, Mr. Furguson does not
cut bac k on weekend production and many of his cutters
weigh in nearly as much cane on Sunday and Monday morning
as they do for the entire week. Furthermore, Furguson d irects
the men to reap bad cane and pays the additional compensation. Mr. Furguson's more lenient position in rega rd to
premium time and bad cane imposes additional costs on the
estate, which he justifies as compensation for the limited work
assignments that accompan y a large gang in transition .
Mr. Furguson is the most popular busher with the workers .
Though the men often complain that they don ' t make much
money on Dover, they praise Mr. Furguson regularly fo r his
fairness and impartiality; as one worker commented, "Busher
Furguson de best busher. To him every man is just a man." In
contrast to Mr. Piedmont, Mr. Furguson tries to avoid situations in which he could be accused of favoritism, contending
that it kindles resentment among the men and encumbers
management. For example, he does not request specific
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workers to leave their cutting in order to perform other reaping tasks. Rather, he employs three men as special year-round
workers who do all the special procedures that Piedmont
distributes a mong six favored cutters for extra income.
Ironically, in his attempts to be fair, Mr. Furguson increases
the potential for conflict on his gang. By dist ributing the quantit y of work among as many workers as possible, a ll are discontented with their pay. By autho rizing the reaping of bad
cane-a more equitable policy from the worker' s viewpoint Furguson intensifies worker dissatis factio n; d ifferences in opinio n between cutters and headmen in estimating the proportion of bad cane in a cutt er 's work, erro rs made in the fiel d
both in recording and reporting bad cane, and mista kes made
in the accounting department or in the computer are regular
sources of co mplaints from workers, voiced at the Friday
paybill. Thus , despite the overwh elming popularity o f Busher
Furguson, the Dover gang is the most irascible and difficult to
ma nage.
In contrast to Ipswich men, Do ver workers were observed
no t on ly to add ress Mr. Furguson with ganja in hand but jokingly to ask if he wanted a draw o r if he wo uld bring them
some weed to smo ke. When asked about Mr. Furguson's position o n ganja, one of the men commented typically, " him just
jocular ... Busher sit down next to we ... him seh, 'well
boys we ain ' t got any rum but we got a little tot' . . . Busher
tek two scliff fr om him shirt pocket and give to we." Furguson
assert s, however , that he is not convinced that it really steps up
productivity. He attribu tes the extensive use of ganja a mong
his workers to an overrated fai th in the efficacy in the drug,
"Since they believe it will make them work , it does." As with
Ipswich, the highest ranges in tonnage are consistently occupied by smokers, but because there is apparently less
discrimination against smo kers in the day-to-day operations
on Dover, the relationship between tonnage and earnings is
fairly uniform across the two categories of workers. T he somewhat higher average wee kly wages and bon us payments for
nonsmokers, despite their lower tonnage, reflect the earnings
of one cutter who worked in the factory at night; thus, his
wages were much greater than the other men on the gang. If
the average weekly wages a nd bo nus payment of this cutter
were eliminated from the ca lculations, the mean fo r
nonsmokers would drop to $ 12.50 fo r average weekly wages
and $26.10 for bonus payment, th erein consistent with the
other figures for Dover.
Despite his casual, accepting, even encouraging approach to
the use o f ganja among workers, five of the six men who m
Furguso n promot ed to assist the loader operator as "scrappers" were nonsmokers. According to this busher, these men
were promoted to this highly desired employment opportu nity
because, in his opi nion , they were the most "reliable," " conscientious," a nd "polite" workers on the gang an d would not
"embarrass" him in their new jobs.

Wilmington and Mr. Darrity
The manager of Wilmington, Mr. Darrity, uses a strategy
that is different from the ot her two bushers. Currently
emp lo ying 66 men to cut approximately 800 acres , Mr . Darrity's ratio of men to land (I to 12) is only slightly better than
that o n Dover. ln contrast to Furguso n, however, who is tem-
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porarily trying to accommodate as many workers as possible,
Mr. Darrity's approach to the recruitment of his cutters is
highly selective. Significantly, his first consideration in this
selection process is not productivity, but manageability. According to this busher, " Young boys onl y want to make
enough money to buy weed (ganja) and sport themselves on Frid ay night. They complain all the while a nd if you try to talk to
them , them black up (become intoxicated) with ganja and they
curse you o ff. " Most bushers agree that 40 is the age at which
a worker begins to decline in productivit y. Unfort unately,
however, men below the age of 30, while fast and powerful,
are generally regarded as unmanageable, unsteady, and botherso me. Darrity prefers to have a gang of 60 manageable men
over age 40, rat her th an 30 younger cutters who may be higher
producers but create " bot heration" for him . Thus, while the
mean ages o f the Ipswich and Dover gang are the same, more
than half of the Ipswich men are under age 40 while o n Wilmingto n only 9 of his 55 cutters have no t passed their fortiet h
birthday. Because older men do not dema nd large work assignments, Darrity maintai ns a proportionately large gang witho ut
encountering the pro blems with wor ker satisfactio n typical of
Dover.
Similar to Piedmont , Darrity holds premium production in
check. He also delegates additio na l reaping tas ks to certain
cutters but does not, however , permit them to select their next
rows in adva nce . Thus, o n Wilmington these tasks are not
regarded as extra-income opportunities but rather as unwelcome assignments reserved fo r those wi th the least senioritythe younger cutters on the gang. Men on this gang are well
aware o f their busher 's position on age and manageabilit y and
occasionally complain that he ta kes unfair advantage of them.
Duri ng a mi nor dispute over poorly burned cane, one cutter
objected, "oonoo (you) must treat we good because young
men won ' t do dis work and we dead soon a nd den oonoo must
plant all ganj a instead o f cane. "
Mr. Darrity, the most rigid and negative with regard to the
worker's use of ganja , tries to select o lder, no nsmoking
workers fo r his gang. He admits, however , that the overwhelming popularity of ganja amo ng working-class men
makes it increasingly difficult to fill the ranks of his gang . Instead , he expresses his disdain for ganja smokers in other
ways; for example, in the assignment of additional reaping
tasks without extra pay to the younger, ganja-smoking men.
Wilmington is the only fa rm where smoking men o rdinarily
hide their ganja from their busher when he enters the field.

Discussion
It is evident that the three farms provide vastly different oppo rtunities fo r workers to earn and produce. Managerial
policies governing the ratio of laborers to land, premium time
production, and assignment of add itional reaping tasks all influence the perfor mance of workers. Obviously, the fact that
Mr. Piedmont employs the same number of men to cut over
twice as much acreage almost guarantees that Ipswich workers
will be the strongest per fo rmers over the season . Cutters on
Ipswich are seldom turned away because not enough cane has
been burned to accommodate all the men who repo rt to wo rk ,
while on Wilmington and Dover this is a frequent occurrence.
The differences in earning potential among the three fa rms is
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most evident in the differences in bonus payments, since these
retlect earnings over an entire season: the bonuses paid to
Ipswich workers ranged from $25.00 to $75.00 while the range
was only $15.00 to $58.00 on Wilmington and $13.00 to $45.00
o n Dover.
Managerial policies link productivity to labor relations and
influence the extent to which workers express dissatisfaction .
Both Piedmont and Furguson are agreed that an earning gang
is a manageable gang. T heir operational strategies to meet this
objective, however, differ. Piedmont puts the onus of responsibility on the worker to cut more cane, while Furguson shifts
responsibility to the estate to pay more money. T hus, while
their total earnings are less, Dover men are actually compensated at a higher rate than Ipswich men for work accomplished. This disparity in rates is revealed if we assume, for a
moment, that the figure for mean wages represents only tonnage and then divide that figure by the average weekly tonnage
(one sixth of the mean cane production , both periods). By this
for mula the average rate of remuneration for cutters on
Ipswich is 73 cents per ton compared with 75 cents on Wilmington and 81 cents on Dover.
Despite the higher rate of pay on Dover, its large proportion
of young workers, its absence of selection criteria, and its
policies for additional reimbursement invite resentment,
d issatisfaction, and routine labor skirmishes. Piedmont, on
the other hand, minimizes labor disputes through a managerial
logic-by keeping the size of his gang small, eliminating potential sources of contlict (such as compensation for bad cane),
and turning liabilities into advantages as in the assignment of
additional reaping tasks. In contrast to Piedmont and Furguson, Darrity reasons that an old gang is a manageable gang and
th us maintains an oversized gang of older men who are less
likely to object to small work assignments and limited
premium cane.
This comparison of administrative strategies governing the
reaping operations suggests the extent to which the managers
themselves are responsible for the interfarm variations in
worker performance that they commonly attribute to the use
of ganja. Thus, while management will argue that the two
gangs, Ipswich and Wilmington, that are lowest in prevalence
of ganja use are highest in per man production, those are also
the two farms on which optimal conditions exist for worker
productivity and worker compliance. Furthermore, interfarm
variation in the amount of conflict and belligerent behavior,
which management claims results from the men being "black
up with weed," also may be traced to administrative strategies
that induce frustration in the workplace. Interestingly, the
perceptions of management regarding the number of ganja
smokers on each gang are based to a large extent on the
visibility rather than the actuality of cannabis consumption on
each farm. • In fact , in describing each farm, estate administ rators had grossly underestimated the prevalence of ganja
use on Wilmington and Ipswich-mainly because smokers on
these gangs are more circumspect-and were surprised to learn
that fully one-third and one-half of the men, respectively, were
ganja smokers. Itself an artifact of managerial policy, the
visibility of ganja use is important because it demonstrates the
way in which the disposition of each farm manager toward
ganja influences and then is influenced by the apparent configuration of ganja and work.
Although they varied in their stated tolerance of ganja at the

work site, in actual behavior all three bushers demonstrated
their disapproval through worker selection and promotion.
Mr. Piedmont's selection of the most "well mannered" (e.g.,
nonsmoking) men for the best jobs, and even Mr. Darrity's attempts to exclude younger, ganja-smoking men from his
highly desirable gang, are just a few examples of the ways in
which managers reinforce their own values through their actions. Thus, not only does administrative decision making circumscribe productivity for all workers, but each manager controls to some degree the number of ganja smokers on his farm ,
their visability, and the extent to which they are permitted to
produce and advance. If nonsmokers are consistently recruited
and promoted over smokers on the basis of an alleged greater
reliability or manageability for the most lucrative jobs or for
any job at all, it would be surprising not to find this tendency
reflected in higher rates of production and better jobs among
nonsmokers. Indeed, any attempt to evaluate the absence of
significant differences between smokers and nonsmokers in
worker performance on Deerfield Estate must take into account the very systematic attempts by management to classify
and segregate workers and limit the opportunities available to
smokers.
In order to understand the relationship between ganja smoking and the performance of work, it first is necessary to
understand its role in the wider society. In Jamaica the smoking of ganja is one of the institutions that distinguish the
various social segments; it is praised and vindicated within the
working class but subject to social censure and jural-legal
penalties from the controlling section. In this context both
perspectives not only are adamantly defended but easily rationalized, even in the presence of apparent empirical contraditions. For example, explanations offered by smokers for a
poor performance by a ganja-smoking worker include theories
that such individuals are nutritionally deficient ("weed is a
t'ing dat require plenty good food"), that they smoke in the
hot sun or on an empty stomach, or that there is some inherent
problem with the user himself, perhaps his brains are "too
weak," or he is too young-inhibiting the "conscious" (conscientious) use of ganja. On the other hand, when members of
the managerial middle class are confronted with the highproducing, hard-working ganja smoker, they claim that such
an individual would be an even stronger worker if he did not
smoke ganja and that both his strength and his interest in
working will diminish more quickly, thus shortening his most
productive years. Consequently, despite the host of opportunities for a more realistic evaluation of ganja use by both smoking and nonsmoking elements of Jamaican society, ganj a continues to be a polarizing issue. For the most part, the controversy surrounding its use is not based on any objective
assessment of ganja-related behavior (nor would it be
significantly altered by such an assessment), for it is the expression of a stratified society in which ideological opposition
serves to distinguish the sections and identify one's position
therein .
On the other hand, class-linked values are continuously
a ltered , shifted, manipulated, and differentially applied to
meet the demands of particular situations or further individual
interests. Thus in spite of their expressed negative views on the
effects of marihuana on worker performance and manageability, those in estate administration not only acknowledge
the worker's perspective but selectively act upon it. Most
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bushcrs permit the usc of ganja by workers and, according to
numerous reports, some usc ganja to entice and encourage
workers. Early in the crop, men are usually anxious to work,
having accumulated debts from the dull season. During this
early period bushers generall y have little difficulty attracting
the necessary labor force for reaping. Later in the seaso n,
however, when debt s are paid, the weather is hot, and the 20
weeks necessary to qualify for a bonus have been completed,
workers become scarce. Durin g this time of labor shortage,
bushers are alleged to drive through the villages in the evening,
see king out workers a nd buying them a rum in the shop or
distributing ganja to some of the more innuential laborers as
an inducement to come to work and to inspire their coworkers. Likewise, if production appears to be lagging, as it
often does during the middle of the week , bushers have been
said to procure ganja for their men in order to stimulate them
to work faster and harder. In this respect, ganja has replaced
some of the former methods of entertaining workers, such as
food and rum . So while expressed values may be easily correlated with socioeconomic levels, the configuration of actual
behavior associated with ganja exposes a highly complex interplay between sections or classes. These examples demonstrate, ironically , that while the upper elements vociferously
register their objections a nd disapproval of ganja, they indirectly support it s use by employing it as a reward for services
rendered by members of the ganja-usi ng population.
This study does not answer the obvious questions surrounding the direct effects of ganja smoking on productivity. Such
questions can only be addressed by a controlled comparison of
productivity in relation to the amount of ganja consumed, using a carefully selected sample. This study does, however,
demonstrate the difficulties involved in evaluating the association of cannabis with work performance in a societ y in which
opposing views symbolizing different social factions are keenly
held and, to a large extent, self-fulfilled. Whatever the real or
perceived effects of ganja on productivity, the folk beliefs
regarding ganja and work in Jamaica are institutionalizedacknowledged and manipulated by both workers and management-and produce apparent correlations that further confound inquiry into the relationship between cannabis and
work. Indeed, the .fact that these ideologies cannot be empirically substantiated does not mean that such beliefs are inconsequential in the study of substance use. Their value lies
much less in their accuracy for directly predicting substancerelated effects than in their indirect consequences of guiding
the behavior of those who hold those beliefs.

NOTES
' The names of all places and persons used in this paper are fictitious.
' Since payroll tabulations were made available to the researcher
only after the reaping season had been completed and the information
was no longer of any use to the estate, some of the payroll information
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had been lost o r destroyed. Therefore, a worker was included in the
study only if data could be obtained for at least three of the fi ve designated earning-production variables. Using this c riterion, the sample
presented here comprises at least 800Jo o f the men on each of the three
gangs though the n' s are different for each variable , reflecting the
missing data.
' Independent t-tests were performed on each variable to compute
the levels o f significance fo r di fferences between smokers a nd
nonsmokers.
• Because managers and headmen frequently report that younger
men are faster workers and have a greater capacily for productivity
than older men , the mean ages for smok ers and nonsmokers were
computed for all farms and for individual farms. Independent !·tests
revealed that while there was a significant difference (p < .01) in the
mean ages of smokers compared with nonsmokers for all farm s, the
d ifference in mean ages between smo kers and nonsmokers on individual far ms was found to be not signifi cant.
' According to workers and union organizers, bonus payments are
awarded to those farm managers who reduce costs or maintain them
at a low level.
' This attitude was clearly illustrated when , a fter receiving approval
to conduct fieldwork on the estate, upper management scheduled
Wilm ington a nd Ipswich as the first farm s to be surveyed because the
gangs were "better mannered" and "more cooperative."
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