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On Method

A reader is owed two things before the argument begins: to know what the book is trying to give them, and to know how far it can be trusted to give it.

This book makes an argument about how a Caribbean professional can build a working life that survives the machine, the migration, and the thinning of the ground beneath them. Before that argument begins, two things should be said plainly: what the book is trying to hand the reader, and the discipline by which it tries to hand it honestly. The first is a single idea that runs through every chapter and gives the book its centre. The second is a method — a way of handling evidence and claims — that the reader is entitled to know about, so they can judge for themselves how far the book has earned their trust.

sovereign standing ground

The idea at the centre of this book has a name, and naming it early will make everything that follows easier to hold. It is sovereign standing ground: the durable, self-owned capability a person builds so that their working life rests on something the machine cannot automate away, the market cannot offshore out from under them, and no single employer or country can repossess. It is sovereign because the person owns it rather than renting it from an institution that can let them go. It is standing ground because it is what they stand on — the base that holds firm when the terrain around it shifts, as the terrain of Caribbean work is shifting now. And it is ground in the most literal sense the book can give the word: the actual place, skill, relationship, and standing a person builds beneath their own feet, on the terrain where they actually are.

The phrase is meant to do real work, not to decorate. Every chapter that follows is, in the end, about how to build this one thing. The tests for which skills survive are tests for what will make durable ground. The five paths are five terrains on which the ground can be built. The equipment — the learning, the thinking, the mentorship, the reading of one’s own field — is the equipment for building it. And the sovereign stakes of the closing chapters are simply this same idea raised from the scale of one career to the scale of a nation: a country builds its sovereign standing ground the same way a person does, by converting what it has into capability that compounds and cannot be taken away. The individual’s ground and the region’s ground are the same idea at two scales, and the book moves between them deliberately.

the shield-wall

There is an image that holds the whole book together, and it is worth setting down at the start. The Roman legions had a formation called the testudo — the tortoise — in which the soldiers locked their shields into a single wall and roof, each man covering himself and the men beside him, so that the formation as a whole could hold ground that no single soldier could have held alone. What made the testudo strong was not any one shield. It was that many shields, held by many different hands toward one purpose, interlocked. The formation was the strength, and no single position in it was the formation.

This book’s five paths are meant to be read that way. The person who stays and builds at home, the person who goes and builds abroad, the person who circulates between both, the person who returns to build with what they gathered, and the person who builds for the world from a Caribbean base — these are not five competing answers to one question, with a right answer the book is coyly withholding. They are five positions in one shield-wall, each holding ground the others cannot, all toward the same purpose: that the region’s capable people build durable ground somewhere, by whatever path their circumstances allow. The book sells no path as superior to the others, and it means that neutrality strictly. A life built well by going is worth exactly as much as a life built well by staying. What matters is the building and the ground, not the direction of the feet. The reader will meet, in the chapters on the paths, real people who built real ground on each of them — some by deliberate choice, some by hard necessity, and the book honours both, because the shield-wall is made of both.

the honest broker

The second thing the reader is owed is the method, and the method has a name too: the book tries throughout to be an honest broker of what is known and what is not. This is a discipline with specific rules, and stating them lets the reader hold the book to them. Where the evidence for a claim is strong, the book leans on it and says so. Where the evidence is weak, contested, or older than its confident repetition suggests, the book says that too, and holds the claim more loosely. A figure that comes from a single study is not dressed up as settled fact. A statistic gathered twenty years ago is not presented as though it described today. A claim that a popular belief is true, when the evidence actually refutes it, is corrected rather than repeated — the reader will find several widely-held beliefs about learning and work named in these pages as the myths they are. And a correlation is not quietly promoted into a cause.

This discipline extends to the people whose lives the book draws on. Every real person named in these pages is named on the strength of the documented record, and where a commonly-repeated claim about them is contested — a disputed figure, a thesis historians still argue over, a detail that exists only in press reports — the book attributes it rather than asserting it, or leaves it out. Nothing about a real person has been invented to make their story fit the argument. Where the record for something is genuinely thin — as it is, for instance, for the newest of the five paths, the one that lets a person build for the world from home — the book reports the thinness as a finding rather than papering over it with invented examples. The reader should take the gaps the book admits to as evidence that the things it does assert have been held to a standard.

None of this is offered as a guarantee. No book can secure anyone’s future, and a method, however careful, does not make an argument certain. What the honest-broker discipline offers is narrower and, the book hopes, more valuable: the assurance that the reader is being levelled with — that the book will not buy persuasive force with false certainty, will not flatter the reader with comforts it cannot support, and will tell them when it does not know. A plan built on honest ground is worth more than a plan built on confident sand, even when the honest ground is smaller. That is the wager of the method, and the reader is now equipped to judge whether the book keeps to it. The argument begins on the next page, with the career the reader was promised, and why it is gone.

Preface

The title is not advice against leaving. It is advice against leaving as the only move you ever consider.

This is a book about how to build a career, written for a particular reader in a particular place at a particular moment, and it is best to say at the outset who that reader is and what the book promises them, so that anyone holding it can decide quickly whether it is for them. The reader is a Caribbean professional — an entrant choosing a direction, a mid-career worker feeling the ground shift, or someone past the middle reinventing themselves — who senses that the rules they were given for building a working life no longer describe the world they are building it in. The moment is the arrival of artificial intelligence into ordinary work, on top of pressures the region has lived with for a generation. And the promise is narrow and, I hope, honest: not that this book will secure anyone’s future, which no book can do, but that it will hand the reader a way of thinking clearly about their own situation that is better than the inherited map they have been steering by, and that the inherited map is now leading them wrong.

A word about the title, because it is easily misread. The title is not a sermon against emigration. I have not written a book to guilt anyone into staying, and the reader will find, in the chapters on the paths, that leaving is treated as a real and sometimes right choice, argued on its merits without apology. The emphasis falls on the word in the middle. The problem this book addresses is not that Caribbean people leave; it is that leaving has become, for too many, the only move they ever seriously consider — the reflexive single answer to every frustration, applied before the other options have even been weighed. The title is a plea against that reflex, not against the act. It asks the reader to consider all the moves — to stay, to go, to circulate, to return, to reach the world from home — as genuine and weighable options, and to choose among them deliberately rather than defaulting to the one the culture has made automatic. A person who weighs all five and then leaves has heeded this book’s argument. A person who leaves without weighing has not.

what this book will and will not do

I want to be plain about the kind of book this is, because the genre it belongs to is full of books that promise more than they can deliver, and I would rather lose a reader at the start than mislead one throughout. This is not a book of predictions. No one knows precisely what artificial intelligence will do to work over the coming decades, and a book claiming to know would be selling a confidence it has no right to. Where the evidence is strong, I have leaned on it and said so; where it is weak or contested, I have said that too, and held the claim more loosely. The reader will find, more than once, a passage in which I tell them that a thing commonly asserted is not actually well established, or that a figure widely quoted is older or shakier than its confident repetition suggests. That honesty is not a flaw in the argument; it is the argument’s foundation, because a plan built on false certainty is worse than no plan at all.

Nor is this a book of guarantees. It offers no list of safe jobs, because such lists go stale faster than the careers they describe, and the reader who wants to be told exactly what to do will be, in places, disappointed. What it offers instead is a way of thinking — tests to apply, paths to weigh, equipment to build, a field to learn to read — that the reader can use on their own situation, which no author can see, and keep using as that situation changes across a working life. A way of thinking is harder to give than a list, and worth incomparably more, because it does not expire. My aim throughout has been to give the reader not a fish but a method of fishing, in waters that will keep changing for the rest of their lives.

And this is a book about the Caribbean specifically, written from inside it rather than imported from outside, and that is its central reason for existing. The great reports on the future of work are written about other economies, and however excellent, they are not about the place the reader lives. The region faces pressures those reports do not model, and cannot, for now, even see itself clearly enough to measure. A book that simply translated the global advice for a Caribbean audience would repeat the deepest error this book is trying to correct. So I have tried, instead, to reason from the region’s actual conditions — the machine, yes, but also the brain drain, the depletion of mentors, and the vacuum where the data should be — toward a strategy that fits the ground the reader actually stands on, rather than the ground the reports were drawn for.

how the book is built

The book moves in six parts, and a reader who knows its shape will travel through it more easily. The first part clears the ground: it argues that the inherited career map is obsolete, sets out plainly what artificial intelligence actually does to work — less than the panic claims and more than the complacency admits — and explains why the Caribbean’s situation differs from the one the global reports describe. The second part offers the core tool, a way of testing any skill for whether it will survive, and maps the work that passes. The third part takes up the five paths in turn, each argued honestly and none sold as superior to the others. The fourth part sets out the equipment every path requires — how to learn, how to think, how to find guidance where mentors are scarce, how to read one’s own field. The fifth part asks the reader to assemble all of it into a plan that is theirs. And the sixth lifts the question from the individual life to the lives that illustrate the paths, the books that go deeper, and the sovereign stakes that a whole generation’s choices place on the region’s future.

The reader need not travel it strictly in order, though the argument builds, and the early parts equip the later ones. Someone deciding urgently between staying and leaving might go first to the chapters on the paths; someone whose worry is the machine specifically might begin with the chapters on what it does and what survives it. But the book is written as a single argument, and read whole it offers more than any chapter does alone, because its central claim is precisely that these pressures are not separate problems to be solved one at a time but a single compound predicament to be met with a single coherent response.

a note on hope

It would be easy to write a frightening book on this subject, and easy to write a falsely reassuring one, and I have tried to write neither. The pressures are real, and the book does not minimise them; a generation of Caribbean professionals faces a harder version of the future-of-work question than their counterparts in the rich economies, and pretending otherwise would be its own kind of dishonesty. But the response is real too. The work that survives the machine is wide enough for a whole economy to stand on; the paths are genuine and several; the equipment can be built by anyone willing to do the effortful thing; and the region’s very difficulties, seen clearly, contain the materials of their own answer. This is, in the end, a hopeful book — not because hope is comfortable, but because the honest reading of the situation warrants it.

What it asks of the reader is only that they stop steering by a map drawn for a country that no longer exists, and begin drawing the map of the country that does — their own actual situation, on the ground where they actually stand. No one can draw that map for them, and this book does not pretend to. What it offers is the instrument and the method, and the conviction, hard-won and honestly held, that a Caribbean professional who reads their own field clearly and chooses their own move deliberately has a far better chance than the inherited reflex allows them to believe. The first chapter begins where the trouble begins: with the career the reader was promised, and why it is gone.

“Break a vase, and the love that reassembles the fragments is

stronger than that love which took its symmetry for granted

when it was whole.”

— Derek Walcott, “The Antilles: Fragments of Epic Memory,”

Nobel Lecture, 1992

Chapter 1: The Career You Were Promised Is Gone

They handed us a map drawn for a country that no longer exists, and called it guidance.

Almost every Caribbean child of the last fifty years was handed the same map. Study hard. Pass the examinations. Earn the certificate, and then the degree. With the degree, secure the post — in the ministry, the bank, the firm, the school — and with the post, security: a salary that rises with seniority, a pension at the end, and the respectability that the whole long climb was for. The map was not cynical. The people who drew it — parents, teachers, the entire apparatus of a society that had fought its way out of colonial schooling into independence — believed it, because for a long stretch of the twentieth century it was substantially true. The certificate did open the door; the post did offer the security; the climb did, for many, lead where it promised. This book begins by saying, as gently as the fact allows, that the map is now obsolete — and that continuing to follow it is the most dangerous thing an intelligent, hard-working Caribbean person can do.

Obsolete is a hard word, and it should be defended rather than asserted. To say the map is obsolete is not to say that education is worthless, or that the virtues it rewarded — diligence, patience, the capacity to master a body of material — no longer matter. They matter enormously, and later chapters are built on them. It is to say something more precise and more unsettling: that the relationship the map assumed, between doing the prescribed things and receiving the promised reward, has broken, and broken in a way that no amount of doing the prescribed things harder can repair. The graduate who follows the map perfectly today increasingly arrives at the post to find the post is not there, or is not secure, or does not pay what security used to pay, or has been quietly automated into something the degree did not prepare them for. The map still describes the journey. It no longer describes the territory.

What makes this moment different from the ordinary grumbling of every generation about the next — the perennial complaint that things were better before — is that the territory has been altered by four forces at once, and that no one has been describing them together. This is the central claim of this book, and the reason it exists. The Caribbean professional is not facing a single headwind that a little more effort could push through. They are standing at the intersection of four simultaneous pressures, each well known on its own, each studied in isolation by someone, and never — until now — modelled together as the single compound predicament they actually form. Naming the four, and insisting that they be seen at once, is the work of this chapter.

the first pressure: the machine at the desk

The first pressure is the one the whole world is talking about, and it is the one this book will treat with the most care precisely because it is the most hyped. Artificial intelligence is changing what human work is worth, and it is doing so fastest at exactly the kind of desk the map was designed to deliver people to. The clerical post, the junior analyst’s role, the entry-level writing or design or support job — the rungs on which a career was meant to begin — are the rungs most exposed to automation. The evidence for this is now concrete rather than speculative: in the period after generative artificial intelligence became widely available, the volume of online work in the most exposed categories fell sharply, with the kinds of writing tasks a junior might cut their teeth on dropping by roughly thirty per cent. A later chapter examines what artificial intelligence does and does not do with the care the subject deserves, because both the panic and the complacency are wrong. Here it is enough to mark the first pressure: the machine has arrived at the desk the map pointed toward, and it has arrived first at the bottom of the ladder, where beginnings are made.

The mistake would be to stop there, as most of the global commentary does — to treat artificial intelligence as the whole of the story and the Caribbean as simply a late-arriving instance of a worldwide pattern. It is not. The machine at the desk is only the first of four pressures, and for the Caribbean professional it may not even be the most consequential. It is the most visible because it is the one the rich world is also facing and therefore the one the rich world is writing about. The other three are harder to see precisely because they are the region’s own, and no global report is looking for them.

the second pressure: the door that drains

The second pressure is the oldest, and the region knows it so well that it has stopped seeing it as a pressure at all — it has become simply the weather. The Caribbean loses an extraordinary share of its skilled people to emigration. More than half of all the people born in some Caribbean countries now live outside them, and among the tertiary-educated the historical figures reach into the high eighties of a percentage — measurements a quarter of a century old now, but never since contradicted by anything better, because the region has not produced anything better. The point for this chapter is not the moral one, which a later chapter handles with the balance it deserves. The point is structural: the same departure that rewards the individual who leaves changes the conditions for everyone who stays. The professional who builds a career at home does so in a labour market continuously drained of its most mobile and often most capable people — which means the colleagues who would have been collaborators, the seniors who would have been examples, and the institutions that would have been ladders are perpetually thinned by the door that never stops draining. The first pressure removes rungs from the bottom of the ladder. The second removes people from the top.

the third pressure: the mentor who left

The third pressure follows from the second so directly that it is astonishing how rarely the two are joined, and naming the connection is one of this book’s central contributions. If a region continuously loses its most capable senior people to emigration, then it continuously loses its mentors — and mentorship is not a luxury of professional life but its primary transmission mechanism. The way a young professional actually becomes good is by proximity to someone already good: watching how they handle the difficult client, the failing project, the ethical corner; absorbing the judgement that no certificate teaches and no manual contains. When the people who would have been those examples have emigrated, the young professional is left with the credential but without the apprenticeship — holding the map but with no experienced traveller to walk the first miles alongside them. This is the mentorship-depletion pressure, and it is the cruellest of the four because it is invisible and self-compounding. Each emigrating mentor not only leaves a gap but fails to produce the successors who would have filled it, so the depletion deepens with every cycle. The standard career advice — “find a mentor” — is, in a region whose mentors have left, not just unhelpful but faintly cruel, and a later chapter is devoted entirely to the problem of routing around it.

the fourth pressure: the dark in which we decide

The fourth pressure is the strangest, because it is a pressure made of absence. The Caribbean professional must make these decisions — stay or go, which field to enter, what to retrain into, whether the remote path is real — in something close to statistical darkness. The data that would inform the choice does not exist, or exists in forms decades out of date. The region cannot say with current confidence how many of its people have emigrated, because the censuses that would tell it have been delayed across the Caribbean; the most-quoted figures on its own brain drain are from the year 2000; and even the country in the middle of the largest economic transformation in its history released, after years of delay, only a preliminary census whose tables on who its people are and what they do remained unpublished as this book was written. No global report fills this gap, because the global reports are not about the Caribbean; and no Caribbean instrument fills it, because the region has not built one. The professional is asked to find their way by a map that is not only obsolete but, in the places that matter most, simply blank. The data vacuum is the fourth pressure, and it is the one this book is, in part, an attempt to begin correcting.

why the four must be seen at once

Each of these four pressures has been studied. There are libraries on automation and the future of work; there is a deep literature on Caribbean emigration; there is scholarship on mentorship and on the data deficiencies of small states. What does not exist — what this book claims as its reason for being — is the account that holds all four in view at the same time and recognises them as a single compound predicament rather than four separate problems. This matters because the four pressures are not additive but multiplicative. Automation removing the bottom rungs would be survivable if the ladder above were sound; but the ladder above is being thinned by emigration. Emigration would be survivable if those who stayed could learn from those who remained; but the remainers who would teach them have themselves left, and the mentorship has gone with them. And all of this might be navigable if the professional could at least see the terrain clearly and plan against it; but the terrain is dark, the data absent, the map blank exactly where the decisions are hardest. Each pressure makes the others worse. That is the predicament, and seeing it whole is the precondition for responding to it well.

The global reports cannot show this, and it is worth being clear about why, because it is not a failure of competence but of subject. A report on the future of work written in Geneva or Washington models the automation pressure with great sophistication and is silent on the other three, because the other three are not features of the economies those reports are written about. The rich-world professional faces the machine at the desk, but not a labour market drained of half its skilled people, not a mentorship base hollowed by emigration, and not a statistical darkness — they are, if anything, the most measured population in human history. The Caribbean professional faces all four. To hand them a global future-of-work report and call it guidance is to hand them, once again, a map drawn for a country that is not theirs. This book is an attempt to draw the right map — or, where the data does not yet exist to draw it, to mark honestly where the blank spaces are.

the broken promise, by life stage

Each reader of this book meets the broken promise in a different form, and it is worth naming the three versions at the outset, because the chapters that follow will keep returning to them. The entrant — the school-leaver, the graduate, the young person at the start — meets it as a door that will not open: the certificate earned exactly as instructed, presented at the post that the map promised, and the post is automated, or gone, or pays a fraction of what it paid the generation before. Theirs is the promise broken at the threshold, before the career has even begun.

The mid-career professional meets it as ground shifting underfoot. They did everything right, climbed the ladder as drawn, reached the position the map described — and now find the position itself changing under them, the skills that earned it depreciating, the security that was its whole point evaporating, and the younger colleagues who would have been their juniors either automated away or emigrated. Theirs is the promise broken in the middle, after the investment has been made and when changing course is most expensive.

And the reader in reinvention — later in a career, or beginning a second one — meets the broken promise as a question about whether the accumulated work of a lifetime still counts: whether the expertise built over decades retains its value, whether it is too late to retrain, whether the map they followed faithfully to its end has led somewhere that still exists. Theirs is the promise broken at the summit, where the reward was supposed to be waiting. Three readers, three versions of the same broken promise — and the same four pressures behind all three. The rest of this book is about what to do once the obsolete map is set down: how to read the actual territory, what equipment the crossing requires, and which of the five paths through it best fits the reader’s own skill, stage, and circumstance. The first step, and the hardest, is simply to admit that the map in hand no longer matches the ground underfoot. That admission is not despair. It is the beginning of navigation.
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