
   

Caribbean Studies

ISSN: 0008-6533

iec.ics@upr.edu

Instituto de Estudios del Caribe

Puerto Rico

Allahar, Anton L.

Reseña de "Politics in a Half Made Society: Trinidad and Tobago 1925-2001" de Kirk Meighoo

Caribbean Studies, vol. 33, núm. 1, january-june, 2005, pp. 291-296

Instituto de Estudios del Caribe

San Juan, Puerto Rico

Available in: http://www.redalyc.org/articulo.oa?id=39233112

   How to cite

   Complete issue

   More information about this article

   Journal's homepage in redalyc.org

Scientific Information System

Network of Scientific Journals from Latin America, the Caribbean, Spain and Portugal

Non-profit academic project, developed under the open access initiative

http://www.redalyc.org/revista.oa?id=392
http://www.redalyc.org/articulo.oa?id=39233112
http://www.redalyc.org/comocitar.oa?id=39233112
http://www.redalyc.org/fasciculo.oa?id=392&numero=2267
http://www.redalyc.org/articulo.oa?id=39233112
http://www.redalyc.org/revista.oa?id=392
http://www.redalyc.org


291RESEÑAS DE LIBROS • BOOK REVIEWS • COMPTE RENDU

Vol. 33, No. 1 (January - June 2005), 283-331 Caribbean Studies

Kirk Meighoo. 2003. Politics in a Half Made Society: Trinidad 
and Tobago 1925-2001.  Kingston, Jamaica: Ian Randle Pub-
lishers, 446pp. ISBN: 9766370796

The descriptions presented in this book are characterized 
by the author as “a factually-based overview” (p.xxii), and 

he is correct; it is factual and just an overview.  No one could really 
disagree with the reporting of those carefully-documented details 
of parliamentary debates, the content of newspaper articles, 
the recounting of election results, the number of seats won and 
deposits lost, the public blunders made, the proliferation of party 
splintering and so on.  This represents over 95% of the book in 
question.  And because 95% of the book is ‘factual’ and not really 
up for debate, I will focus on the 5% where the author reluctantly 
shows his hand: the introduction and conclusion.

In this review I will try, to the extent possible, to let Mr. Mei-
ghoo speak for himself.  This is only fair because I would not want 
to distort what he has to say, and because what I understand him to 
say is tediously descriptive, politically nondescript, and intellectu-
ally thin.  The book would be engaging if the author attempted to 
use some sort of analytical or explanatory framework for situating 
the descriptive details, and if that framework led to interpreta-
tions of the existing information that differed significantly from 
those widely available in the literature.  Owing to the very detailed 
recounting of information that exists in other places, the book is 
longer than it ought to be and bulk of what Meighoo has to say 
is less compelling than his attempts to avoid a theoretical state-
ment concerning the politics of ‘race’ in the introduction and the 
conclusion.

I would say, therefore, that as a book the publication of this 
volume is somewhat premature.  There are clear ways of convert-
ing a doctoral dissertation to a monograph but these were not 
followed in this case.  Meighoo himself says that “The bulk of this 
book is a slight reworking of my Ph.D. thesis in the department of 
Politics at the University of Hull, England” (p. xvii).  The key word 



292

Caribbean Studies Vol. 33, No. 1 (January - June 2005), 283-331

here is ‘slight’ for although I have not read the thesis, Politics in a 
Half-Made society is structured like a thesis: perspective of study, 
review of literature, research questions, research design, etc. 

This notwithstanding, I am left to wonder about the ‘slight 
reworking’ for I have never seen a doctoral dissertation in the 
social sciences that was devoid of a theoretical perspective and 
a clear statement of methodology.  While it could be that these 
were present in the dissertation, my concern here is with the book 
version of that work, where Meighoo acknowledges that “to the 
disappointment of some, no established theoretical framework as 
such has been used in this study, and no theory has been tested.”  
Instead, what he opted for was “a descriptive, historical narrative 
approach” and “[a]n open-ended eclectic approach” (p. xxii).  
Quite apart from the fact that he is clearly not an historian, the 
“factually-based overview” (Ibid.) Meighoo seeks to present is 
abundantly available in a variety of primary, historical documents 
and a host of other reputable secondary sources authored by such 
notable scholars as Eric Williams and C.L.R. James.

Also curious are the reasons given for the absence of a theo-
retical statement: “…theorizing on Trinidad and Tobago’s politi-
cal development...is premature: on the one hand, because of the 
insufficiency and impreciseness of existing empirical material 
upon which such a theory can be soundly constructed; and, on 
the other hand, because of the author’s conviction that Trini-
dad and Tobago remains an unsettled society which has been in 
fundamental flux for most of the period under study” (p. xxii).  I 
find this declaration confusing on both counts.  What is meant by 
‘imprecise and insufficient empirical materials’ and ‘an unsettled 
society’?  Surely theory can be used to cast light on empirical 
materials, whether or not they are imprecise and insufficient, and 
surely the fact that a society is in the process of change, even if 
tumultuous, does not preclude theorizing about it.  In fact these 
things should invite theorizing and should not lead a researcher 
to dismiss theorizing as ‘premature.’  Nor is he excused by the 
declaration that “Attempts at detailed theory-building in such 
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a continually changing environment should accordingly remain 
modest, unless a longer time-frame is analysed and a long-view 
developed” (p. 275).

Meighoo seems quite taken with Naipaul, who is well known 
for making disparaging statements about Trinidad.  Thus, when 
the former writes that: “Emerging from this study is a picture of 
Trinidad and Tobago that is fundamentally anarchic.  The anar-
chy, perhaps, derives not only from its historical newness and 
heterogeneous antecedents, but also perhaps by its relatively insig-
nificant position-economic, military, intellectual, and cultural-in 
the wider world, and its related ‘purposelessness’” (p. 275), the 
Naipaul influence is unmistakable.  It thus makes sense that in 
Meighoo’s estimation an ‘unsettled society’ is best described by 
Naipaul’s notion of a ‘half-made society.’  He uses this term to 
describe Trinidad and Tobago because “some societies, such as 
Trinidad and Tobago, have not yet established enduring, meaning-
ful standards of their own.  They are societies still in formation 
and unmade, without a firm foundation (intellectual, cultural, 
political, military, and/or economic), and in which solidity is 
elusive” (p. xxiii).  Surprisingly, the author seems unaware of the 
concepts of creolization, cultural syncretism and the reciprocal 
influences of colonizer-colonized relationships.  The fact that 
there are few if any societies in the world that remain untouched 
by the processes of colonialism, imperialism and globalization 
seems to have eluded the author, and it is unclear how he is able 
to disconnect Trinidad’s cultural, economic, political and intel-
lectual formation from its colonial and neo-colonial relations.  It 
is no longer a secret that England made its colonies just as much 
as the colonies made England.   

This is relevant for according to Meighoo the opposite of a 
half-made society is a full society, a prime example of which is 
England.  A full society has a “full range of social groups and sta-
tuses, and relatively full, largely self-generated economic, military, 
political, aesthetic, artistic, moral, and intellectual traditions” (p. 
xxiii).  Untroubled by the obvious tautology, he goes on to note 
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that a full society or “a society that maintains its existence for so 
long does so because it is full and strong enough to persist in all, 
or most of, these areas, despite the necessary changes” (p. xxiv).  
Finally, along with half-made and full societies, he also identifies 
decaying societies: “India or Iran should not be considered ‘half-
made’ but decaying from earlier grandeur and now falling apart” 
(p. xxiv).

After complicating the matter by referring to Nigeria and Fiji 
as full societies, and to Canada and perhaps the United States, as 
half-made, Meighoo realizes that he is skating on very thin ice, 
and seeks a most inelegant exit when he declares that: “To further 
explore this idea of ‘half-made’ and ‘full’ societies would take one 
into territory that might not be quickly crossed.  And it would 
detract from the main purpose of the book...” (p. xxiv).  I am most 
puzzled for if this is the case, why use the concept ‘half-made’ as 
the key words in the title of the book in the first place?  And why 
devote 1 page out of 446 to its discussion?

As part of the failure (reluctance) to theorize the question of 
‘race’ and its role in the politics of Trinidad and Tobago, the author 
embarrassingly contradicts himself when he writes that: “The 
influence of race in politics is real, but the extent of its significance 
is questionable” (p.272).  And shortly thereafter, in seeking to 
understand the political processes at play in Trinidad and Tobago 
between the years 1925-2001, “the primary importance is of poli-
tics, not of race” (p. 273).  This notwithstanding he goes on to 
claim that along with PM Patrick Manning’s political blunders, the 
decisive defeat of the PNM in 1995 was directly tied to “the rising 
Indian consciousness stimulated by the 150th anniversary of Indian 
arrival, and the UNC’s ability to capitalize on both” (p. 274).  And 
in all of this the fact that Prime Minister Basdeo Panday was an 
Indian, was not insignificant.  Meighoo also noted earlier that 
“Among Indians, the nationalist movement in India stimulated a 
great deal of pride, while in 1945 the Centenary of Indian Arrival 
was celebrated in Skinner Park, San Fernando.  Soon to follow 
was an efflorescence of Indian music, film, radio broadcasts, and 
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Muslim and Hindu school building” (pp. 15-16).  Though intent 
on downplaying the race factor in Trinidad’s politics, Meighoo 
inexplicably wrote that after his 1995 defeat at the polls, Manning 
argued “that he had lost office because the country felt that it was 
time for an ‘Indian Prime Minister’” (p. 196).

To continue, the pervasive racialization of political conscious-
ness in the country is apparent to all except Meighoo, who, unwit-
tingly, writes that one month into the UNC’s first term of office 
“the Guardian published an article, ‘Chutney Rising – Panday’, 
which further offended Panday because of its alleged sub-textual 
suggestion that he was a narrowly ‘Indian’ prime minister” (p. 
198).  And on the same page he goes on to document the most 
racialized of Panday’s encounters with the media and the fact that 
both fear and indignation were “expressed by Afro-Trinidadians, 
in particular by newspaper columnists and calypsonians, about 
their position under an ‘Indian government’” (p. 198).  How could 
he write this while at the same time maintaining that race is of 
questionable significance?

Further, feeding into the racial fears of the population after 
the UNC victory, many spoke of the Indianization of the state 
owned enterprises, which saw the firing of a number of black 
CEOs from at least seven corporations.  Even Meighoo reports 
that the replacements for the seven who were dismissed “were all 
Indo-Trinidadian” (p. 199).  And by the third month of its man-
date, as the seeming UNC Indianization of the civil service and the 
reorganization of various boards continued, Meighoo himself cites 
PNM MP Ken Valley as charging that “only one of the 12 boards 
appointed up to that time had a non-Indian chairman” (p. 199).  
Finally, how could he possibly maintain that politics and not race, 
was the order of the day when he himself wrote that “[b]y bringing 
into government leadership a new constituency-the Hindu Indians 
of Central Trinidad-the UNC released a fresh energy” (p. 192)?  

Clearly what needs to be done here is sociologically to inves-
tigate the ways in which ‘race’ or at least the perception of ‘race’ 
has colored the politics of Trinidad and Tobago in both the colonial 
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and post-colonial periods, right up to the present.  And as yet not 
a single word has been said about class!  Along with overcoming 
his fear of the race argument, Mr. Meighoo must make that addi-
tional step to investigate the ways in which Trinidad and Tobago’s 
politics is really a politics of class that have been so racialized by 
ethnic political entrepreneurs that class no longer even appears 
on the research agenda of conservative writers.  This is a major 
shortcoming of the book.

Professor Anton L. Allahar
Department of Sociology, Psychology & Social Work
UWI (Mona); Department of Sociology
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Charles V. Carnegie. 2002. Postnationalism Prefigured: Carib-
bean Borderlands. New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University 
Press, 288pp. ISBN: 0-8135-3055-5 (Paper); 0-8135-3054-7 
(Cloth).

A suggestive photograph announces Charles V. Carnegie’s 
preoccupation in Postnationalism Prefigured: the ship-

ping containers of two large multinational companies docked in 
Castries, St. Lucia, tower over but do not for a moment eclipse 
the humble wooden crates of one of St. Lucia’s “speculators” (p. 
62). If it is true, as social scientists have been telling us, that we 
are living in an age in which the dreams and institutions fuelled 
by nationalism have given way to transnational, global paradigms, 
Carnegie insists that the key to understanding these supposedly 
new transnational contexts as well as the continuing hold of 
national ones, is in examining closely the border-crossings repre-
sented by that crate on the Castries waterfront—border-crossings 
that have been occurring for centuries in the most localized and 
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