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Introduction

I have been working here since 1919. We, women, have been working here for the govern-
ment all this time. . . . ​We have been breaking stone blasted from the drilling and making it 
into metal. The government started to pay us 38 cents per cubic yard. It was brought down 
to 30 cents, and now . . . ​28 cents. . . . ​The Harbor scheme people came and took over. . . . ​This 
week, they came and told us they want no breakers . . . ​[they] told us we must quit by 
tomorrow. We feel it is hurtful. We have nowhere else to work and nobody to depend on.
—A laboring woman in the then British Caribbean colony of Trinidad and Tobago, 1935

This woman’s statements reflect the general sense of vulnerability, exploitation, 
and frustration felt by the predominantly African and Indian working people 
in the British colony of Trinidad and Tobago in the first decades of the twen-
tieth century.1 Economic and social conditions in the colony were dreadful. 
While workers generated significant wealth for their employers from the agri-
cultural plantations and oil extraction and did backbreaking public works for 
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the colonial government, they themselves struggled to live. Wages were so low 
that many could not afford adequate food and basic necessities.2 Sanitation, 
access to health and social services, schools, and public utilities like domestic 
water supplies were scant. Malnutrition and deficiency diseases were widespread 
among the general population, and many suffered and died from preventable 
illnesses such as hookworms.3 State violence, racist laws, and other government 
policies kept the laboring masses in a position of subjugation. Like in so many 
other European colonies across the world, the general conditions of life for the 
masses in Trinidad and Tobago were deplorable.

However, by the early 1980s, Trinidad and Tobago had quietly emerged as one 
of the most remarkable, and improbable, cases of relatively high redistributive and 
democratic development in the formerly colonized world. Life expectancy, access 
to education, and the standard of living had dramatically increased. Trinidad and 
Tobago now stands among the countries in the world with the highest levels of 
human development.4 The adult literacy rate reached approximately 98 percent 
in 2000, including a 97 percent rate for women, and maternal and infant mortal-
ity rates are among the lowest in the Global South, indicating that education and 
social services are available to a wide proportion of the population.5 There is a 
low prevalence of malnourishment and diseases that are preventable by inocula-
tion and public health services.6 Relatively high average per capita incomes also 
indicate a decent standard of living, and the country now ranks among the high-
income economies of the world, according to the World Bank.7 Furthermore, the 
multiracial population of Indigenous First Peoples, Africans, and Indians and the 
descendants of those who came from Europe, South America, the Middle East, 
and China enjoy relatively high political and civil liberties and a stable parliamen-
tary democracy.8 Indeed, by the early 1980s, Trinidad and Tobago, which won its 
independence from British colonial rule in 1962, had come a long way from the 
economic, social, and political conditions of the colonial era.

This book explores how, over the course of the twentieth century, Trinidad 
and Tobago was able to achieve such significant gains in economic and social 
development. Understanding Trinidad and Tobago’s impressive performance is 
crucial for tackling long-standing questions in development theory and has par-
amount practical implications for contemporary societies—what forces drive 
improvements in human living conditions and well-being, and how? Accord-
ing to contemporary theories on the determinants of development, Trinidad 
and Tobago did not have the ingredients necessary for such broad-based enhance-
ments in average incomes and social welfare. In fact, it had all the makings for 
long-term economic and social malaise. Its colonial history of plantation slavery 
and other forms of labor exploitation and weak institution building, its “petro-
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statehood” or economic dependence on oil and gas extraction, and its racial 
diversity should have produced a corrupt, clientelistic state that was incapable 
of directing and implementing development policies, managing the resource 
wealth, promoting the equitable distribution of public goods, and maintaining 
political stability.9 Yet, despite these theoretically unfavorable conditions, Trini-
dad and Tobago exhibits noteworthy developmental achievements.

I argue that the key to explaining this outcome in Trinidad and Tobago is the 
presence of a militant mass labor movement, which I call liberation unionism. 
This form of working-class unionism was rooted in Black radical struggles for 
liberation from racialized and gendered superexploitation, imperialism, colo-
nial domination, and white supremacy. With its Pan-African and diasporic 
orientation, liberation unionism challenged these interconnected oppressive 
systems. This Black worker–led movement was multiracial and inclusive of 
women. The resulting unity strengthened the movement in terms of its numbers 
and encouraged welfare gains to be distributed across the entire population.

Liberation unionism emerged in the colonial period in Trinidad and Tobago 
and, having taken advantage of a geopolitical context that favored worker de-
mands, forced the colonial state to enact institutional reforms that increased 
the state’s capacity to redistribute the oil wealth, improve the welfare of the 
masses, and enhance democratic rights and civil liberties. This agency from 
below persisted into the early postindependence period and pushed the newly 
independent state to further increase its capacity to manage the oil wealth and 
improve the quality of life for the masses, leading to long-term robust redistribu-
tive and democratic development.

This book argues that liberation unionism was the critical force for enhanc-
ing equitable development in Trinidad and Tobago, in the way it moved the 
state apparatus to better meet the needs of the masses. From W. E. B. Du Bois 
and Karl Marx to a range of contemporary scholars across the social sciences, 
the potential of workers’ collective action to make a decisive difference in the 
course of history has long preoccupied our thinking about the relationship be-
tween capitalism and human well-being. This focus on the agency of ordinary 
people constitutes the foundation on which this book builds.

A Case for Trinidad and Tobago in Contemporary 
Development Theories

Trinidad and Tobago might not appear as a case of interest in academic liter
ature on development or in the discourse of international development agen-
cies, but its development performance is far from trivial. Table I.1 shows how 
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measures of economic and social development in Trinidad and Tobago, such 
as life expectancy, literacy, and maternal mortality rates, have improved over 
time. In addition, Trinidad and Tobago performs quite well compared to other 
widely praised cases of equity-enhancing development, such as Kerala, India, 
and other commonly studied cases in development literature (see table A.1 in 
appendix).

How Trinidad and Tobago came to achieve these levels of equitable develop-
ment is a puzzle for those well versed in the dominant theories of development. 
It is well established in the development literature that, within capitalism, it 
is not the invisible hand of the unfettered market that improves human well-
being but, rather, those states with the capacity for planning and coordinating 
the massive tasks involved in increasing national income and a redistributive 
agenda, which includes welfare provision, social insurance, land reforms, and 
other policies to enhance equity and economic security.10 In the state-centered, 
Weberian-inspired scholarship on rationalization and bureaucracies, state ca-
pacity that is conducive to this kind of development encompasses three main 
dimensions. The first is that the state must have relative autonomy from the 
capitalist class, which allows it to formulate and implement collective national 
development goals that do not maximize profit for either economic elites or 
political officeholders. Second, there must be a state bureaucracy characterized 
by an efficient organizational structure and staffed by qualified, experienced 
personnel, transforming individual rational-instrumental orientations into shared 
aims and commitments. Such a bureaucratic machinery also enables the state 
to coordinate a multitude of actors and complex tasks on a large scale, such as 
providing collective social goods like education, transportation, roads, health 
services, and sanitation throughout its territory. Third, dense ties between the 
state and the vast array of communities in the society are required for devel-
opment, as these enable the state to access information about people’s needs 
and to harness the skills and expertise of the populace in the creation and 
execution of development programs and policies. By contrast, states with a 
weaker capacity for development are characterized by patrimonial ties, self-
interested personnel, a lack of coordination between government agencies, 
and apparatuses that repress the masses. These states tend to be ineffective in 
formulating people-centered policies and often exacerbate inequality and 
underdevelopment.

The perplexing thing about Trinidad and Tobago is that, according to the 
conventional development theories, the country had the key conditions that 
should have produced a weak state capacity and, therefore, low levels of de-
velopment: European colonizers, oil dependence, and racial diversity. The 
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historical-institutional scholarship on the developmental legacies of European 
colonizers argues that in territories with low European settlement and/or where 
colonizers ruled through collaboration with Indigenous elites such as kings 
and chiefs, there was an ineffective transfer of Western economic, political, 
and cultural institutions. Here, despotic states that lacked the bureaucratic and 
legal-administrative structures based on formal rules derived from European 
law emerged, that is, states that lacked the capacity for achieving long-run post-
colonial development.11

The resource-curse perspective, in turn, posits that resource dependence, 
especially on oil, tends to inhibit rather than enhance economic and social 
development and to weaken democracy and political stability.12 The “rents,” 
or external income from taxes and royalties on natural resource production, 
free these states from having to tax the local population to generate income 
and, therefore, from accountability to their citizenry. Consequently, these reve-
nues tend to weaken state capacity for development in these “rentier states,” or 
“petro-states” in the case of oil, by fostering corruption, clientelism, excessive 
distribution, economic mismanagement, and the building up of authoritarian 
and repressive capacities.13 Except for the few that “escaped” the resource curse, 
owing, supposedly, to private ownership in the resource sector, oil dependence 
tends to hamper development.14

table I.1. Economic and Social Indicators over Time, Trinidad and Tobago

Year 1962 1983 2019
gdp per capita (constant 2015 US$) 4,835 8,105 17,401
Human Development Index – 0.656 (1990) 0.813
Literacy rate, adult total (% of people ages  
  15 and above)

– 95 (1980) 98 (2000)

Life expectancy at birth, total (years) 63 68 74
Mortality rate, infant (per 1,000 live births) 53 31 15
Mortality rate, under 5 (per 1,000 live births) 64 36 17
Maternal mortality (deaths per 100,000  
  live births)

– 74 (2000) 26

Political rights 2 (1972) 1 2
Civil liberties 3 (1972) 2 2
Population (millions) 0.9 1.2 1.4

Sources: Freedom House, Freedom in the World 2024 (indices of political rights and civil liberties are 
on a seven-point scale ranging from 1 [least democratic] to 7 [most democratic]); United Nations 
Economic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean, cepalstat: Statistical Databases and 
Publications, 2024; undp, Human Development Index dataset, 2024; World Bank, World Develop-
ment Indicators, 2024.
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Finally, according to the diversity-development thesis, described as “one of 
the most powerful hypotheses in political economy,” countries with greater ra-
cial and/or ethnic heterogeneity tend to have slower economic growth, more 
political instability, and less public goods provision than ethnically “homoge-
neous” countries.15 Some trace this outcome to competition between ethnic 
groups for state power and the distribution of resources along racial and/or 
ethnic lines, often leading to ethnic violence and civil war.16

According to all these accounts, the odds were stacked against Trinidad and 
Tobago. The resident European population was small, and white capital and co-
lonial administrators established extractive institutions of plantation slavery (for 
sugar, coffee, cacao) based on African labor, Indian indentureship, and natural 
resource exploitation.17 The colonial state was authoritarian, nepotistic, under-
staffed, and underresourced.18 With respect to oil dependence, Trinidad and 
Tobago’s economy and state are heavily reliant on oil and gas revenues and have 
not been immune to the “Dutch disease” and the vagaries of international oil 
prices.19 Still, Trinidad and Tobago has a Human Development Index comparable 
to and in some cases surpassing those of other countries that are widely acclaimed 
to have escaped the resource curse; moreover, it has maintained democratic gov-
ernance since its independence from colonial rule.20 Finally, Trinidad and Tobago 
has a multiracial population, but the country is not stuck in perpetual poverty, 
calamity, and interracial violence or war. Trinidad and Tobago challenges exist-
ing predictions about its development path and complicates dominant accounts 
about the factors and processes that stimulate or inhibit development.

Trinidad and Tobago’s experience illustrates that there is more to the story 
than only European colonizers or natural resource economic dependence or 
ethnic heterogeneity. We are missing possible alternative actors and causal 
pathways to institutional development. This book shows that at the intersec-
tion of colonialism, oil production, and racial and/or ethnic projects, there are 
the masses of ordinary people, whose agency should never be underestimated. 
Fueling Development provides an account of Trinidad and Tobago’s develop-
ment that exposes the critical but heretofore underemphasized role of racial-
ized colonized working people.

Labor, Race, States, and Development: A Black Radical 
and Institutional Approach

Labor studies provide a useful entry point into understanding how workers 
influence development. A core finding in labor studies is that worker agency 
shapes state policy, state institutions, and the state’s orientation toward capital
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ist development. Consistent with this scholarship, this book argues that working 
people were the decisive force spurring institutional changes within the Trini-
dad and Tobago state that resulted in its impressive development outcomes.

Labor studies tend to focus on class, which, defined in Marx’s terms, refers to 
relations of exploitation where the capitalist class (owners of capital) extract sur-
plus value from the laboring class (those who must sell their ability to work). 
Through analyses of class structure and class struggles, these works show the 
key role organized labor played in bringing about universal suffrage, decoloni-
zation, and democracy; the emergence and expansion of the welfare state and 
welfare benefits; and stronger institutions of governance, including transpar-
ency and effective bureaucracy.21 The character of working-class movements 
matters for the different models of capitalist development.22 For example, the 
unified mobilization of workers and peasants can produce social-democratic 
states and robust equitable development, as was the case in Kerala, India.23 
Conversely, labor mobilization that is beset by divisions along racial, gender, 
and ideological lines, as Ray Kiely sees in Trinidad and Tobago, can result in 
uneven development, which he defines in terms of levels of industrialization.24 
Also, in the absence of militant trade unions and class-based organizing, rapid 
industrialization and economic growth may occur, as was the case with the 
East Asian “miracles.”25 However, such transformations were predicated on 
authoritarian rule and extreme forms of labor repression, which negatively im-
pact human well-being.26 Like this labor-centered scholarship, this book also 
recognizes social class to be an important driver of conflict and a collective 
identity around which people mobilize, producing a more equitable distribu-
tion of power and resources.

Class is not, however, the only source of grievance and basis for mobiliza-
tion.27 Labor studies may acknowledge other forms of hierarchy and antago-
nism, such as race and gender, but nevertheless it tends to stress class as the 
primary axis of inequality and conflict in capitalism. For a “class in itself ” to 
become a “class for itself,” in Marx’s terms, and “realize its historic role” as col-
lective actors shaping the course of history, this research tends to search for 
and even prescribe the elevation of class consciousness over and above other 
concerns. However, for people living at the intersection of different oppressive 
hierarchical systems, including class, race, and gender, their experiences, sub-
jectivities, and manifest struggles can and do span several dimensions simul
taneously.28 The analytic challenge is to examine how these different cleavages 
intertwine as sources of conflict, mobilizing identity, and collective action. The 
form and motive of working people’s agency in Trinidad and Tobago cannot 
be understood through class interest and mobilization alone, as it also involved 
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collective action based on racial interests, as well as the simultaneous weight 
and political opportunities of imperialism and colonial domination. This book 
develops an overarching framework with which to holistically and systemati-
cally make sense of how different axes of inequality and subjectivity, such as 
race and class, are related and imbricated with imperialism and colonialism; 
how they shape movements; and, in turn, how they impact development.

To meet this challenge, this book draws on the literature on race and capi-
talism from the Black radical tradition to ground its analysis of development 
in Trinidad and Tobago. The Black radical tradition is broadly defined as the 
distinct political and intellectual struggles of global Africans against the global 
history of chattel slavery and racism, imperialism, and capitalism. It is vast and 
comprises many different ideas, practices, discourses, and strands of political 
thought, including various forms of Black nationalisms, socialisms, Pan-
Africanisms, Marxist feminisms, and more.29 Within these traditions of Black 
radicalism, I draw primarily on those who had varying levels of engagement 
with and critical appreciation for Marxism. Some were Pan-African Marxist in-
tellectuals, such as C. L. R. James, Kwame Nkrumah, and Walter Rodney, who 
theorized the political economy of race and racism, colonialism, and capitalism 
through a dialectical and materialist approach to history. Pan-African Marxist 
feminists, such as Claudia Jones, urged attention to the compounded effects of 
gendered oppression and the indispensability of Black working women to lib-
eration struggles. I also draw on others, like W. E. B. Du Bois and Frantz Fanon, 
who over the course of their lifetimes increasingly engaged with Marxism, and 
those who shifted away, such as George Padmore. And still others, such as Oli-
ver Cromwell Cox, who rejected the Marxist label and distanced himself from 
Pan-Africanism, yet nevertheless laid the intellectual foundations for academic 
research on the racial order of capital accumulation. Together, these thinkers 
constitute a Black radical approach to the study of political economy—one that 
has been historically marginalized across multiple academic disciplines.30 At its 
core, this Black radical literature on race and capitalism advances an integrated 
account of how capitalist imperialism subjugates the racialized masses and also 
sets the conditions for their self-directed liberation. The research and debates 
among these thinkers have generated powerful analytic tools for understanding 
the development experience of Trinidad and Tobago.

Analyzing development using a Black radical analytic approach challenges 
us to attend to the racial and colonial architecture of global capitalism, not as a 
side issue or marginal concern, but rather as a central feature of the world-scale 
organization of wealth accumulation and the production of poverty. For these 
thinkers, capitalist classes and imperial states seek to maximize profits not by 
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homogenizing labor, as Marx and Friedrich Engels had theorized, but rather 
by producing social difference, particularly the modern idea of race. As capital-
ism developed, Europeans invented white supremacist ideology and race to jus-
tify the incorporation of labor and lands into a global regime of accumulation 
by genocide, expropriation, dispossession, racial slavery and various forms of 
labor superexploitation, and colonial domination.31 As Oliver Cox explained, 
“It would be next to impossible for, say, the British in East Africa to conceive 
of the masses as normal human beings and yet maintain their exploitative de-
signs toward them.”32 This social construction of race alongside hierarchical 
center-periphery extractive relations has real developmental consequences. The 
capitalist imperial countries amass wealth, which becomes the basis of world 
power, industry, technological expansion, and so on by creating impoverish-
ment, human suffering, and dependency in peripheralized regions. Thus, a 
deep historical analysis of how the people, land, and resources in Trinidad and 
Tobago were incorporated into the global economic system, and how people 
were racialized in the mode of production, is crucial for understanding its de-
velopmental constraints and possibilities.

What later came to be called dependency theory and world-systems analysis 
reiterates that the development of individual countries is conditioned by their 
structural position in the international division of labor in the world capitalist 
system.33 The “Caribbean dependency thought” of the New World Group, 
a radical intellectual movement in the anglophone Caribbean in the 1960s, 
maintained that the plantation economy based on slavery structured capitalist 
(under)development of the region well beyond emancipation through the per
sistent dependence on foreign multinationals, cheap raw material exports, and 
foreign loans, which reduced economic autonomy and produced economic 
instability.34 These literatures have tended to emphasize economic structural 
dependence, leading many within them to call for more attention to race in 
an analytic manner.35 In Fueling Development, I analyze race as part of many 
dynamic forces shaping Trinidad and Tobago’s development experience.

Many terms have emerged to capture the racial, colonial, and imperial 
underpinnings of capital accumulation and underdevelopment. They include 
racial capitalism, racial and colonial capitalism, racist capitalism, racialized capi-
talism, and race and capitalism.36 Du Bois speaks of a world divided by a “global 
color line.” Others, like C. L. R. James, bring race and colonialism into the class 
analysis without adding a descriptor to the term capitalism. These labels are not 
entirely interchangeable, as there are notable differences in how scholars theo-
rize the timing of the emergence of race and racism, their precise roles in capi-
talism, and their necessity or contingency to capitalism.37 This book uses Wal-
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ter Rodney’s terminology—the “white capitalist system.”38 Although Rodney 
never explicitly defined the term, he used it in a way that is a useful anchor for 
this text. Located in the Pan-African Marxist tradition, Rodney views the inven-
tion of race and white supremacist ideology as specifically tied to the emergence 
of capitalism. The adjective white forces analytic attention to a global system 
dominated economically, politically, militarily, and culturally by white capital 
and capitalist imperialism, and to white supremacy as an ideological basis for 
racialized labor exploitation.39 This term encapsulates those conditions that op-
press the masses and stunt the development of peripheralized regions.

Once we accept the postulate that racialization, labor exploitation, and 
colonial domination are conjoined dynamics shaping capitalist development, we 
must then “stretch” the Marxist analysis, according to Fanon, to include in our 
theoretical frameworks how race, class, and colonialism shape social and eco-
nomic divisions, the state, and the politics of development within countries.40 
The distribution of power, economic resources, rights, and privileges runs not 
just along racial or class lines but along complex hierarchies of race-class inter-
sections that vary among countries and over time. Comparative racial and eth-
nic studies have documented cross-national variations in racial classifications 
and social mobility of racialized groups.41 At the same time, class position also 
reciprocally reinforces racialization and racialized identity. Fanon captured 
this complexity in the famous quote: “You are rich because you are white, you 
are white because you are rich.”42 Thus, the various cleavages, identities, and 
interests that stem from different configurations of race and class in the social 
hierarchy shape the content of the struggle over material resources and political 
power and the balance of power between groups.

Thus, Fueling Development attends to how economic and political conflicts 
and their outcomes are shaped by both racial fissures within a class and class 
chasms within a racialized group. Black radical thinkers have long established 
that shared class conditions, among workers, for example, may not inevita-
bly generate class action because of investments in socially constructed racial 
identities, racism, and colorism, thereby constraining the collective power of 
workers to obtain greater socioeconomic gains, democratize the state, and 
transform society.43 Within the middle class as well, color and/or ethnic-based 
rivalries can cause and/or exacerbate conflicts, which weaken their class 
coherence and shape cross-class alliances.44 Likewise, intraracial class antago-
nisms, such as between the Black working class and the Black middle class, also 
shape politics, state building, and development. Black political and economic 
elites were created and cultivated by capitalist imperialism and colonial states 
to serve imperial interests and became dependent on the state apparatus for 
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their own reproduction. Additionally, having internalized white supremacist 
colonial education, they tended to be preoccupied with mimicking and attain-
ing equal status with white elites. Consequently, rather than struggling to-
gether with Black workers and peasants for socialism and self-determination 
of post-colonial states, the Black middle class, Black radical thinkers observe, 
has historically co-opted radical movements, facilitated neocolonial exploita-
tion, politicized race to serve their own interests, prevented democracy, and 
conserved the capitalist social order, all of which have prevented improvements 
in conditions of life for the masses.45 Thus, neither the shared experience of 
racial domination nor a common class condition necessarily produces shared 
economic and/or political outlooks. This is why race cannot be reduced to class 
and vice versa. Both must be analyzed in their concrete historical situation to 
understand political struggles, states, and development.

Thus far, we have discussed how Fueling Development draws on Black radical 
theories to understand the various oppressions that constitute the white capi
talist system and prevent human development. The dialectical thinking in this 
tradition also pushes us to expose how those very conditions of subjugation si
multaneously invigorate agency from below and spur social change. “Below,” for 
these intellectuals, is not the white industrial working class in the imperial core. 
This group tends to be more reformist than revolutionary. It cherishes the eco-
nomic and democratic concessions obtained from capital and bourgeois nation-
states, who in turn obtained that wealth through imperial exploits, as well as 
what Du Bois called the “public and psychological wage” of whiteness, that is, 
the status, privileges, and social deference they receive simply from being racial-
ized as white.46 Below this white working class in the core are the “inferior darker 
folk” who, in accordance with the racial doctrines of modernity, are denied 
equality with whites.47 These are the “real exploited and exploitable proletariat 
of the system,” as they are precluded from similar wages, welfare, or protections 
for white workers.48 These conditions of racialized exploitation and colonial op-
pression contain within them the potential for the racialized colonized working 
people—the real agents of history—in certain conducive historical situations to 
develop a critical consciousness and spring into radical collective action.

As C. L. R. James asserts, “Economic development on the grand scale is first 
of all people,” and the “only way of changing the structure of the economy and 
setting it on to new paths is by mobilizing the mass against all who will stand 
in the way.”49 From Haiti to Kenya, South Africa, the United States, and be-
yond, such mobilization has profoundly impacted the global economy and the 
trajectories of individual countries therein, including ending slavery, expand-
ing democracy or intensifying authoritarianism, and triggering global shifts in 
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the movement of white capital and the organization/regimes of capital accu-
mulation.50 The complexities of race and class do not affect only the unity of 
the movement. The subjectivities and lived experiences that develop out of the 
destructive dialectic of the white capitalist system embody not only material 
concerns but also racial ones. As Rodney put it, to understand the masses in 
action, “the question of the inter-relation between race and class consciousness 
is of the utmost importance.”51 The triple oppressive forces of race, class, and 
gender, and the role of Black working women in liberation movements, also 
cannot be ignored.52 Because of their location at the nexus of these compound-
ing structures, Black working women have historically advanced an agenda that 
addresses not only formal productive activities but also the devalued reproduc-
tive labor of caring, sexual violence, and family and social reproduction gener-
ally. As such, following the Black radical political economic tradition, I analyze 
Black struggles against the white capitalist system. In Fueling Development, I 
center the visions, strategies, and actions of racialized subordinate classes in 
their quest for liberation and investigate the outcomes of mass action.

In explaining Trinidad and Tobago’s economic and social development, I 
corroborate the Black radicals’ view on how racial and colonial domination 
impedes development, but I also more explicitly develop the other side of the 
dialectic that these thinkers advanced but theorized less, which is how the 
agency of working people can improve their economic and social conditions. 
These thinkers maintained that better conditions for the masses could only be 
realized through the agency of Black working people, but they were not con-
ceptualizing that “development” as the pursuit of Western economic, political, 
and cultural formations. They rejected this liberal and normative framing of 
development. These “advancements,” after all, are derived from intensive and 
widespread racist and gender-motivated violence, exploitation, degradation, 
inequality, and political repression, all of which are occluded in the hegemonic 
European conceptualization of development and progress.53 The only true de-
velopment for working people is a global, anticapitalist, antiracist, feminist, 
anti-imperial, and anticolonial socialist order.54 For most of these thinkers, 
only worker- and peasant-controlled property, production, and socialist state 
apparatus grounded in the principle of egalitarian distribution will satisfy 
the wants and needs of all members of the society—housing, health, public 
schools, and general welfare—and uphold all human freedom and dignity. Du 
Bois for example, asserted that the success of a multiracial social democracy 
required a military-backed “dictatorship of the proletariat.”55 C. L. R. James 
rejected representative government and advocated for direct democracy com-
prising popular councils and worker self-management.56 Anything short of this 
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is reformist, not revolutionary, and reforms are insufficient, or, more aptly, an 
obstacle to true mass liberation.

The Trinidad and Tobago state is not a socialist one, and the workers do not 
own or control the means of production. The country may now register as a 
high-income economy, but with its reliance on exports, access to foreign mar-
kets, and foreign capital, it has not broken the chains of structural dependency. 
It has not leapfrogged out of the economic position and resource-exporter 
role into which it was placed during British colonial domination. In this sense, 
Black radical thinkers would not call Trinidad and Tobago a developmental 
success. Similarly, the New World Group might have interpreted the shifts in 
the standard of living for Trinidad and Tobago’s working people as “continuity 
with change” or “adjustment without transformation.”57

This book does not dispute the persistence of Trinidad and Tobago’s struc-
tural dependency in the global white capitalist system. However, the unin-
tended by-product of emphasizing structural stasis is the constriction of the 
intellectual space for understanding the agents and activities responsible for 
the instances, whether fleeting or lasting, of positive change. In the late 1960s, 
development scholars began to recognize that development was more dy-
namic, and outcomes, whether defined as industrialization, average income, 
social well-being, or all of the above, varied considerably among states outside 
of the core.58 Others noted the many contradictions of developmental “suc-
cess,” where states like Trinidad and Tobago might remain in the same relative 
position in the global hierarchy of wealth and power but nevertheless undergo 
major social and economic transformations.59 Material conditions and human 
welfare have improved remarkably in Trinidad and Tobago, so how do we ac-
count for this shift? This book argues that the mobilization of working people 
within the constraints of the white capitalist system, while falling short of so-
cialist revolution, still had important enduring successes, through the way it 
forced changes in the state apparatus.

Also following this group of Black radical intellectuals, this book draws on 
a range of archival sources, government documents, and databases, and em-
ploys a historical and dialectical materialist analysis that aims to trace how 
the past informs the present. Using their narrative strategy, which is also com-
mon in North American comparative-historical research methods, I attend to 
the temporal order, event sequences, conjunctures, and contingencies.60 Also 
consistent with Black radical thinkers’ analytic approaches, I aim to overcome 
what recent scholars have called methodological nationalism and attend to the 
interrelations among actors, events, and processes across time and space that 
shape outcomes in Trinidad and Tobago.61 My methodology is described in 
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detail in the appendix. The next section lays out the details of the book’s argu-
ment regarding Trinidad and Tobago’s worker movements, state structure, and 
development.

The Argument: Liberation Unionism, State Capacity, 
and Development

I trace Trinidad and Tobago’s development over the course of the twentieth 
century to the mobilization of a specific form of working-class unionism, which 
I call liberation unionism. Liberation unionism in Trinidad and Tobago had 
three main defining features: (1) it was internationalist, meaning imbued with 
the Pan-African anticolonial, anti-imperial, diasporic connections primarily of 
Garveyism and later Black Power; (2) it united workers across racial and sec-
toral lines and was also inclusive of women; and (3) it advocated for economic, 
political, and social transformations. Liberation unionism emerged during the 
interwar years, erupting in 1919 and 1937, under crucial contextual factors that 
workers took advantage of, namely, a wider geopolitical context where the Brit-
ish Empire viewed the colony of Trinidad and Tobago as its only secure source 
of oil. While not eliminating the underlying exploitative racial and economic 
structures, these movements forced the colonial state to enact institutional re-
forms that increased state capacity for development. Liberation unionism trig-
gered the construction of a welfare-enhancing state apparatus, which enabled 
the Trinidad and Tobago state to achieve remarkable gains in such gargantuan 
tasks as lowering infant mortality, increasing life expectancy, expanding access 
to education, and generally raising living standards and well-being.

This form of unionism differed from the far more insular “business 
unionism,” in which unions struggle to improve the working conditions of 
their members, narrowly defined.62 Other forms of unionism, such as political 
unionism, social justice unionism, and social movement unionism, adopt 
a broader scope, where workers not only fight for better wages and working 
conditions but also make political claims for human rights, democratization, 
and/or the needs of the larger community.63 Liberation unionism, as defined 
in this book, encompasses all these demands but has its basis in a phenomenol-
ogy of racialized and colonized subjectivity. It is a distinctive form of worker 
organizing that is deeply rooted in independent Black struggles for freedom 
and self-determination. The designation liberation is not meant to imply that 
other traditions and forms of unionism do not also seek some kind of libera-
tion from exploitation and oppression. The Communist Party–affiliated social 
movement unionism in India, South Africa, Hawaiʻi, the United States, and 
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across Latin America and the sindicalismo de liberación in late 1960s Argen-
tina, as it was called by labor organizer Raimondo Ongaro, all at one point or 
another contained or embodied expressions of anti-imperial working-class so-
cialism.64 The term liberation is also not meant to suggest that totally breaking 
free from the white capitalist system was achieved. The conflict-compromise 
relationship between capital and labor constrains what labor unions and move-
ments can accomplish.65 The liberation in liberation unionism denotes the dis-
tinctive Black radical political philosophies, strategies, and expressions of Black 
liberation that orient and give meaning to the workers’ self-directed collective 
action.

The next chapter (chapter 1) lays out the conditions favoring the emergence 
of liberation unionism in Trinidad and Tobago. I explore the social structure, 
the lived experiences and interests of the three main actors involved in institu-
tional development—workers, colonial state officials, and private capital—and 
the history of resource and labor extraction in colonial Trinidad and Tobago 
prior to the first colony-wide worker mobilization in 1919. I also highlight the 
lack of institutions for addressing these conflicts and promoting equitable 
human development. Chapters 2 and 3 chronicle the events and institutional 
changes following the 1919 and 1937 worker mobilizations, respectively.

Despite being the most cohesive and prominent political force during the 
colonial period, the working people did not win control of the state apparatus 
during formal decolonization. Chapter 4 presents how liberation unionism was 
severely weakened, although not eliminated, during this period. I argue that 
labor’s failure to win state control was consequential for development in the 
long run. It enabled militant unions to remain organizationally independent of 
political parties and the state and to retain their radicalism, whereas foreign in-
tervention and party and political incorporation of labor in so many other for-
mer colonies resulted in longer-lasting depoliticization of worker movements. 
This relative autonomy of labor led to open confrontation just after indepen-
dence between labor, on one side, and the state and private capital, on the other, 
over the unfulfilled dreams for economic and social justice and transformation.

Liberation unionism survived and resurged in the postindependence pe-
riod, crucially between independence in 1962 and the first oil boom of 1973. 
It paralleled and innovated on the Black radical activity of the colonial era, and 
the timing was crucial for shaping how the state invested the massive oil wind-
falls. As shown in chapter 5, this postindependence liberation unionism rein-
forced the path-dependent process of institution building and forced the newly 
independent state to further increase its capacity, leading to long-term robust 
development.
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Across chapters 2 to 5, I demonstrate how liberation unionism shaped long-
term development by pushing the despotic state to institutionalize greater 
legal-administrative capacity to devise and implement development policies 
and provide public goods. I show how the movement forced the colonial and 
post-colonial states to loosen entanglements with white foreign and local eco-
nomic elites, thereby carving out some autonomous space for state action that 
was more oriented toward the masses. Through liberation unionism, work-
ing people also enhanced the coherence and meritocracy of the state as they 
compelled the state to provide developmental goods to the African and Indian 
masses across the country. Finally, I show how worker mobilization in the colo-
nial and independence period propelled the Trinidad and Tobago state toward 
democracy and the expansion of political rights and civil liberties, and encour-
aged greater transparency and accountability of the state to the public. The in-
stitutional features of increased autonomy from the dominant class, enhanced 
bureaucratization, and greater embeddedness with the masses helped promote 
economic and social development in Trinidad and Tobago.

Chapter 6 compares the findings from the in-depth case study of Trinidad 
and Tobago with an abbreviated study of Guyana over the same time period 
to sharpen the concept of liberation unionism and demonstrate how it might 
be used to understand development in other contexts. Guyana is another for-
mer British colony in the Caribbean region where workers had significant 
structural power on account of the geostrategic importance of their natural 
resources—bauxite—to British imperial efforts. Guyana’s history of plantation 
slavery with a multiracial African and Indian worker base closely resembles 
Trinidad and Tobago’s, and liberation unionism did emerge there during the 
interwar years. However, Guyana ended up with comparably less equitable de-
velopment outcomes.

The Guyana case reinforces the argument that geopolitical contexts shape 
the extent to which liberation unionism stimulates reformist welfare-enhancing 
state building. Unlike Trinidad and Tobago’s workers, who were unsuccessful 
at the polls during decolonization, in Guyana a radical Marxist political party 
representing working people won state power and began constructing a so-
cialist state. But to the British and United States, such a state threatened their 
interests and the existing global order. These imperial powers repressed libera-
tion unionism and the socialist party, reversed democracy, and ensured that the 
Guyanese state, upon constitutional independence, was in the hands of leaders 
who professed alignment with imperial interests. As such, state building after 
constitutional independence proceeded in ways that impeded democratic and 
redistributive development. This comparison shows that liberation unionism 
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is not unique to Trinidad and Tobago per se, but that its exclusion from state 
power spared the state and masses from imperial interventions and generated 
concessions that positively affected development.

In arguing that liberation unionism had developmental impacts, I am not 
saying that this process was smooth and uncontested or resulted in a steady 
march toward mass upliftment. I am also not asserting that working people 
should eschew revolution and aspire only to concessions, thereby leaving the 
overall white capitalist system intact. My argument is simply that the agency of 
working people matters, and I show empirically how their self-directed strug
gles led to changes that improved their everyday lives. State-building processes 
are path dependent.66 Once the colonizers invaded and constructed institu-
tions in a particular way, these institutions became very difficult, if not nearly 
impossible, to change as entrenched interests favored and defended the status 
quo. Worker mobilization threatened the legitimacy and dominance of the 
white elites and the colonial and independent regimes. Gains were uneven and 
at times were rolled back as the white ruling elites retaliated with the repressive 
capacity of the state and novel methods of labor exploitation, resource extrac-
tion, and accumulation.

Still, I show how after the first set of institutional changes stimulated by 
liberation unionism in 1919–20, subsequent mobilizations tended to reinforce 
those previously established patterns of relations between the state and the 
working people. During formal decolonization, state reforms did not involve 
dismantling the existing structure and creating something different. Instead, 
movement-driven reforms increased the size of the state and its capacity, and 
further enhanced public participation, resulting in the consolidation of an in-
stitutionally robust democratic and redistributive development.

My analysis of Trinidad and Tobago covers the full sweep of the twentieth 
century, with a specific focus on the period from 1919, when the first instantia-
tion of liberation unionism erupted, to 1983, when the global neoliberal cur-
rent of the 1980s pulled in the Trinidad and Tobago state. In the concluding 
chapter, I review the argument about Trinidad and Tobago’s development story, 
which I trace to worker struggle and its long-lasting institutional impacts. My 
framework helps make sense of trends in the mid-1980s and thereafter, which 
are more dispiriting as global economic restructuring has increased labor pre-
carity, the state has embraced certain elements of neoliberalism, unions have 
been severely weakened, and the indicators of social dislocation, most nota-
bly crime, have skyrocketed. In Fueling Development, one theme is clear: when 
labor strikes, capital strikes back. The conclusion situates these contemporary 
conditions in the longue durée of state-capital and state-society relations and 



18  Introduction

in the global context of the ever-evolving white capitalist system. Liberation 
unionism suffered challenges after World War II, but it reemerged in the 1960s. 
Thus, the neoliberal turn is a downside for worker organizing, but this is one 
part of a longer struggle, and the fate of worker movements is not given. Fuel-
ing Development is a story of hope, tragedy, and ongoing struggle with libera-
tion unionism at the heart of it. I end by discussing the implications of this 
book’s findings for other countries and for the future of human development.
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