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Abstract 

Impact of Ethnic Conflict on Development: A Case Study of Guyana 

By 

Visnoonand Bisram 

 

Adviser: Professor Stanley Aronowitz 

 

The study presents an alternative framework, from the dominant political and 

economic theories, for explaining the feeble and relatively slow pace of development of 

an ethnically divided, resource rich country. 

The study, using primary and secondary sources, empirical evidence, and 

interpretive analysis, examines the emergence and role of racial conflict and its stifling 

impact on national development in Guyana, which represents an extreme case of a society 

plagued by racial division. Organizations including labor unions and political parties, as 

well as occupations and aspects of the economy, among other social constructs, are all 

racially divided. Utilizing an inter-disciplinary (sociology, political science, economics, 

history, anthropology, culture) scope of investigation, the study explains: how Guyana 

became a multi-ethnic state, how ethnic rivalry emerged during colonialism; how 

ethnicity has shaped its development; how racial conflict was advanced by colonial forces 

to serve their interests; how it became institutionalized; how it was used by the US and 



v 

UK to delay the independence of the colony; and how the race conflict affected the 

political and economic development of the post-colonial state including its debilitating 

impact on social change. 

The study determines that the failure of development in Guyana is tied to a range 

of interrelated social issues and problems associated with ethnic identity and rivalry. The 

study discusses various theories on economic development and on ethnic conflicts in 

order to explain Guyana’s ongoing racial conflict and illustrates some effects of conflict 

on Guyana’s development. It examines, discusses, interprets, and analyzes various 

variables (power and economic control) impacting on ethnic relations and politics in 

Guyana and their effects on the country’s overall development. It also looks into the 

causes for heightened ethnic competition and conflict attributing blame to both major 

(largely ethnic) political parties, PPP and PNC, and their respective founding leaders, Dr. 

Cheddi Jagan and Mr. Forbes Burnham as well as their respective supporters, Indians and 

Africans. 

The study also proposes solutions as models of governance to manage ethnic 

conflict to facilitate development. The study has implications for similar societies serving 

as a guide to help resolve ethnic conflicts that could affect national development. 
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-Time Line- 

  

1814: Britain occupies Guyana during the Napoleonic Wars.  

1831: Guyana is officially declared a British colony.  

1834: Slavery is abolished; many slaves leave plantations to set up their own free 

holdings and settlements 

1838: Portuguese from Madeira arrive in Guyana to work on sugar plantations 

          Indentured workers imported from India to work on sugar plantations. 

1851: Chinese indentured laborers arrive in Guyana to serve the estates 

1943: Dr. Cheddi Jagan returns from the U.S and organizers workers 

1947: Political Affairs Committee (PAC) formed under Jagan’s leadership 

         Dr. Jagan contests as an independent and wins a seat to legislature 

1949: Burnham returns to Guyana from his law studies in England; joins PAC 

1950: PAC is transformed into Peoples Progressive Party (PPP) with Jagan as leader, 

Forbes Burnham as Chairman 

1953: Britain grants Universal Suffrage 

          PPP wins first election under universal suffrage with Jagan appointed as Chief 

Minister.      Britain suspends Guyana's constitution, sends in troops and installs an 

interim administration after democratic elections for parliament produces a result not to 

its liking. 

1955: PPP splits into two faction – Jagan and Burnham faction 

1957: Britain restores Guyanese constitution; PPP formally splits along racial lines, with 

Cheddi Jagan leading a mostly Indian party and Forbes Burnham leading a party of 

African descendants; Jagan’s PPP wins election. Jagan named Premier 

1958: League of Colored People (Middle Class Africans and Mixed race) joins 

Burnham’s PPP faction to form People's National Congress (PNC). 

1959: Burnham wins Mayoralty of Georgetown, capital and largest city of Guyana 

1960: Peter D’Aguiar bursts onto political science launching the United Force party   

1961: Jagan wins re-election and named Prime Minister. Guyana granted full autonomy, 

with Britain retaining control over internal and defence matters. 

1962: Ethnic tensions increase resulting in racial violence. British troops rushed in. 

1963: Racial riots between people of African origins and Indian supporters of Jagan 

become widespread.  

1964: Violence subsides! At independence talks in London, Britain decides to change 

method of electing parliament shifting from first past the post to Proportional 

Representation (PR).  
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Timeline Continues --- 

1964: Elections held; Jagan wins plurality but Britain invites Burnham to  

form a coalition government with the help of a junior partner representing the interests of 

Europeans, Mixed and Amerindians. 

1964: PNC-UF coalition forms with Burnham as Premier and D’Aguiar as Finance 

Minister 

1966: Guyana becomes independent with Burnham as prime minister. 

1967:  Fallout between Burnham and D’Aguiar with D’Aguiar charging ethnic 

discrimination and calling for investigations of allegations of corruption involving 

officials close to Burnham 

            1968: Burnham jettisons UF; rig general elections giving himself two-thirds majority to 

change the constitution. 

          Judicial Appeals to British Privy Council abolished derailing any challenges to rigged 

elections. 

1969: An Amerindian group opposed to the PNC government of dictatorial President 

Forbes Burnham stages an uprising in the Essequibo region. It was asserted that 

Venezuela had trained and armed the militants. Burnham crushes rebellion. 

          Economy slides downward 

1970: Burnham declares Guyana a republic within the British Commonwealth and 

appoints a Chinese, Raymond Arthur Chung, as titular president. 

1973: Burnham rigs elections 

1978: Burnham rigs referendum to draft a new constitution; opposition wages successful 

boycott of referendum; only 10% participated; Burnham claims massive victory. 

1980: Burnham promulgates a new constitution without electoral approval 

          Historian Dr. Walter Rodney murdered by the government. 

          Burnham declares himself first executive president.  

1985: Burnham dies in August 

          Desmond Hoyte (PNC) becomes president. 

          Hoyte rigs elections in December 1985 

Economy continues downward deterioration. 

1988: Hoyte invites Commonwealth and IMF Team of Economists to review economy 

1989: Hoyte embraces structural reforms 

1990: US calls for political reforms in Guyana 

1991:  Hoyte invites President Carter for consultation on free and fair elections 

1992: Hoyte agrees to hold free and fair elections under international supervision 

          Jagan wins first completely free parliamentary elections since independence; 
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 Timeline Continues --- 

 

1992: October, Jagan sworn in as President            

1997: Jagan dies and is replaced by Prime Minister Sam Hinds as President 

          Jagan’s wife, Janet, led the party into elections; PPP wins re-election; 

          PNC refuses to accept results and brought supporters onto streets. 

1998: Government declares state of emergency in Georgetown in response to violent race 

riots amid allegations of discrimination against Afro-Guyanese by PPP gov’t. 

         Accord is signed in which PPP agrees to give up two years of term and holds early 

election.  

1999: President Janet Jagan resigns for health reasons 

          Bharrat Jagdeo becomes president. 

2001: New Elections is held; PPP wins re-election 

Sources (Guyana Timeline)  

http://www.odci.gov/cia/publications/factbook/gy.html  

http://lanic.utexas.edu/la/sa/guyana/  

http://lcweb2.loc.gov/frd/cs/gytoc.html 

http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/americas/country_profiles/1211428.stm 

Guyana Chronicle 

Guyana Kaieteur News 

Guyana Stabroek News 

Guyana Times  
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Chapter 1  Introduction: Background to Ethnic Conflict 

In recent decades, diverse people have become increasingly dependent on one another 

resulting in a breaking down of various social barriers to allow for greater economic 

integration that should result in a better quality of life. Yet, in many societies, especially in 

the developing world, a barrier in the form of race or ethnicity1 is increasingly dividing 

people and impacting negatively on their way of life and standard of living and even on the 

growth of a nation (Laguerre: 2013; Gurr: 1994; Hechter: 1987; Horowitz: 1985; Brass: 

1976; Hechter: 1974). In many multi-ethnic societies, ethnic identity (ethnic assertiveness) 

and discord have been on the rise with many ethnic groups2 placing increasing demands on 

the state for a more “fair” (or greater) share of resources and political power (participation 

and significant positions in governance).  People have been viewing issues through ethnic 

lens and pursuing or advocating policies that are geared towards serving the interests of 

people of their own ethnic groups rather than the entire nation of multi-ethnic groups 

(Hechter: 1978; Barth: 1969).  Also, they tend to pledge greater loyalty and allegiance to 

their group rather than to the state. In addition, the members of ethnic groups have been 

asserting their ethnic identity (described as ethno-nationalism or a kind of ethnic 

assertiveness in their group identity) in matters pertaining to the state and the economy often 

making (at times unreasonable) political and economic demands for their group3 (Bonacich: 

                         

1 Ethnicity refers to the passionate loyalty one displays for his/her ethnic group. 

2 An ethnic group is defined on the basis of race or cultural criteria, namely a group sharing a 

distinctive homeland or territory (nationality), or language, or religion, or some other form of 

common ancestry (such as tribe or race, among others). 

3  From a sociological or anthropological perspective, ethnic consciousness and the value of 

ethnicity are social labels imposed from outside a person’s group of physical like-minded 

individuals and that indeed has been the social reality of life among people in multi-ethnic 

societies.  People are described by the color of their skin or by their ancestors’ geographic 

locations like Indians or Africans or Chinese or Portuguese or Turkish or their religion, or their 

language, etc., as is the case in so many places. In these societies, ethnicity (or ethnic 

identification becomes inordinately significant to the people.  Their physical identity and group 

differences (from others) are always emphasized and instilled into their psyche by others 
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1972).  Such demands made primarily out of ethnic considerations, and for whatever 

reasons, are increasingly becoming a relevant focus for so many peoples' socio-economic 

and politico attitudes and their overall behavior in many multi-ethnic nations primarily in 

developing nations (Young: 1975). This often leads to violent ethnic conflict4 that has an 

adverse effect on investment and productivity hurting national economic growth and quality 

of life (Allahar: 1996; Geertz: 1973). In short, ethnic conflict generally impact on national 

development and social change. 

As gleamed from the literature and from empirical observations, race or ethnic 

conflict is the single most intractable barrier to social change, progress, growth and 

development, especially among countries in the developing world.  Ethnic division in 

developing states tends to be much more evident and pronounced than in developed 

countries, and it seems to have greater effects on development on the former than on the 

latter. Very few nation states are spared the travails of ethnic conflict and violence, 

especially in the developing world, which have affected overall development in many of 

them impacting on standard of living and quality of life (Richardson: 1996, Dew: 1994). In 

many of these multi-ethnic states, especially in the Third World, the ethnic conflict has been 

so acute that the nation has experienced (or is on the verge of) a civil war (like Rwanda, 

Burundi, Zaire, Sudan, among others) that has damaged their economies -- rendering 

infrastructure dysfunctional, destroying large swaths of buildings, as well as making farming 

and business activities almost impossible (Horowitz: 1985). Thus, ethnic conflict, especially 

                                                                         

(including in the media).  Not unexpectedly, people tend to accept or see themselves in terms of 

how they are described by others thereby reinforcing their identity especially when seen by 

members of other ethnic groups as belonging in that group category. 

4 Ethnic conflict is a struggle (could be peaceful like using protests or violent with clashes) 

between or among rival groups seeking to maintain or gain access to resources or control of state 

power. The latter has been the primary motif or raison d’etre of most ethnic groups in conflict. 
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when it is expressed in extreme forms of physical violence or even through persistent 

protests that lead to instability, can negatively impact the overall social, economic and 

political development of societies (social change) (Bonacich: 1972).  This inevitably results 

in a declining standard of living or quality of life as reflected in measurements of Gross 

Domestic Product (GDP), GDP per capita, economic growth rates, health and social indices, 

and other social and economic indicators of many of these multi-ethnic nations. 

There is pronounced ethnic conflict in too many nations. In virtually every multi-

ethnic nation, people tend to coalesce around their group or an organization (s) advocating 

the interests of their ethnic group; or they may rally behind a leader (or leaders) who is (are) 

the advocate (s) of their group or they are influenced by political (ethnic) leaders and or 

ethnic organizations that advocate on behalf of their group or they support those who they 

perceive to be representing their ‘ethnic’ interests (group).  The organizations are usually 

composed of members of their own ethnic group, and they make demands that may be in 

conflict with (members of) other organizations representing the interests of other ethnic 

groups that have similar (or even conflicting) demands on the state vis-à-vis their groups 

(Alahar: 1996; Hechter: 1995; Horowitz: 1985; Hechter: 1974). Ethnic groups tend to 

display self-interest and have defined their goal not in terms of what is in the national 

interest but what they perceive to be in the groups’ interest. Not surprisingly, many groups 

demand autonomy or greater amounts of power for their group with reference to control 

over the state and or its allocation of resources (Hechter: 1987 & 1978; Gordon: 1975). 

Such demands conflict with those of other groups and they inevitably lead to socio-

politico instability resulting in major problems in nation building, including effects on 

social change and standard of living (that tend to decline). 
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Also, in several multi-ethnic societies, especially in the developing world, politics is 

practiced at a primordial (or tribal) level where organizations or political parties are formed 

(often endorsed by political leaders and politicians) to advocate the interests of their own 

ethnic group rather than that of the entire nation (state) of all ethnicities.  Such fragmentation 

of the nation often leads to a clash between or among the diverse groups and or with the 

state (that may be under the control of another group) (Alahar: 1996, Dew: 1989; Nagel: 

1984). Very often, the focus of the leadership of a group is on capturing the state for its 

(their) members (or for a small group of ethnic entrepreneurs who claim leadership or are 

chosen as leaders of the group). The goal of the ethnic leadership is not necessarily that of 

developing the state for the benefit of all its citizens but rather to guarantee the interests of 

the group or those of its selfish leaders are foremost served (Gur: 1994).  The objective of 

the state should not be that of serving the vital interests of one ethnic group (as in minority-

ruled Rhodesia or apartheid South Africa or Shiite-ruled Iraq) but to promote national 

development that can lead to a higher collective standard of living for everyone in the nation 

as generally happens in developed nations. However, ethnic leaders and their followers or 

their organizations (including ethnic political parties) often lose sight of this important fact, 

and they tend to pursue a narrow (ethnic) agenda that is not in the best interests of the nation 

and or at times not even in the interest of the group but of their own apparent self-interest 

(Hechter: 1987).  In some cases, it appears the mission of ethnic leaders or their organization 

is simply to capture the state (peacefully or violently) regardless of the socio-economic 

consequences (such as destruction of infrastructure and loss of lives) on their supporters or 

on the nation at large – a grab for power by ethnic leaders who exploit ethnic conflict 

without concern for the resulting fallout.  In ethnically polarized states, groupings (including 
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political parties) tend to be (willfully or strategically or organically) organized along ethnic 

lines or become ethnically oriented. The leaders of these groups (political parties, in 

particular) advocate the interests of their own groups often to the exclusion of other groups. 

The preoccupation by ethnic leaders and or their support group and or their parties and or 

ethnic organizations to focus on the interests of their own groups in national politics 

inevitably lead to antagonisms with other groups and or their ethnic leaders (Laguerre: 2013 

& 1984).  This tends to lead to tension and pitched battles between members of groups and 

or between organizations and or parties representing other ethnic groups for state control 

(based on ethnic demands) or for ethnic predominance in the country to access or control 

resources for the group (LaGuerre: 2013). Ethnic tensions and animosity are often followed 

by violent ethnic conflict (leading to political instability) (Bonacich: 1972) as has been 

witnessed in so many countries, especially in recent years. 

To the extent that political parties or organizations in a state are ethnic in nature, the 

competition for political control of the state between or among the parties may often mirror 

the ethnic conflict. That is to say, distinct ethnic groups within a nation have political parties 

or organizations representing them (as in Libya or Iraq) and they are in conflict with other 

ethnically based parties or organizations for control of state power and domination (over 

economics, resources, culture, politics, etc.)(Geertz: 1973).  These ethnically based political 

parties tend to mobilize support, covertly if not overtly, based on ethnicity (Dew: 1989).  

Once in power, the leaders (of the party or group in power) tend to reward their (or its) own 

supporters in a client-patron relationship in order to maintain the support of their base, often 

to the exclusion (or neglect) of members of other ethnic groups, with the goal of 

perpetuating political and economic control over the state as well as over the group.  The 
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neglect and marginalization of other (subordinated) groups by the dominant group (in 

control of the state) solidifies and even exacerbates the ethnic conflict (that may lead to 

violence and destruction).  Challenges are mounted against the dominant group by other (out 

or subordinate) groups furthering the conflict. Also, the competition for control over the 

state and or for resources along ethnic lines is bound to lead to violence and instability 

especially when there is inequitable distribution of resources (Geertz: 1973). As observed in 

so many societies, serious ethnic conflict often leads to physical violence.  And once there is 

violence and political instability, especially over a prolonged period, the economy suffers 

and with it the standard of living declines (Hechter: 2000, 1995). 

In short, in several of these multi-ethnic nations, groups are in conflict with one 

another or with the state (government) leading to political instability that tend to disrupt 

economic activities impacting on the development (projects) of the state as well as on social 

change (Horowitz: 1985). Ethnic competition (conflict) tends to lead to physical violence 

between and or among groups and or protests that feed socio-politico instability which can 

negatively affect investment, productivity, tax revenues, food and other commodity 

production, growth and development, infrastructure, standard of living, etc., as have been 

observed in so many countries. Instability often leads to economic problems. Investors tend 

to be reluctant to pour money into societies where there are political (or ethnic) troubles that 

would make recovery of financial investments or assets very difficult if not impossible.  In 

such troubled societies, as businesses withhold investment, the economy will not grow, 

economic progress becomes stymied and the standard of living inevitably suffers (stagnate 

or decline) as observed in many societies.  Even state owned corporations are not exempt 

from the effects of conflicts; they also experience problems during periods of political 
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instability resulting in reduced productivity and loss of revenues. Several countries suffer 

from this syndrome (ethnic conflict leading to political instability that impact on the 

economy). The causes (of ethnic conflict) need to be addressed (and resolved) by 

policymakers so that conditions can be established for the diverse groups of people (in 

conflict) to live peaceably allowing the societies to maximize their economic potential 

resulting in an improvement in the collective standard of living of all irrespective of 

ethnicity and (positive) social change (Bonacich: 1972; Barth: 1969; Despres: 1967). 

  One society where ethnic conflict has severely impacted development is Guyana in 

Northeast South America. It is a pluralist, racially polarized and politically unstable state. 

Guyana is an artificially constructed society in the sense that except for one ethnic group 

(indigenous Amerindians), all the others were imported from Europe, Africa, and Asia to 

service sugar plantations during the colonial era (Rabushka: 1972; Cross: 1971; Young: 

1975). The ethnic groups were historically divided and segregated by race living in separate 

communities after their importation and settlement in Guyana with very little co-mingling. 

Segregated residential patterns have affected all aspects of relations among the diverse 

groups to the point where the society is ready to racially explode at any time that would 

wipe out whatever little economic gains it has made over its short history as a nation. 

The ethnic groups in Guyana have been at each other’s throats ever since they came 

into contact in the 1840s. There was serious racial conflict between and among the groups 

(Amerindians, Africans, Indians, Portuguese, Chinese, and Mulattoes or Mixed) with some 

incidents involving physical violence including loss of lives since that time (Samaroo: 1987; 

Despres: 1967). The two major races, Indians and Africans5, represented by their respective 

                         

5 Indians (the majority race) and Africans (the minority race) are the major racial groups in 

Guyana.  There are also a few ethnic minorities – Whites, (Portuguese, British, and Europeans), 
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race (ethnic) dominated political parties, Peoples Progressive Party (PPP) and Peoples 

National Congress (PNC), have competed for control of state power since the mid 1950s 

(Glasgow: 1970) resulting in almost a perpetual state of instability. As a result of this acute 

(at times often violent) ethnic conflict, the country has experienced serious difficulties in 

nation building and in attaining socio-economic development6 (Bartels: 1977). 

Section A: Ethnic Conflict in Guyana:   

There are numerous heterogeneous societies with their social, political and ethnic 

conflicts. But Guyana’s represent an extreme case of ethnic division where almost every 

aspect (union affiliation, occupation, politics, economics, religion, education, among 

other social constructs) of life is linked to ethnicity and or is viewed in ethnic terms7.  

                                                                         

Coloreds or Mixed races (product of inter-racial parents), Chinese and Amerindians. Indians 

constitute approximately 51% of the total population and tend to support the PPP while Africans, 

who make up about 31% of the population, tend to identify with the PNC (Table p ix).  The other 

races make up the rest of the population of approximately 750,000. The Indians and Africans 

have been the primary groups involved in ethnic conflict over control of the state.  They are the 

main contenders for political power. And since 1955, the two major ethnic groups, as indeed the 

others, have supported a political party or organization or political force that they have perceived 

to represent their interests or ethnic group. Two major political parties have shaped and 

dominated Guyana's political development since adult suffrage was granted in 1953, the People's 

Progressive Party, founded by Cheddi Jagan (an Indian who considered himself to be a Marxist), 

and the People's National Congress (PNC) founded by Forbes Burnham (an African who 

viewed himself as a moderate socialist but who was an ally of Britain and the U.S). 

 

6  Social scientists view development from their respective disciplinary perspectives and there is 

disagreement on what constitutes development – whether it should include life expectancy, infant 

mortality rate, fertility rate, GNP per capita, GDP growth rate, socio-politico role of women, 

political and economic freedom, nutritional intake, among other indicators. Development is used 

here in generic terms to include all aspects of human conditions and living.  But the focus is on 

growth rates and GDP per capita and various aspects relating to the economy and life. 

7 With regards to the distribution of career employment, occupations have also been shaped by 

ethnicity with Indians mostly employed in agro related jobs and Afros employed in civil service 

or state jobs as well as in the security forces. Some fifty years after independence, most Indians 

are still employed in agriculture, growing sugar and rice and engaging in the retailing sectors of 

the economy.  On the other hand, most Africans have lived in urban areas and are largely 

dependent on the state for employment and their economic survival.  “Until the 1930s, Afro-

Guyanese, and those of mixed African and European descent, comprised the bulk of the nonwhite 

professional class. Beginning in the 1930s, as Indians began to enter the middle class in large 
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There is spite and hatred among the members of a group for members of other groups. 

Ethnic tension has been running continuously high, a holdover from colonial times after 

the groups were imported into the colony during slavery and the indentured period. They 

could not be bothered by deeper meanings of life like freedom and human rights, of a 

social contract, of peaceful co-existence, of appreciation of other peoples’ culture, of 

living together and in harmony, and of live and let live. People have been willing to 

sacrifice their own higher standard of living on the altar of social division arising out of 

petty ethnic jealousies, prejudice, stereotyping, ethnocentrism, and racial politics. The 

population has allowed themselves to be manipulated by ethnic leaders  

Ever since the election of 1957, the first in which racially based parties contested, 

racial tensions have been running very high.  The groups have exhibited a feeling of 

ethnic insecurity when their ethnic party lost an election. They have also displayed 

jealousy especially in seeing members outside of their racial group making economic 

progress and or controlling the state (government) and or aspects of the economy. They 

have voted to keep the other race (party) out of office and for their race to govern rather 

than for which party or political force is most capable of governing (with better policies 

and programs) that would lead to socio-economic progress.  Race relations have 

gradually worsened since universal suffrage (in 1953 when the races formed a multi-

racial alliance) with the country experiencing sporadic periods of violent Indian-African 

racial disturbances post 1957 (as it did during the indentured era between African and 

Portuguese and African and Chinese) including loss of human lives, large scale 

destruction of infrastructure and property, and reduced productivity (including farm 

                                                                         

numbers, they began to compete with Africans for professional positions exacerbating ethnic 

conflict”. (http://www.mongabay.com/history/guyana/guyana-health.html). 
 

http://www.mongabay.com/history/guyana/guyana-health.html
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produce) that resulted in negative economic growth rates for most of those years.  

(http://www.guyana.org/govt/From_Autocracy_to_Democracy_in_Guyana.pdf). 

Leadership feuds8 between Dr. Cheddi Jagan (leader of the Indians) and Forbes Burnham 

(leader of the Africans) driven by sentiments of ethno nationalism (among supporters of 

each racial group) have shattered the dream of inter-ethnic labor solidarity, national unity 

and political stability, thereby severely impacting on the country’s ability to realize its 

economic potential with its vast supply of resources. The economy experienced a 

downward spiral between 1966 and 1992 not seen in any other country during that period 

(http://countrystudies.us/guyana/53.htm). And during this period, politics was polarized 

along ethnic lines with political parties largely coinciding with members of one race 

(Laguerre: 2013; Alahar: 1996). With virtually no tradition of unity during the colonial 

era except briefly between 1950 and 1953, the new nation formed in 1966 has been 

severely weakened by serious ethnic conflict including physical violence that has 

impacted on development and social change (GC Jul 10, 2012, KN Feb 26, 2010). Under 

the tyranny of the PNC ethnic dictatorship, between 1968 and 1992, Guyana experienced 

the worst form of racial politics and governance with non-supporters (Indians, Whites, 

Chinese, Amerindians) being victimized and discriminated against primarily on account 

of their race and politics (supporting other parties). Guyana suffered significant 

psychological, political, social, and economic ills with too many victims (SN Jul 8, 2011; 

GT Jan 21, 20 2015). During the 1970s and 1980s, racial animosity intensified to the 

extent that there were bold, malicious daylight robberies that targeted Indians and Indian-

                         

8 Neither Dr. Jagan nor Burnham was willing to yield to the other for the top post of leader of the 

multi-ethnic movement and or to cooperate for the betterment of the working class. They were 

driven by political egos and self-centered ambitions and by racial distrust among their followers 

for the other groups (SN June 4, 2011). 

http://countrystudies.us/guyana/53.htm
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owned businesses. During the nights, there occurred what came to be known as kick down 

door banditry (against Indian homes), some allegedly carried out by forces allied with 

(and some even sent by) the PNC regime (Guyana Times Jan 24, 2015; Aug 2, 2014; Jul 

5, 2014; KN May 1, 2011) (www.guyanaundersiege.com/Leaders/Burnham2.htm). 

It was alleged by Dr. Jagan and Indian leaders that the PNC government was 

behind (supported, aided and abetted) or at a minimum closed its eyes to the crime spree 

against Indians committed by individuals allied with the government (Ibid; KN May 4, 

2011; Feb 21, 2010). “Fear gripped the land and no one dared question the government 

(or the kabaka ruler as Burnham was called) of the day - from 1966 thru 1992” 

(Rampertab: 2001). For 28 years, the ruling PNC was accused of discriminating against 

Indians, Whites, Chinese and other groups and openly patronizing Africans at the 

expense of all other groups (Ibid; KN Nov 4, 2014; GT Nov 14, 2014).  Scholars noted 

that politics in Guyana under Burnham and the PNC was associated with “murder, 

mayhem, starvation, financial scandals, election rigging, unprincipled calculations of 

self-interest, fraud, racism and corruption” (Rampertab: 2001). The ruling PNC 

(December 1964 to October 1992) practiced intense racism and interfered in every aspect 

of peoples’ lives from food consumption (telling them what to eat and banning imports) 

to housing and transportation (outlawing private buses from plying the road). It interfered 

in the judiciary, media, state corporations, union, military and the public service.  It even 

blocked appointments of people it deemed as opponents as happened to Dr. Walter 

Rodney (as Professor of History) at the University of Guyana (Erriah: 89). Burnham also 

compromised the independence of labor unions forcing Black unions to affiliate with the 

PNC (GT Jun 4, 2014). “Labor strikes were regarded as subversive activities and striking 

http://www.guyanaundersiege.com/Leaders/Burnham2.htm
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workers were beaten and often jailed. The judiciary was politicized with independent 

judges removed and or coerced into following government dictates. The constitution was 

amended to the extent that the President was not answerable to any court. Trial by jury 

was infringed”. (http://www.guyanaundersiege.com/History/wismar/wismar%20page.htm) (see 

also SN Mar 10, 2007; Nov 10, 2012; Jan 18, 2007). The PNC wanted absolute control of 

the society and adopted repressive measures to acquire total control with little concern for 

the economic, political or social consequences of its policies. The PNC was unconcerned 

about how it was viewed by the population at large – the ends justified the means. Not 

surprisingly, political support for the PNC regime fell to an all time low as reflected, as 

an example, in only a 12% turnout at the 1978 referendum to amend the constitution to 

make Burnham de facto President for life although Burnham claimed 80% turnout 

(Rampertab: 2001; SN Mar 16, 2014; SN Feb 14, 2013; SN Oct 6, 2010). 

After independence, Guyana had become a lawless state, and, for all practical 

purposes, a fascist one party state that intimidated, beat, harassed and killed opponents 

who threatened the ruling PNC’s hold on power (Thomas: 1984).  Opposition political 

figures were often picked up and charged for crimes without evidence and on trumped up 

charges like what happened to University of Guyana Profs. Omowale, Walter Rodney 

and Rupert Roopnarine when they formed a political party, Working Peoples Alliance 

(WPA) (Pierce: 1984). A fugitive from justice, Black American David Hill, led a team of 

thugs that frequently used violence, at the behest and instruction of Burnham, to beat 

workers, break up labor strikes and disrupt political and union meetings in the presence 

of the police who would make no effort to stop the thugs from unleashing terror on 

workers and innocent citizens (GT Jun 4, 2014; KN Jul 27, 2013; SN Jul 18, 2010, Sep 

http://www.guyanaundersiege.com/History/wismar/wismar%20page.htm
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11, 2009). So violent and feared was this group, called House of Israel (no connection to 

the state of Israel and not recognized as Jewish by any other Jewish organization) led by a 

Black American fugitive (David Hill who called himself Rabbi Washington) who 

Burnham refused to extradite back to the US, and Black Guyanese (many former 

criminals), that police refused to take actions against them for criminal acts including for 

murders. For example, on July 14, 1979, some of its members armed with staves, 

cutlasses and knives, viciously attacked and murdered Catholic priest Father Bernard 

Darke in the presence of police who looked on and did nothing, fearing the loss of their 

jobs, to protect the priest (KN Jul 27, 2013; SN Jul 31, 2009). The police did not charge 

the murderers as they had enjoyed state protection (GT June 26, Jun 6, Jun 4, Jun 3, May 

17, Apr 30, 2014).  It is widely known that the group’s 10,000 members acted as a 

paramilitary wing of Burnham’s PNC terrorizing people and demanding protection 

money or face the wrath of its thugs (KN Jan 10, 2013). They carried out criminal acts 

with impunity (Ibid). Father Darke’s killers were only charged after Burnham’s death (in 

1985) on order from Burnham’s successor Desmond Hoyte after sustained pressure from 

domestic and international human rights groups (Harry Gill KN May 17, 2011) to bring 

the culprits to book. Political and ethnic crimes decreased after David Hill (self 

proclaimed Rabbi or Jewish priest) was put away in jail and several violent members of 

his group executed for capital and other serious offenses (SN Oct 13, 2009). 

The PNC’s ties with criminal outfits and underlings and its authoritarian and 

racist policies led to the mass migration first of the wealthy class (Portuguese, Chinese 

and Indian entrepreneurs) and then the middle class (professionals and skilled Guyanese) 

and even the poorer class (under employed and unemployed and low skilled workers) 
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looking for any type of work (GT  Jan 25, 2015; Nov 17, 2014, KN Nov 4, 2014) to earn 

a living. Human rights abuses, food shortages, high unemployment, political 

victimization, and racial discrimination under PNC rule caused large numbers of 

Guyanese to migrate. Some 2% Guyanese emigrated annually during the 1970s and about 

4% annually since 1980 as compared with less than 1% during the colonial era prior to 

1966) (KN Apr 14, 2014). They migrate legally and illegally (what is called backtrack in 

Guyana) to North America, the United Kingdom, South America, and throughout the 

Caribbean. Some migrated as refugees and were granted refugee status in Canada and 

many sought the same in the US (Erriah: 91; KN Oct 6, 2009).  Some visited other 

countries with the intention of not returning to Guyana. As a result of such huge 

migration waves during PNC rule, Guyanese are found in every corner of the globe (KN 

Apr 15, 2014; Oct 11, 2009) and the country has had negative population growth post 

independence (SN Aug 6, 3, Jul 1, 2014; KN Aug 31, 2011). As a result of the brain drain 

attributed to the ill-advised policies of the PNC regime, the economy slid to unbelievable 

levels with no country experiencing the kind of decline Guyana experienced after it 

obtained independence in 1966 (http://countrystudies.us/guyana/55.htm; 

http://www.country-data.com/cgi-bin/query/r-5417.html 

Section B. Economic Decline of Guyana: 

Data shows that from 1966 onward, there was a downward slide (including falling 

revenues, declining economic investment, etc.) of a once-booming and stable economy as 

a consequence of racial instability and the failure to adhere to common sense fiscal 

management guidelines and democratic governance (KN Sep 1, 2014; Aug 10, 2012; May 

29, 2011)(World Bank Annual Reports). Foreign investors had played a key role in the 

http://countrystudies.us/guyana/55.htm
http://www.country-data.com/cgi-bin/query/r-5417.html
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expansion and growth of the economy all throughout the colonial era. But after 

independence, they have been kept away by social instability, rising prices, adverse terms 

of trade, economic nationalism, the devaluation of the once high Guyana dollar (that 

traded in the 1960s at around two to one for the US dollar and now around two hundred 

to the US dollar) and other socio-economic and political factors. As a result of the ethnic 

conflict that impacted on all aspects of the economy, people have not been able to enjoy 

the economic potential of the nation and or experience a relatively reasonable standard of 

living as compared with other countries that became independent around the same time as 

Guyana (SN Jan 25, 2010). And worse, there has been a climate of social and economic 

gloom and uncertainty about the future because of frequent threats of racial violence that 

frighten away investors and that even discourage local investment (SN Sep 9, 2011; Apr 

10, 2009). Ethnic conflict had triggered capital fight and a brain drain with migration of 

the country’s best brains affecting development (GT Jan 25, 2015; SN Aug 4, 2014; Jun 

22, 2013; Mar 3, 2012; KN Aug 7, 2011; Apr 18, 2011; Jul 7, 2010). 

Guyana was in terrible shape during the 1970s and 1980s with crumbling streets, 

collapsing infrastructure, mass starvation, unruly gangs attacking people, criminality, 

beggars, kids with bloated bellies roaming the streets, animal carcasses on the roads, 

among other aspects of social malaise (KN May 24, 2011; Apr 4, 2011; Jun 5, 2010). 

Guyana looked no different from say depressed African economies during the 1980s 

(http://monthlyreview.org/2009/07/01/sub-saharan-africas-vanishing-peasantries-and-the-

specter-of-a-global-food-crisis) (SN Nov 28, 2010; Aug 30, 2008).  Guyana, in the 1980s, 

resembled a poverty-stricken, starvation-prone depressed country in the throes of civil 

war as was observed in Central America (SN May 17, 2013; Jan 13, 2012; Dec 4, 2011; 

http://monthlyreview.org/2009/07/01/sub-saharan-africas-vanishing-peasantries-and-the-specter-of-a-global-food-crisis
http://monthlyreview.org/2009/07/01/sub-saharan-africas-vanishing-peasantries-and-the-specter-of-a-global-food-crisis
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Jan 24, 2011; Aug 7, 2009). Evidence of poverty and depression was everywhere: 

malnourished bodies, horrific social conditions, declining educational standards, and 

garbage strewn around in the streets (SN Dec 30, 2010; May 5, 2009).  Most of the 

country was ramshackle with dilapidated buildings as in depressed African countries that 

were affected by severe drought in the 1980s (SN May 31, 2012; Dec 29, 2011; Oct 30, 

2011; Jul 22, 2011; Aug 13, 2008). But Guyana was/is actually not a poor country in 

terms of its natural and human resources and potential and strategic location for trade and 

investment (SN Jul 22, 2012; Aug 7, 2011; Erriah: 2011, Manley: 1984, Mandle: 1978). 

By any measure of development9, such as economic growth, GDP per capita, 

standard of living, among others, Guyana should have been a very prosperous country 

because of its vast assets in natural resources and its skilled, qualified and talented 

personnel with sound managerial capacity (Ibid). However, because of political 

instability and race riots during the early 1960s impacting on productivity, the country’s 

growth and development began to stagnate after experiencing a slight rise in its standard 

of living during the late 1950s. But political stability had returned to the colony at the 

time of independence in 1966, and the economy had begun to make a turn around with 

slight growth. The colonial rulers had left the country with a relatively decent 

infrastructure, a disciplined workforce (including bureaucracy) and legal structure 

(respect for law), and democratic institutions to facilitate development. But the country 

began to experience a rapid deterioration in all aspects of life right after independence.  

The two major political parties inherited the leadership mantle from the exploitative 

                         

9 Guyana has been considered underdeveloped because of the poor quality of roads and other 

infrastructural aspects of the economy, limited availability of skilled personnel, low level of 

technology, a few industries, high unemployment, extreme levels of poverty, frequent electricity 

blackouts, limited running water, and stagnant or negative growth, among other measurements.  
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bourgeois imperialist British, but they have failed in effecting significant social change 

such as reducing impoverished conditions and in developing the nation with the result 

that between 40% and 60% of the nation have lived below the poverty level between 

1960 and the present (http://www.ruralpovertyportal.org/country/home/tags/guyana; 

Standing: 1979; Gafar: 2004; KN Mar 16, 2014; SN Jul 3, 2010; SN Mar 21, 2009). Very 

few benefits have trickled down to the poor or to the rural and hinterland areas where the 

Amerindians, Indians and poorest of the Africans are concentrated (SN Sep 17, 2010; KN 

Jul 15, 2012). The big wigs in the PNC filled their bank accounts while the poor were 

neglected (SN Jul 5, 2012; Aug 3, 2009). In this socialist economy, really a state capitalist 

economy under the PNC (Pierce: 1984), the rich were getting richer (through their 

affiliation with the ruling party apparatchik) while the poor were getting poorer (SN May 

16, 2011; May 25, 2010; SN Mar 28, 2011; Dec 14, 2008; Aug 31, 2008). 

Guyana should never have been a poor, underdeveloped country. It is a state rich 

in mineral resources (including gold, diamond, bauxite, and manganese) and abundant 

agricultural land that can grow food to feed the entire Caribbean region.  Also, it has not 

experienced major climate issues or natural calamities that would impact on 

development. There were unlimited amounts of water from its fresh water rivers to 

sustain agricultural development in the vast expanse of arable land like what took place in 

nearby Brazil and Argentina. There have been unlimited resources essential for agro 

growth to fuel industrial growth and development to be the Singapore or Taiwan or 

Malaysia or New Zealand of the Caribbean. Agriculture, for example, could have raised 

significant capital to finance industrial development similar to what took place in 

Australia, New Zealand, Argentina, Chile and Brazil in their early phase of development 

http://www.ruralpovertyportal.org/country/home/tags/guyana
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subsequently becoming industrial giants and self sufficient in food production. But the 

governing ethnic PNC regime, from 1966 onwards, moved away from agricultural 

development and other successful small-scale private industries that were predominated 

by supporters of the other parties (http://www.sjsu.edu/faculty/watkins/guyana.html;  

http://www.guyana.org/features/postindependence/chapter5.html). 

 

The PNC focused instead on state-led import substitution and industrialization 

(ISI) by invitation and bureaucratic expansion (hiring more state workers who were 

supporters of the party – a policy of patronage and clientelism) that led to disastrous 

economic consequences (SN Jun 13, 2009).  Most of the state owned industries as well as 

the bureaucracy (some 95%) were under the control of (African and Mixed) supporters of 

the PNC. Agriculture, the mainstay of the economy, historically dominated by Indians 

was neglected and undermined; the Indian-backed PPP government committed 

significant resources to agricultural expansion during its term in office between 1957 and 

1964 leading to modest growth (SN Oct 27, 2010; Nov 12, 2009). However, after the 

PNC came to office, Burnham shifted resources away from agriculture and towards ISI to 

punish Indians for supporting the PPP and to benefit his ethnic supporters. The PNC 

government undermined the productive sectors of the economy such as agriculture and 

fisheries because the workers in those industries supported the opposition PPP (SN Jun 5, 

2009).   Growth took a turn for the worse (GC Sep 14, 2014) hurting even PNC 

supporters in the process.  The PNC government was not so much focused on economic 

consequences of its policies but of retaining its support base (from among the African 

workers in the civil service, security and mining sector) and weakening the PPP base. The 

PNC did not want to pursue policies that would aid supporters of the PPP even if the 

http://www.sjsu.edu/faculty/watkins/guyana.htm
http://www.guyana.org/features/postindependence/chapter5.html
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neglect of agriculture and fisheries would undermine development and the general 

welfare of the entire population (Africans included) – a case of political decision 

trumping the economic good of a society (SN May 31, 2014; Oct 13, 2009; Aug 17, 2009; 

Jan 5, 2009). Similarly, private industries, dominated by the Whites, Mixed, and Chinese 

– all of whom the PNC considered as its opponents because they supported other political 

parties – were marginalized.  Analogous to Indians who were punished for supporting the 

PPP, members of other groups (Whites, wealthy Coloreds, Chinese, Amerindians) were 

punished for supporting the UF party. Burnham government’s policy was to shift control 

of the commanding heights of the economy (controlled by wealthy Portuguese, Coloreds, 

Chinese and other non-supporters of the PNC) away from those not supportive of the 

PNC and put them under state control (that would now be under the absolute control of 

his African supporters who had almost total control over the state after 1966) (SN May 

27, 2012). In so doing, Burnham felt he would undermine the political strength of the 

PNC’s political opponents (PPP and UF) while simultaneously he would appease its own 

African supporters to remain loyal to him and the PNC (SN May 16, 2013; Aug 17, 

2009).  Burnham transformed the liberal democratic state into an autarchic repressive 

dictatorship (controlling the courts, media, and parliament) with supporters providing full 

backing (SN Apr 12, 2014). Although under colonial control, Guyana was one of the 

most progressive and liberal-minded societies prior to independence, and it was always 

open to the world for intellectual interaction as well as for trade.  Parties and politicians 

advocated a variety of political ideologies. And books and products could be found in the 

country from all over the world.  People were relatively free to criticize the government 

prior to independence. But once Burnham assumed power in 1966, the country was held 
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under his sway and basic freedoms disappeared. Basic imports (including food staples) 

were banned and people were forced to accept Burnham’s policies or pay with their lives 

in defying them. Electoral fraud, denial of civil liberties and civil rights, political 

assassinations and killing of priests, and economic underdevelopment characterized PNC 

rule from 1966 thru 1992 (GC Oct 28, 2014; SN Nov 22, 2007). Elections in 1968, 1973, 

1980 and 1985 and the referendum in 1978 were rigged (www.gina.gov.gy/). Civil 

liberties were eroded (www.guyana.org/; SN Oct 30, 2011) and the government 

nationalized all foreign owned businesses as well as clamped down on the free press (GT 

Nov 5, 2014; KN May 17, 2011; SN Nov 12, 2009; Nov 4, 2008). 

(www.stabroeknews.com/.../education-policy-changes-and-economic-crisis-in- guyana-

1970-1985/; countrystudies.us/guyana/17.htm; https://nacla.org/.../after-34-..) 

 Burnham had become a despot wielding enormous power in an oppressive way 

abusing and terrorizing everyone not supportive of his regime and party (Ibid). The 

security forces kept watch on everyone’s activities (www.mirrornewsgy.com/ Jun 28, 

2014).  Labor strikes and opposition gatherings were broken up with violence at the 

behest of Burnham. Freedom of the press was abolished; non-government media was 

denied newsprint paper (Ibid; GC Jun 30, 2014). In 1973, Burnham sent his secret agents 

to seize paper stocks from the opposition PPP political organ, Mirror newspaper  

(http://www.answers.com/topic/forbes-burnham#ixzz1tBtJfT15). Burnham acquired 

control of most of the economy (over 80% of economic activities) leaving virtually no 

avenues for his opponents to launch a challenge to his rule and for private businesses to 

prosper (SN Dec 15, 2008; Jan 17, 2007). Burnham brought out the troops against striking 

workers, hired scabs to break strikes and used soldiers with inappropriate technical skills 

http://www.gina.gov.gy/
http://www.guyana.org/
http://www.stabroeknews.com/.../education-policy-changes-and-economic-crisis-in- guyana-1970-1985/
http://www.stabroeknews.com/.../education-policy-changes-and-economic-crisis-in- guyana-1970-1985/
http://www.mirrornewsgy.com/
http://www.answers.com/topic/forbes-burnham#ixzz1tBtJfT15
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and virtually no business management background to run state owned enterprises. 

Opponents of the government were cruelly beaten by party thugs, some hounded out of 

the country, and a few assassinated including Jesuit priest Father Bernard Darke (KN 

May 17, 2011) and the world respected historian Dr. Walter Rodney, the leader of the 

opposition Working People's Alliance, who was boldly assassinated in broad daylight. 

Fear stalked the land with people becoming passively submissive to the regime 

(www.answers.com/topic/forbes-burnham#ixzz1tBtJfT15; KN Mar 19, 2014; May 2, 2014). 

After independence in 1966, with Burnham and his PNC in total control of the 

government, and ruling with fear, Guyana has failed to make meaningful economic 

progress (Grenade: 2011; SN Oct 31, 2012; May 27, 2012; May 20, 2012; Nov 3, 2010). 

Guyana's per capita income and growth rate from 1960 thru 2010 was among the lowest 

for underdeveloped countries when just a few years earlier it was among the highest for 

Caribbean countries and way above most African countries (World Bank Annual 

Reports/Tables; countrystudies.us/guyana/53.htm). Whatever else may be said about 

Guyana, virtually no improvement took place in the quality of life after independence. 

(https://www.google.com/?gws_rd=ssl#q=economic+decline+in+guyana+during+1980s).  

And little structural transformation of its largely poverty-stricken economy has 

occurred after independence (www.guyana.org/), and what is even more striking, none 

seems likely in the immediate future because of the large amounts of time the 

government and the opposition have spent on addressing ethnic matters rather than on 

substantial issues of development. Some 48 years after independence, Guyana has not 

been able to realize its economic potential as a nation with unlimited resources. Today, 

about half the population still have to eke out a living with just one 1970 dollar with an 

official poverty rate of around 40 percent. According to the World Bank Report (2009), 

http://www.answers.com/topic/forbes-burnham#ixzz1tBtJfT15
https://www.google.com/?gws_rd=ssl#q=economic+decline+in+guyana+during+1980s
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47% of the Guyanese population is classified as poor (having a nominal income of less 

than US $240 a month with 29% classified as ‘extremely poor’ (less than US $100 

monthly), figures that put Guyana just above Haiti in terms of standard of living in the 

western hemisphere. As the World Bank report (2011) concluded, some 45 years after 

independence, Guyana seems unable to eradicate poverty, lift peoples’ income and 

standard of living, and at times it could not even grow enough food for them to meet 

domestic needs (SN Jul 23, 2011; Nov 12, 2010, Standing: 1979). 

World Bank data show that countries worse off than Guyana in the 1950s and 

1960s have utterly transformed themselves in various forms of social and economic 

measurements for the corresponding period between 1960 and 1990 whereas Guyana did 

not (SN Sep 27, 2012; Apr 21, 2011). The country’s economic ranking slid spirally 

downward after the PNC took office with the economic slide worsening each year 

between 1965 and 1992; the slump was worst after a one race dictatorship was 

established post 1968. Life became so miserable in the country that it prompted the 

eminent economist Prof. Clive Thomas of the University of Guyana to say “life was 

worse under the PNC than under slavery and indenturedship” noting that under slavery or 

indenturedship, the slaves and indentured laborers still had food but under PNC rule, 

food was hardly available (SN Dec 5, 2008). When Guyana obtained its independence in 

May 1966, it had the potential of being the most developed country in the English 

speaking Caribbean because of its skilled human and limitless natural resources.  But in 

less than two decades, the economy declined significantly placing it at the bottom among 

13 Caricom regional countries and way below par of poor African countries and the 

Asian miracle economies.  In 1960, for example, Guyana had the fourth highest per 
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capita income (World Bank Country Report) separated by just a few dollars from the top 

three (Jamaica, Trinidad, Barbados) (see tables in appendix) among the 13 English 

speaking Caribbean Community (CARICOM) countries, a very educated labor force, and 

exhaustive raw materials to fuel development to make Guyana like that of an East Asian 

giant in the Caribbean region.  But since independence, instead of the economy growing 

and peoples’ lives becoming prosperous with a rising standard of living as in the rest of 

the Caribbean region or as happened in the East Asian miracle economies like Singapore 

or Malaysia, fellow Commonwealth nations (SN Aug 21, 2014), Guyana’s economy has 

declined precipitously making it the poorest nation in the Commonwealth and second 

poorest in the Western hemisphere (SN Dec 30, 2013; KN Jun 19, 2013; SN Aug 31, 

2011). The data showed that Guyana’s GDP ranking slipped from 50
th

. in the world in 

1965 to 133
rd

 in 1992 (SN Apr 21, 2011). And during this period, as well as since 1992, 

racial strife has worsened often experiencing physical violence  

(http://www.guyana.org/features/conflicts_indiansandblacks.html).  Since the 1960s, 

Guyana has not experienced much real economic growth compared or significant 

improvement in its global rankings or in its economic and social indicators or in its 

quality of life as well as standard of living (SN Dec 30, 2013; KN Oct 5, 2013). 

It was only in the 1960s that Guyana’s standard of living was way above most 

developing nations and close to that of the East Asian tigers (SN Aug 21, 2014; World 

Bank Annual Tables).  During the 1980s and even today, on every economic indicator, 

Guyana has lagged miserably behind such island nations as Singapore, Malaysia, and 

Hong Kong (ex-British colonies like Guiana) and Taiwan that had lower levels of 

‘education’ and standard of living than Guyana at independence in 1966.  In 1960, for 

http://www.guyana.org/features/conflicts_indiansandblacks.html
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example, Guyana’s GDP per capita was almost US $300, relatively high for that period of 

time when most of the then developing world’s GDP per capita was less than US$150. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_countries_by_past_and_projected_GDP_%28nomin

al%29percapita. A similar trend was observed when compared with Caricom (grouping 

of Caribbean) countries (Ibid). For example, Belize’s GDP per capita was $308 in 1960 

but by 1980, it was three times Guyana’s (Ibid). In 1960, St. Vincent’s GDP per capita 

was just over half of Guyana’s, but by 1990, St. Vincent’s was three times Guyana’s 

(Ibid). In 1960, Guyana’s GDP per capita was almost on par with the three larger 

economies (Trinidad, Barbados, Jamaica) of CARICOM and just below that of the Asian 

miracle economies, while Sub-Sahara Africa was about US $150 or half of Guyana’s.  

But in 1990, Guyana’s GDP per capita climbed to only US $550 (nominal dollars) while 

other Caricom countries were ten times that of Guyana’s GDP per capita and historically 

poverty stricken Sub-Sahara Africa went past Guyana to $900 – an indication of how 

badly Guyana’s economy had declined or stagnated while others progressed.  Guyana’s 

GDP in 1992 was US$371 million (SN Feb 11, 2013) for a per capita of about $560 while 

Sub-Sahara Africa hit almost $1,000. Countries such as Malaysia, Singapore, Thailand, 

Taiwan and the Maldives, which had been behind or at par with Guyana in development 

and GDP/per capita during the 1950s and 1960s, had surpassed it by the 1970s (World 

Bank Country Report; Tables p ix-x). While these and several other countries were 

experiencing positive growth, Guyana’s economy was growing negatively or not at all 

and or experiencing a declining quality and standard of life as measured by any reliable 

social indicator.  Guyana was fast going downhill without economic brakes. South Korea, 

Taiwan, Singapore, Hong Kong, and Malaysia, to mention a few prominent Asian Tigers, 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_countries_by_past_and_projected_GDP_%28nominal%29percapita
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_countries_by_past_and_projected_GDP_%28nominal%29percapita


- 25 - 

went from largely poor, illiterate and agrarian societies in the 1950s, similar to Guyana, 

to middle class, literate, urbanized, industrialized, and developed societies with standards 

of living vastly superior to Guyana’s by 1990. And they were able to create jobs for their 

population whereas Guyana could not even provide basic jobs for its small available 

workforce with unemployment of over 50% in 1990. They almost wiped out poverty 

whereas poverty rate increased in Guyana to about 60% by 1990 (SN May 23, 2010). 

It is noted that government’s revenue in 1992 was only US$141 million while 

countries (like Singapore, Haiti, Somalia, etc.) with less resources than Guyana in 1960 

collected many, many times the revenues of Guyana in 1992. Also, it was noted that 

Guyana’s revenue to debt (almost fifteen times) was extremely high compared with other 

countries, several (over five) times that of other countries. Guyana’s debt was about US 

$30,000 per person in 1992 as compared with less than $100 in 1960 (SN Dec 16, 2009).  

Caribbean countries’ per capita debt is only a minute fraction (less than 10%) of 

Guyana’s by 1992. Singapore and other Asian tigers and poverty stricken Somalia’s debt 

per capita was a fifth of Guyana’s around 1992.  The debt for the size of Guyana’s 

population and its income and GDP was unsustainable during the 1970s and 1980s 

causing the economy to slide downwards and standard of living to tumble. Guyana’s 

public debt to GDP ratio in 1992 amounted to over 600 percent (SN Feb 11, 2013) as 

compared with Caribbean countries whose debt to GDP ratio was less than 50%, 

substantially less than Guyana’s. It took, for example, 94% of the revenues just to sustain 

the debt (pay the interests) of Guyana during the early 1990s as compared with just a 

tenth of the national revenues of other Caricom countries to meet their debt obligations 

(Ibid; SN Feb 11, 2013; Aug 21 & Nov 19, 2011; May 27, 2009). 
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By way of a specific comparison with CARICOM partner Barbados, to show how 

badly Guyana lagged in progress behind similar countries, the two nations had about the 

same GDP per capita in 1960 of about $300.  But by 1990, when Guyana's GDP per 

capita was about $550, Barbados, with no natural resources to build an industrialize base, 

was almost $7000 or twelve times that of Guyana’s (DaCosta in World Bank 

Development Indicators, 2003; Tables p x).  The December 2013 World Bank Report 

lists Guyana’s Gross National Income as less than a fourth of fellow Caricom nation 

Barbados when in 1966 Guyana was slightly ahead of Barbados. Other Caribbean 

countries were more than ten times Guyana’s GDP per capita income and the East Asian 

miracle economies were some twenty times that of Guyana’s (World Bank Report 2003). 

By way of another example, during the 1960s, Guyana was way above Haiti (less 

than US $100) in terms of per capita income and other features in being a poor country.  

But some twenty years later by the mid 1980s, Guyana’s GDP was just a little above 

Haiti’s.  Also, during the 1960s, Guyana was way above Haiti in terms of being the 

poorest country in the hemisphere and way above on various social and economic 

indicators. But during the mid 1980s, Guyana just bettered Haiti on the list of the poorest 

countries in the Western Hemisphere, with high levels of unemployment, double-digit 

inflation, declining currency value, extreme poverty of over 40% of the population living 

below the poverty line (65% overall), and a decline in all social indicators including 

infant mortality and maternity deaths. International reports noted that Guyana was 

declared the poorest of the poor countries in the western hemisphere and hope for a better 

future was non-existent (Guyana Chronicle May 2, 2011). The devastation of the country 

by the end of the 1980s (some 25 years after the British left) included a bankrupted 
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economy, lowest standard of living in the region (SN Aug 31, 2011), and a crippling debt 

burden (that sucked some 94% of revenues to service the foreign debt alone during the 

1990s) (see Tables p x) that for years “inhibited any pretence to stability and/or growth in 

the economy, indexed as poorest in the world, even for some years below Haiti, the poorest 

country in the hemisphere” (GC May 25, 2011). 

Looking at countries by GDP per capita (according to the IMF, World Bank Report 

2009), Guyana was in 126th place, one place ahead of overpopulated India with its 1.2 

billion people – a substantial decline since 1960 when it was ranked 45
th
 and India 150th. 

Clearly, India went up in development index whereas Guyana went down. A similar trend is 

noted when Guyana is compared with poverty stricken countries of Africa (Ibid). Even 

adjusted for purchasing power parity10 (GDP or GNP based on what one can actually buy 

in a country, as living on a dollar a day is very different, for example, in Guatemala and the 

United States and in other countries), in 1990 Guyana was only two places ahead of poverty 

stricken Congo (in Africa) that was nearly 100 place behind Guyana during the 1960s.  

Guyana was and still is far behind in GDP per capita in what were once hopelessly destitute 

African countries like Angola, Ethiopia, Mali, Somalia, Malawi, and Swaziland – these are 

very poor countries which were way behind Guyana in national development (per capita) 

during the 1960s thru the 1970s. According to World Bank data (Ibid), during the 1976–88 

period, real GDP per head fell by 31 percent, inflation soared eightfold, foreign exchange 

reserves dwindled, and government debt rose from 31 percent of GDP to 475 percent – 

figures that were worse than those for poor African countries. In 1984, for example, real 

                         

10 PPP measures the GNP or GDP not in absolute dollar terms but in the quantity of goods and 

services the money can purchase in the country under question for a particular year. 

 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_countries_by_GDP_(nominal)_per_capita
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_countries_by_GDP_(PPP)_per_capita
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GDP fell to its lowest level since 1955, and the size of the informal underground 

economy was estimated at 40 percent of the formal economy and by the end of the 

decade the informal economy was larger than the official economy. Indeed, for most of 

the 1980s and the first half of the 1990s GDP per capita in U.S. dollars was substantially 

lower than in sub-Sahara African countries (Ibid). 

When the ethnic PNC dictatorship was toppled from power in October 1992, the 

economy was in shambles though on the mend with the return of an open economy and a 

relative improvement in ethnic relations. Instead of building the economy during its 

period of governance, the PNC wrecked it. A government that promised to ‘house, clothe 

and feed’ the citizens of Guyana in just a few years, left people homeless, virtually naked, 

starving and penniless by 1992 (Rampertab: 2001). Between 1966 and 1992, 

infrastructure became dilapidated with roads and bridges collapsing and telephones 

hardly working. There was virtually no water in the pipes that had rotted away with 

people depending on rainwater for home use including cooking and drinking. State 

owned utility companies generated inadequate electricity, less than half the country’s 

needs, while the government outlawed the sale of power from private generators (SN Nov 

11, Jul 3, 2010; KN Jul 21, 2009). Transportation was at a standstill with virtually no fuel 

to run vehicles. The closure of the rail system (condemned as a symbol of imperialism) 

affected commuting. Roads were in total disrepair with huge potholes all over the country 

that were left unfixed for years because of a lack of funds. Schools (that were seized from 

their owners) and hospital buildings were literally collapsing having been neglected for 

two decades (KN Nov 29, 2014). Hospitals lacked basic supplies such as plaster and anti-

septic liquid. Many students stopped going to school because of a lack of food, books and 
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other educational supplies, and transportation preferring instead to peddle goods to 

support families. The lone university was badly neglected with desks and walls of 

buildings crumbling and students hustling to earn money so they can acquire a meal or 

provide for their families. People were virtually starving under PNC governance (GT Oct 

13, 2013). Food was virtually unavailable similar to what occurred under the oppressive 

communist Pol Pot regime in Cambodia during the 1980s or North Korea in the 1990s 

(SN Aug 14, 2009).  People became almost completely dependent on families abroad for 

barrels of used clothing, basic foods, medicine, and cash handouts (SN Dec 15, 2008).  

Destitute children and adults foraged garbage heaps for food and clothing similar to what 

was seen on TV as taking place in sub-Sahara Africa, parts of Central America and Haiti 

during the drought stricken years of the 1980s. 

So why have other poor countries done so much better than Guyana after 

independence even though Guyana was/is better endowed with natural resources and an 

educated work force? The answer may lie in “ethnicity” (ethnic conflict that leads to 

instability affecting development).  It is noted, for example, that while other multi-ethnic 

countries (Singapore and Trinidad, for example) were experiencing political stability, 

Guyana was experiencing serious ethnic conflict and racist governance, sabotage of 

industries, politically motivated strikes, and inappropriate policies.  A US Aid report 

(http://pdf.usaid.gov/pdf_docs/PNADK761.pdf) hinted that social (ethnic) and political 

tensions were responsible for the poor state of the Guyana economy. Dacosta (2005), in 

his study of Guyana, noted that while fellow Caricom member country “Barbados was 

experiencing political stability and growing, Guyana was experiencing serious ethnic 

conflict and malignant racist policies stifling industries and development”. Some of 

http://pdf.usaid.gov/pdf_docs/PNADK761.pdf
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Guyana’s poor growth performance can be attributed to occasional natural disasters (e.g., 

severe flooding from time to time), poor economic policies, mismanagement and etatist 

policies, and international conditions. But it is my view that ethnic conflict (ethnic riots, 

strikes in ethnically dominated sectors, etc.) also played a significant role in the stagnant 

growth or contraction in GDP and low productivity between 1960 and 1992 and for the 

failure of the country to realize its full potential. The Black supported PNC government 

pursued racially discriminatory policies that led to the exclusion of Indians other ethnic 

groups (like Portuguese, Amerindians, and Chinese) that were non-supportive of the 

PNC, from most aspects of the economy and even seizing their assets without fair 

compensation (KN Nov 4, 2014; SN Oct 1, 2013; Jan 13, 2011; Jul 16, 2009; Jan 18, 2009). 

It should be noted that after political independence in 1966, the African PNC 

government refused to work with or to consult the opposition forces (that represented the 

60% majority of the population) for their input on economic, political or social policy to 

reduce ethnic conflict (KN Jun 19, 2012).  There was no consultation with representatives 

of other ethnic groups on the distribution of resources or the nation’s wealth in an 

equitable manner that would benefit everyone and help to reduce conflict.  There were no 

talks with religious leaders or others on policymaking and implementation that would not 

be based on ethnicity (KN Jul 28, 2011). And there was no consultation or discussion 

with opposition forces on how to grow the economy so that people can enjoy a higher 

standard of living and workers can experience better conditions and higher salaries.  The 

post independence period was also a time when the government refused to consult with 

the business community (KN May 10, 2013) for ideas on how to promote investment and 

development, foster growth, expand operations, create jobs, or support development 
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initiatives so standard of living can increase or promote social change. This was a period 

when the government pursued a policy of nationalization of foreign owned assets and 

institutionalized racism that drove away large numbers of people (not supportive of the 

African PNC) who felt discriminated against based on their ethnicity. It was also a period 

of electoral riggings and the rise of a fascist, racist authoritarian state to prevent the other 

races from capturing political power (KN Jun 12, 2013).  It was a period when the 

government rewarded members of its own ethnic group of virtually all the government’s 

resources in a client-patron relationship and victimized other ethnic groups who support 

the other ethnic parties (KN Feb 9, 2009).  It was also a period that saw the rise of the 

ethnic dictatorship and minority apartheid like rule (KN Apr 4, 2013; Aug 16, 2009).  It 

was also a period of Soviet-type collectivization of economic production that discouraged 

entrepreneurial activities (KN May 22 & 13, 2014).  The period also corresponded with 

negative real growth rate and declining GDP per capita that resulted in a sharp decline in 

the quality of life (Grenade: 2011, Dacosta: 2005, Gafar: 2012). Caribbean economists 

(Dacosta, Grenade, Mandle, etc.) and analysts feel that Guyana should have been much 

better developed than her fellow CARICOM states and other developing nations and far 

more prosperous than it was during the 1990s instead of barely staying ahead of Haiti in 

GDP per capita. Recent figures from the World Bank Report (2011) also show it has not 

improved significantly since the 1990s.  The quality of life in Guyana relative to other 

countries tells the world that there has been something seriously amiss in that nation. 

A trend is observed that after every period of ethnic violence in Guyana – such as 

late 1950s, early 1960s, early 1970s, mid 1970s, most of 1980s, early 1990s, mid 1990s, 

early 2000s, etc. – economic growth was affected, GDP/per capita impacted and the 
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standard of living declined. In analyzing the political situation in the country and looking 

at economic data, it seems whenever there was a rise in ethnic conflict (prolonged period 

of violence), the economy suffered jolts resulting in a decline in growth. Consider, for 

example, that between 1950 and 1957 when the races united against colonial rule and 

there was societal calm, the economy experienced real annual growth of 2% (World Bank 

Report; SN Apr 21, 2011). In contrast, for the next three years, 1958-1960 when racial 

conflict intensified with Africans defying government policies and African state (public 

sector) workers refusing to cooperate with the PPP government, and calling for the 

regime’s downfall, there was no real economic growth under the Jagan-led Indian PPP 

administration
11

. And for the period 1960-64, when Guyana experienced deteriorating 

race relations including riots that led to extended period of instability, the economy grew 

negatively (declined in real terms) by an average 0.8% per annum. After 1964, when 

stability resumed, the economy began a turn around but remained largely stagnant 

growing a few years and then registering negative growth for several years. During this 

same period of time, race relations in the nation, buttressed by feelings of racial 

insecurity and an all out racial competition for political power, worsened. This was 

accompanied by increasing political instability seriously impacting economic growth and 

productivity (World Bank Report 1989; www.worldbank.org; KN Feb 20, 2014; SN Aug 

31, 2011).  A World Bank Report on Guyana (May 6, 1994) was scathing in its 

commentary on the deterioration of quality of life. It noted: 

“The period following independence (1966) to mid 1988 was, on the 

whole, characterized by economic and social decline caused by misdirected 

government policies and an over-extended role of the state. Real GDP grew at less 

than population growth. Economic performance worsened significantly during the 

                         

     
11

World Tables 2nd. ed.  Washington: IBRD 1980 
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1980s. Demand management policies were expansionary. The economy lost 

competitiveness. External balances came under pressure, and the government 

relied increasingly on price controls and quantitative restrictions on trade. 

Notwithstanding the rapid economic recovery, poverty prevails. The government's 

capacity to deliver essential services has virtually collapsed. Infrastructure 

remains severely dilapidated. The supply of potable water is limited to a small 

proportion of the population, drainage and irrigation systems have deteriorated to 

the point that they are no longer useful, and health and education services have 

become so inadequate that social indicators for the country have fallen to among 

the lowest in the Caribbean”. 
(http://www.worldbank.org/en/region/lac/whats-new?docty_exact=Pre-

2003+Economic+or+Sector+Report&qterm=&lang_exact=English&country_exact=Guya

na). 

 

In analyzing Guyana’s economic growth from the 1960s onwards, it is observed 

that when there was political and or racial stability, the economy grew; and when there 

was instability, the economy declined and with it the standard of living (Tables p x). As 

data on Guyana reveals (Ibid, World Bank annual tables), during the period between 1960 

and 1992, especially for those years (1961-64, 1992, 1998, 2001, 2005, etc.) when there 

was violent competition for political power between the two major races and the 

politicization of state employees, Guyana experienced very low per capita income, 

especially in the violence prone years and an overall negative growth rate unlike anything 

seen for any other developing country (Guyana - Public Sector Review Vol. 2 of 2; May 

17, 1993; http://www.worldbank.org/en/region/lac/whats-new?docty_exact=Pre-

2003+Economic+or+Sector+Report&qterm=&lang_exact=English&country_exact=Guyana). 

It is noted that ethnic violence and political instability raised its ugly head at every 

election (1957, 68, 73, 78, 80, 85, 90, 92, 97, and 2001) and the economy then suffered 

during that period of time. And when stability returned, the economy expanded and grew. 

There was also racial violence between 2003 and 2005 as well as in 2008 that was 

accompanied by political instability and stagnant economic growth. (see World Bank 

Reports) (http://www.cepal.org/en/publications/economic-survey-latin-america-and-

http://www.worldbank.org/en/region/lac/whats-new?docty_exact=Pre-2003+Economic+or+Sector+Report&qterm=&lang_exact=English&country_exact=Guyana
http://www.worldbank.org/en/region/lac/whats-new?docty_exact=Pre-2003+Economic+or+Sector+Report&qterm=&lang_exact=English&country_exact=Guyana
http://www.worldbank.org/en/region/lac/whats-new?docty_exact=Pre-2003+Economic+or+Sector+Report&qterm=&lang_exact=English&country_exact=Guyana
http://documents.worldbank.org/curated/en/1993/05/735184/guyana-public-sector-review-vol-2-2-main-report-annexes
http://www.worldbank.org/en/region/lac/whats-new?docty_exact=Pre-2003+Economic+or+Sector+Report&qterm=&lang_exact=English&country_exact=Guyana
http://www.worldbank.org/en/region/lac/whats-new?docty_exact=Pre-2003+Economic+or+Sector+Report&qterm=&lang_exact=English&country_exact=Guyana
http://www.cepal.org/en/publications/economic-survey-latin-america-and-caribbean-2003-2004
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caribbean-2003-2004). When stability returned, the economy rebounded and per capita 

income rose. It seems that whenever there were racial disturbances from rallies, marches 

and impractical demands made by ethnic groups on the state, productivity was affected 

because people didn’t go to work out of fear for their physical well being. It seems the 

extent of the shrinking of the economy was largely tied to the loss of manpower time 

when workers were off the job, which in itself was influenced by the period of political 

instability. When normalcy and political stability returned, people resumed work and 

their routine activities with the result that productivity increased. So it is no coincidence 

that deterioration in the economic condition and in ethnic or race relations occurred 

simultaneously.  It seems that as race relations have worsened over time (accompanied by 

violent ethnic conflict), so has the per capita income and as race relations have improved 

with a lull in violence and protests (extended stability), the per capita income rises 

(http://www.guyana.org/govt/From_Autocracy_to_Democracy_in_Guyana.pdf). 

So what has gone wrong in Guyana since the 1960s that led to negative growth, 

stagnant development, significant decline in standard of living and a near total 

collapse of the economy during the 1980s that eroded quality of life? It is my contention 

that the ethnic conflict (in the form of a struggle by the two major races for state 

domination and the attendant power that flow) in Guyana has most significantly affected 

economic development, and it has been a major hindrance to a rise in the standard of 

living from the country’s lower middle income status (ranking) in the 1950s and 1960s). 
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Chapter 2: Purpose of Study, Rationale, Hypotheses, & Methodology  

Section A Purpose: 

The purpose of this study is to explain why Guyana has failed to develop after 

independence in spite of its abundant natural resources and skilled human resources. It is 

my contention that the decline in the economy and standard of living cannot be attributed 

solely to colonial economy, economic policies like nationalization of major foreign 

owned corporations, acquiring state control of the commanding pillars of the economy, 

and downturn in the global economy, or on “economics” issues alone.  Rather, it is my 

view that an investigation is needed regarding the impact of the ethnic conflict on 

development (particularly standard of living and social change) and on government 

policy making that also shapes economic development.  Social scientists must not neglect 

the effects of a sociological issue like ethnic conflict on a society’s economy. 

The paralyzed state of ethnic relations or ethnic conflict between the two major 

racial groups in Guyana has had a significant effect on the economy. Ethnic conflict has 

been neglected by social scientists in seeking to explain negative growth rates and an 

overall lack of development in Guyana. In order to fully understand why Guyana's 

development is still born resulting in declining economic growth and declining standard 

of living, one must examine the complexity of Guyana's peculiar race relations as it has 

impacted on politics, economic planning, and policy-making. I believe that in order to 

fully comprehend why Guyana has sunk economically, academics need to examine issues 

and their effects relating to the struggle for political power between the two major 

ethnically based parties representing their race groups. In addition, researchers need to 

look at the socio-politico and economic policies of the government particularly between 
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the years 1965 and 1992 especially as they relate to the state of race relations and the 

policies’ effects on national development or on social change. This was a period of time 

when race relations between the ruling African race (represented by the PNC) and the 

others (represented by the Indian PPP and European UF) worsened (at times even 

becoming violent) with non-supporters (Indians, Whites, Chinese, Amerindians) being 

completely marginalized in all aspects of life in the society including in the economy (SN 

Aug 31, 2010; Apr 28, 2008).  Local investment was curtailed through cumbersome 

bureaucratic red tapes causing businesses to lose money (SN Jan 26, 2011; Jun 9, 2010).  

The PNC’s policies caused large numbers of Whites, Chinese, and Indians to migrate, 

capital flight, and a brain drain that devastated the economy (SN Apr 3, 2010). 

Utilizing empirical evidence, like what is happening in Ukraine, Syria, Iraq, 

Afghanistan, etc., one can say that the basis of most economic, social and political 

problems in many ethnically polarized nations like Guyana is ethnic conflict that is often 

accompanied, as is also the case in Guyana, with physical violence. Ethnic violence in 

any society invariably results in political instability preventing the effective functioning 

of the state (government) as well as impacting businesses from conducting normal 

operations, scaring away investors, and affecting factories, farmers, construction workers, 

and other productive workers from producing at maximum capacity.  In short, ethnic 

conflict (with its attendant political instability) causes a reduction in economic activities, 

productivity and revenues collection with the result that government operations are short 

of funding and various activities cannot be fully sustained.  As such, development cannot 

occur. The economy cannot grow (decline in GDP) and the standard of living will 

inevitably fall as it did for Guyana during those periods (1961-92, 1997-2001, 2002-05, 
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2008), when there was extreme political instability and ethnic violence. 

The political conflict (which in the Guyana context is really ethnic or racial in 

nature because two ethnic groups are competing for political power represented by their 

respective political parties) impacts on productive capability and capacity of the country. 

What has existed in Guyana since colonial times (from the mid 1800s after the abolition 

of slavery) is a perpetual state of ethnic jealousy and conflict.  Related to this is a desire 

among the different groups to be isolated from one another and to maintain an almost 

ethnic exclusivity in matters of business, employment, friendship, sports or other forms 

of entertainment, as well as in political and religious affiliation (Swan: 1957, Robinson: 

1970, Smith: 1962). In short, the different ethnic groups prefer or want to retain their own 

culture, to live in separate communities, and engage in segregated activities, and they 

have even spoken (to the point of taking actions) of having their own ethnic states 

(Young: 1975; Williams: 1991). This ethnic separation and the conflict that arises from 

this social schism seem to have had an adverse effect on the economic and political 

development of the nation. Whenever there is ethnic conflict, business operations become 

limited and workers as well as producers are unable to maximize their output for various 

reasons (unable to get to work, sabotage, threat to their safety, transportation issues 

relating to movement of goods and workers, etc.) with the result that the economy grinds 

to an almost standstill (Richardson: 1996; Hechter: 1974). Guyana has experienced an 

extended period of racial strife including race riots since 1955 – a long period of political 

instability that has been tied almost exclusively to ethnic conflict and that has brought 

destruction to the economy.  The two ethnic groups have sought political dominance 

through their party preventing the country from achieving its full potential (Tennassee: 
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2010; Spinner: 1984, GT Dec 7, 9, 2014).  Thus, in order to fully understand why 

Guyana's development was (has been) stultified and or its economy unable to take off and 

grow, academics must examine how the country’s peculiar race relations (ethnic conflict 

with their attendant behavior of groups and government’s policies) impact on economic 

matters particularly as they relate to the decline in national growth and standard of living.  

There is need for a conclusive sociological (ethnic) explanation on the decline of 

Guyana’s economy and standard of living with an accompanied proposal on resolution of 

the ethnic conflict can lead to political stability to facilitate national development. 

 

Section B: Rationale, Importance and Relevance of the Study: 

 

The rationale for this study revolves around the need to explain why a resource-

rich developing nation like Guyana, which is not afflicted by natural disasters, which had 

one of the highest literacy rates among developing nations when it obtained political 

independence (1966), and which has had a large pool of educated people since the 1960s, 

experienced prolonged years of negative growth rates after independence and was unable 

to achieve its economic potential lift standards of living. Racial conflict has been the 

obstacle to development and therefore it will have to be addressed by policy makers to 

allow for development to proceed in polarized nation states like Guyana. It is my view 

that a long-term sustainable improvement in the economy or national development in 

Guyana depends on some kind of a solution to the intractable racial problem. The two 

variables (ethnic conflict and development) are inextricably linked – development cannot 

take place unless the racial conflict is ameliorated or lessened and the racial conflict 

cannot be reduced unless there is some kind of peace and understanding between the two 

groups. There seems to be a symbiotic relationship between the two variables (conflict 
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and development) and both involve a catch 22 situation -- stability is needed for growth 

and development (rising standard of living) and in order for there to be stability there 

must be growth to generate resources to distribute to the competing groups to appease 

them against challenges to upset the status quo. Thus, one of the two variables (ethnic 

conflict or development) must give way (preferably by way of a reduction in ethnic 

conflict) to the other one. This will allow for social peace and political stability allowing 

for investment, economic expansion (and development) that can lead to growth, 

economic prosperity and rising standard of living. Any improvement in lifestyle and or 

quality of life will go a long way to appease those challenging the status quo (to put down 

their ‘arms’) and in so doing help to bring relief to the ethnic conflict. 

This case study has historical and contemporary relevance for the study of socio-

economic and political development of Third World nations that are seriously affected by 

communal conflict or ethnic discord.  Guyana is just one of dozens of nations that has 

experienced violent ethnic conflict.  It is, therefore, important to understand (to theorize) 

the reasons for how and why this ethnic conflict developed, its impact on the 

development (as well as democratization) of the state, and what can be done to reduce its 

effects on society as well as to reduce ethnic tension to preserve the state and bring about 

political stability so as to allow for the nation to maximize its economic potential. A 

framework for understanding the emergence of ethnic conflict in Guyana and pragmatic 

proposals to resolve the conflict can help scholars and policymakers to understand the 

rise of ethnic conflicts and what can be done to reduce conflicts that stunt political and 

economic development in so many other states. 

This case study on Guyana is important as it helps readers (as well as domestic 
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policy makers, international organizations and actors, among other agents) to understand 

the nature and effects of ethnic conflict from a practical perspective.  This study is also 

relevant in that it proposes solutions to ameliorate conflict so as to prevent the kind of 

violent clashes that have recently sprung up in so many societies resulting in wanton 

economic destruction, economic regression, countless loss of lives, negative development 

and lower standard of living. Understanding ethnic conflict and its consequences in 

Guyana and proposing measures to solve or ameliorate it can help international 

institutions, diplomats and political actors to take measures to prevent or reduce their 

recurrence and likelihood of happening in other polarized societies. 

 

Section C: Why a Need to investigate Ethnicity & Economic Decline: 

 

Generally speaking, the poor economic performance of Guyana (a GNP real per 

capita of about US $400 for the year 2010 using the value of 1960 purchasing dollars) 

(SN Dec 30, 2013, Mar 6, 2013) is ascribed to the constraints that political and economic 

institutions have placed on the development process and its legacy of colonial domination 

and imperialism. But it is my view that the nature of ethnic conflict in Guyana is 

primarily responsible for negative growth and the slow process of development.  Ethnic 

or racial (in terms of Guyana) conflict negatively impact on economic development in 

terms of its effect on investment, GDP per capita, growth, unemployment, level of 

literacy, production units of agricultural and manufacturing sectors, immigration, infant 

mortality rate, racial composition of the armed forces and bureaucracy, and other socio-

economic indicators. A keen researcher needs to explain why economic development 

has failed to occur in the state and assess how "race" (ethnicity) impacts on 
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economic indicators (or the economy as a whole) and – to determine the extent (if any) 

to which the negative growth rates and poor economic progress that followed 

independence are related to the said ethnic conflict and or to other (political, social, 

economic) issues that impacted on national development. 

A major theoretical contention among many social scientists in seeking to explain 

the socio-economic and political problems experienced by Third World nations and their 

contemporary subordinate status vis-à-vis the advanced nations is to blame almost every 

development problem on their colonial past (imperialist economic exploitation).  There is 

no disputing that the current socio-economic position of most Third World nations is 

largely the making of their colonial economic history during which time they were 

exploited to enrich the imperial metropolitan nations (Jagan: 1972, Thomas: 1984, Daly: 

1975).  As explained by Thomas (1984), Jagan (1972), Galtung (1971), and other writers, 

the colonies became impoverished and structurally dependent on the metropolitan 

countries for almost everything while the empires developed expansively.  A legacy of 

dependency was established from which the societies, even after independence, have 

found it difficult to break off. Colonies, like British Guiana and others in the Caribbean 

or Latin America, became dependent appendages to the rich imperialist nations supplying 

the latter with cheap primary commodities and purchasing from the wealthy countries 

expensive manufactured goods (made from primary resources that the colonies supplied) 

(Thomas: 1984, Frank: 1978, 1974).  Even after acquiring their independence, the new 

nations have remained dependent on the wealthy imperial countries and are still mired in 

poverty and underdevelopment lacking technology to manufacture basic goods and even 

finding it difficult to raise enough revenues to finance imports or pursue lofty 
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development goals (Erriah: 2011, Frank: 1974). But are nagging effects of colonial 

exploitation, dependency, policy mismanagement, adverse terms of trade and other 

economics related issues and politics the only or the dominant reasons for the 

impoverishment or lack of development of Third World countries? Could (other) social 

issues like ethnic conflict and discrimination been factors in the still development or 

negative growth or unrealized potential of Guyana? 

Many developing nations have experienced similar problems to those of Guyana's 

especially in regards to political and economic development (Dacosta: 2007, 2005).  But 

virtually none underwent the drastic economic decline that Guyana experienced after 

independence.  The question that social scientists may ask, rhetorically, is what caused 

this resource-rich nation to experience such a drastic decline in its standard of living so as 

to become the poorest country in the Western hemisphere even behind Haiti (during the 

1980s) or "a basket-case" in the words of a World Bank report? Is there a direct 

relationship between the state of race relations and Gross National (Domestic) Product 

per capita or standard of living? The answer to these questions cannot simply be found in 

restricting one’s investigation to the subject of economics alone. One has to try to find 

answers utilizing other academic disciplines (like sociology, politics, etc.) of research as 

well. A simplistic answer to the questions lie in the country’s peculiar combative race 

relations (a sociological explanation) among the two major groups, as represented by their 

race-based parties and their competition for control of the state.  The government has been 

(PNC government in particular was) ethnically structured with its policies and programs 

(beholden to its ethnic supporters having been elected largely by supporters of that 

group). It has attended to the needs of its supporters and has been guided in its exercise 
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of power and distribution of resources as well as in its implementation of policies – 

directing resources towards members of its ethnic group. The data suggests that whenever 

the ethnic groups cooperated with the government or the regime treated them well and there 

are (were) no outbursts of conflict (period of calm, peace and stability), the economy grew. 

But whenever the groups engaged in violence, in reaction to policies perceived as 

unfavorable towards them, the economy suffered (Gafar: 2003, Hintzen: 1989, Premdas: 

1973, Glasgow: 1970, Stavenhagen: 1991). The two ethnic groups have prevented 

cooperation (through their representative political parties) in policymaking and have 

sabotaged each other’s policies when either one was (is) in the political opposition as neither 

party wants the other to succeed in government and each seeks to replace the other in office 

and as such undermines each other.  Also, each ethnic administration’s development 

strategies and or its ethnically biased public policies shutting out the opposition group (s) 

from resources can also exacerbate ethnic tensions leading to worsening conflict further 

adversely impacting on development and (by extension) standard of living. 

One can also cite many factors that contributed to declining growth in Guyana 

such as mass nationalization, poor management, failed and useless government projects 

(Sanata Textile, Mahaicony Mahaica Abary agricultural scheme, the Guyana Marketing 

Corporation, among others), international economic climate, adverse terms of trade, 

farcical elections, shortage of foreign currency, price controls, and the unavailability of 

basic and critical transportation, among others (GT Oct 15, 2013; Guyana Journal Oct 

2007; www.guyana.org/). While not discounting the effects of each of these and other 

factors as well, the fact is ethnic conflict (ethnic favoritism) in Guyana was tied to 

virtually all of these policies, programs and projects, and they have shown to impact on 

http://www.guyana.org/
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development. It is noted that ethnic conflict has resulted in perennial disruptions (work 

stoppages) in economic activities of Guyana (Doherty 2012: 121; Horowitz: 72-79).  

Such disruptions have curtailed investment opportunities and affected productivity, and 

ultimately have impacted development, growth and standard of living. And this trend of 

ethnic conflict accompanied by economic disruptions has been occurring since the mid 

1950s when the conflict became more pronounced over competition for political power. 

Once the colonial rulers decided during the 1950s that they would grant self-rule 

and independence to the colony, it became a free for all among the leaders of the ethnic 

groups vying over control of the state on behalf of their ethnic group.  From 1955 

onwards, race became deeply embedded in virtually all affairs of the state including 

politics, economics and social relations in Guyanese society (Spinner: 1984; Tennassee: 

2010) impacting development.  There was serious racial rivalry and tensions between 

1957 and 1961 when politics descended into a racial contest. The country experienced a 

traumatic racial civil war between 1961 and 1964 and near civil war like situations at 

sporadic intervals right before and after this period and continuing during the entire 

period of Afro ethnic PNC authoritarian rule that ended in 1992.  Ethnic tensions, strikes, 

sporadic violence and threats of racial violence continued after 1992 when democratic 

rule was restored under Indian backed PPP rule (SN Jan 9, 2010). The ethnic tensions, 

violent social events and ethnically driven policies in Guyana after 1955 that led to 

stalled or negative growth has illustrated how racial conflict is integrally related to the 

prospects for development. 

Researchers need to look at the country’s social (racial) relations and what the 

government was doing politically and otherwise in terms of the handling of the racial 
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conflict that had/has hurt the economy.  For example, given a history of ethnic tensions 

from early colonial times, one would wish to study how the PNC government handled 

sensitive race relations, especially with regards to its allocation of scarce resources 

among the different groups to promote development and lessen feelings of alienation and 

discrimination and encourage economic participation from all groups. An explanation is 

warranted on how and why people continue to view each other as well as state policies in 

terms of ethnicity four and a half decades after political independence. It is found that 

racial conflict and competition for control of the state have prevented the social cohesion of 

the nation and has rendered nearly impossible the two dominant races co-operating with 

each other towards the goal of national development. The ethnic conflict influences and 

shapes how people view government development policies depending on whether they 

are supportive of (affiliated with) the government or the opposition. Such political 

support based on strong ethnic affiliation leads to heightened ethnic competition between 

the groups (parties) to the point where combatants sabotage development when in 

opposition (Dew: 1994, 1989). As such, there is a need for scholars, researchers and 

academics in sociology and other social science disciplines to investigate and explore the 

relationship (theoretical framework) between ethnic (racial) conflict and development in 

multi-ethnic societies like Guyana. 

Section D: Developing a Theoretical Framework: Ethnic Model & Development: 

 

My contention is that ethnic conflict has impacted negatively on economic 

progress and the overall development of a society and unless the racial conflict is 

resolved in an amicable solution, growth and or development will be adversely affected.  

The impact of ethnic conflict on development has been amply illustrated (with bloody 
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experiences of so many societies where infrastructure and industries were destroyed 

negating development) and is a very important model that cannot be ignored (Hechter: 

1974).  But it appears to be neglected (as exemplified by a paucity of case studies) in 

academic literature by sociologists and other social science scholars (Hechter: 1987, Bell: 

1975, Glazer: 1975).  There is a need to develop a framework that links the two variables 

– ethnicity and development (Bonacich: 1972). Since ethnicity is tearing apart nations 

and disrupting development, there emerges a pressing need for a macro-analysis and 

explanation of the relationship between these two phenomena. A case study of a Third 

World developing country like Guyana helps to illustrate this relationship. A serious 

inquiry is done into the possible connections between ethnic prejudice (discriminatory 

practices) and government decision-making impacting on development and changes in 

social and economic behavior in multi-ethnic Guyana.  Many of these connections can be 

explained through empirical observations and these in turn can be tied together into a 

theoretical framework. 

Social scientists generally tend to attribute problems with economic development 

to class conflict (Marxist analysis) (Marx: 1998) or some other economic or political 

phenomena rather that on social (ethnic) relations.  Not unexpectedly, there has been a 

dearth of alternative theoretical models (away from Marxism, class, economics and the 

like) to account for the hostile political or social behavior of different races towards each 

other in Guyana and other similar ethnically divided societies and their impact on 

development.  But given the ethnically plural composition of as well as ethnic conflict in 

Guyana and so many societies around the globe, class conflict as the major reason for 

problematic political (and economic) development of states needs to be modified to take 
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into account the rise of ethnic consciousness which shape human behavior and that could 

lead to actions to negate development. Besides a Marxist perspective of class relations 

which may unite people (workers in particular) based on status or poor working condition 

so as to improve their depressed living conditions, peoples’ behavior may also be 

conditioned by their ethnic identity uniting or dividing them for a variety of reasons 

especially in polarized multi-ethnic states (Patterson: 1975, 1983) to gain better access to 

resources or power. That is to say, people are loyal to their own ethnic group and their 

behavior is so conditioned or influenced vis-à-vis other groups and such loyalty may 

transcend working class solidarity (Dennis: 1977, Brass: 1976, Bartels: 1977).  They are 

united through ethnicity rather than by class (Doherty: 2012). This is particularly so in 

Guyana and so many nations including current and former socialist states where ethnicity 

has a very strong pull. Such ethnic alignment would disappear in time, according to 

Marx’s theory, as these countries experience development. Marx did not put a time frame 

when ethnicity would be replaced by unity around working class consciousness (Ibid). 

But so far, some 150 years after Marx, ethnicity has not disappeared, and in fact it has 

been strengthened even in so called (former) working class socialist states like China and 

Soviet Union. The inadequacy of Marxist and other left analyses, for decades the main 

paradigm or dominant world-view, to explain the persistence of ethnicity as well as the 

slow pace of economic development in many Third World countries has not led to a 

corresponding increase in alternative theoretical models to explain lack of development 

or negative growth rates in multi-ethnic third world nations.  Hence, the development of 

this “sociological theoretical model” to buttress the well argued Marxist model to explain 

the failure of development in an underdeveloped ethnically divided state. 
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It is my contention that in order to fully understand why Guyana's economy has 

declined from being among the third most prosperous Caribbean country in 1960 to a 

level lower than that of Haiti during the 1980s (and now just barely threading above Haiti 

today), or why a resource barren Singapore with a lower GDP per capita than Guyana 

during 1950s or slightly above Guyana in 1960 was able to make greater strides by 1980 

(KN Jul 18, 2014; dataworldbank.org), one must examine how ethnic conflict influence 

government policies and impact development.  This necessarily requires taking a look at 

the complexity of Guyana's peculiar race relations to investigate (empirically or 

otherwise) any relationships (including official policy driven directives based on ethnic 

considerations) linking race and economics in Guyana and explore their implications for 

development in this society. 

This dissertation, therefore, applies a mostly sociological model (racial conflict) 

as part of an effort to explain the poor economic performance of Guyana and the wide 

disparity in growth compared with other developing countries that are less endowed than 

Guyana in resources.  The model is linked with other underlying social science factors 

including economic, historical, and political.  In fact, this kind of study necessarily 

requires an inter-disciplinary mode of inquiry in an effort to produce as comprehensive a 

treatment as possible of the subject matter.  The model suggested here holds that 

economic decline in multi-ethnic societies are partly to be explained by ethnic 

(racial) conflict existing in these countries.  This so called “ethnic model” or 

sociological model (as developed from a largely sociological perspective) utilizes a 

combined empirical and theoretical approach to diagnose the link between the two 

variables (ethnic conflict and development). It explores why there has been such a wide 



- 49 - 

divergence in income level and national growth between Guyana and other developing 

countries by looking at the impact of racial conflict on economic development. In other 

words, it seeks to investigate why there are wide differences in measures of human 

development and or national growth for Guyana and other similar developing countries 

when Guyana was/is better endowed with natural resources (as compared with Singapore, 

for example), and was better placed for take off and development than most other 

colonies (Barbados, Jamaica, etc.) at the time of independence (1966) – why a country’s 

economic indicators declined precipitously after independence, and the study also 

attempts to propose a model of governance that can lead to stability allowing for growth 

and development. This topic ought to be a matter of public interest to social science 

researchers, think tanks, policy makers in third world nations, policy makers of donor 

nations, and supra diplomats of international organizations to address societies facing 

similar ethnic problems. The cautious hope is that they may take precautionary measures 

to avoid the development pitfalls that plague such a resource rich nation like Guyana and 

guide those societies towards economic growth. 

To summarize, the central aim of this research is to explain and analyze the role 

of racial conflict in the (lack of) economic development of Guyana.  From the 

investigation, one can develop an appropriate model to explain why this nation has failed 

to make significant economic progress since independence (1966). The theoretical 

framework should enable social scientists to describe and explain the nature of the 

relationship between the two variables (ethnic conflict and development) so as be able to 

utilize the framework to probe, assess, and even predict the state of the economy of other 

nations with similar ethnic problems as Guyana and or how to reduce the conflict and in 
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so doing lessen the impact of ethnic conflict on development and on other aspects of life 

in a multi-ethnic conflict ridden society. 

The primary goal in the study is to improve on theoretical models that address 

issues pertaining to development as well as related to ethnicity by developing a 

theoretical model that shows and explains how ethnic conflict affect development.  The 

theoretical framework constructed is also intended to offer ideas (proposals) to solve 

pressing issues involving hostile relations between and among ethnic groups battling for 

power in states or sub-states or other defined political units.  As a proposed solution, the 

model argues for some kind of a grounded theory based on an equitable distribution of 

political power as well as economic resources among groups and respect for cultural 

pluralism granting groups cultural autonomy. The study’s ultimate theoretical goal is to 

suggest how methodologically and analytically, ethnicity can help guide the study of 

other issues impacting on multi-ethnic societies with the goal of helping to eliminate 

conflict.  So, in conjunction with this quest for improved methodology and theory in 

studying ethnic relations and development issues, the overarching goal is to elucidate and 

pronounce a formula for reducing conflict (such as sharing resources and power) in 

multi-ethnic nations so as to avoid or reduce violence that leads to loss of lives and 

disrupted development. 

Section E: Why a Sociological or Ethnic Model to explain lack of Development: 

 

One of the questions readers or critics of this study may pose is whether this 

seminal proposed “sociological” (ethnic) model, as employed here, offers a better 

explanation than others (such as those from a purely "political" or "economic" or a 

“Marxist” perspective, etc.) that seek to explain negative economic growth or lack of 
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development?  No one can dispute the claims and theories of Marxist and left leaning 

writers that centered around the theme that colonialism witnessed the foreign penetration 

of distant lands making them territories under European control and domination to 

provide resources to help fuel growth and development of the European empires to the 

neglect and underdevelopment of the colonies. The objective is not to discredit those 

theories or to determine which model is superior in explaining the lack of growth in 

Guyana or in a former colonial society. Rather an attempt is made to examine the role 

and impact of non politico-economic explanations like sociological factors (with one of 

them being the nature of ethnic relations within the nation) in the lack of economic 

development in many of these nations. 

But in focusing on the effects of ethnic conflict, it in no way negates the other 

(economic or political) arguments (such as the Marxist-Leninist approach or the World 

Systems approach) that seek to explain persistent underdevelopment in the Third World.  

In fact, it is widely accepted that imperialist forces, as posited by Marxist or left leaning 

writers, have had lasting negative effects on development strategies of third world 

countries and their role in the persistence of underdevelopment should not be belittled 

(Marx: 1998, Bonacich: 1980).  Western imperialist or capitalist countries colonized 

Guyana and other third world countries launching them into the orbit of dependence and 

backwardness rendering them servile agents of the major imperial powers in the world 

capitalist system with devastating consequences. But much has already been written on 

this so described dominant Marxist explanation of why countries like Guyana have 

failed to develop (see Marx nd). Scholars need to look afresh at other so-called "non-

economic", “non-political”, and “non-Marxist” explanations why these countries have not 
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prospered since becoming independent from their mother countries (Nagel: 1985, Olzak: 

1985).  Hence, this is a reason for undertaking this (largely, though not exclusively) 

sociological examination (and construction of a theory) of the ethnic conflict to illustrate 

its effects on overall national development (limited social change, etc.) in Guyana. 

It is accepted that no single factor or theory can fully explain the socio-economic 

and political malaise that has befallen Guyana. Many factors are responsible for the state 

of economic setbacks, widespread unemployment, abject poverty, the overall lack of 

development and all the consequences that these entail.  References are made to some of 

these factors from a multi-disciplinary approach because it is felt that economic or social 

theories alone do not adequately explain the lack of development or underdevelopment in 

or the serious economic difficulties faced by many Third World nations.  By focusing on 

purely economic (policies and theories) or political or social theories alone, one cannot 

fully explain why Guyana or other developing economies have failed to develop (Barro: 

1997).  A variety of factors help to explain the inability of poor countries to develop.  No 

doubt, factors such as limited domestic technical skills, lack of industries, scarcity of 

capital, small size of the economy, imperialism, centuries of colonial domination, 

dependency relations, conspiracy among Multinational Corporations or among developed 

economies to keep developing countries poor, US and Western or Soviet interference, 

cold war, left wing political ideology (Marxism-Leninism), nationalism, and politico-

economic isolation, etc. have all contributed to Third World nations' perennial problems 

associated with negative growth and poor development or a low standard of living 

(Alesina: 1994). But economic problems are by no means the only explanations why 

several Third World nations, especially multi-ethnic resource-rich countries with 
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excellent industrial potential, such as a Guyana, have not been successful at developing 

(Collier: 1998). One also needs to examine political and social factors (like racial 

conflict) to explain such a problem. 

It is this study’s position that lack of development and the economic decline or 

growth of the country cannot be explained in a void or vacuum in terms of economics 

alone.  At any rate, much has already been written on the economic reasons (colonial 

exploitation, imperialism, dependency theory, inadequate capital, wrong and misguided 

economic policies, etc.) for the lack of growth in Guyana. And economic issues tend to 

be conditioned by the political environment including such a factor like ethnic conflict (a 

major topic in sociology) impacting on political and social life and on development in 

general.  Thus, besides economic reasoning, political and sociological analyses become 

essential tools in social science studies on issues (like growth and development) 

especially in multi-ethnic societies. In Guyana, open violent ethnic conflict had occurred 

at various periods in its recent history and inevitably affected the economy.  So when 

studying the economy of Guyana, one cannot ignore or belittle the importance of ethnic 

conflict, a major subject in sociology.  As the Guyana case suggests, the effects of ethnic 

conflict on political and economic development should not be underestimated or 

dismissed by academics or politicians as being irrelevant to development or that it will 

disappear over time or with a rising standard of living.  In fact, ethnic conflict impacts on 

national growth especially in severely divided societies like Guyana affecting rising 

standard of living and impacting on quality of life. 

So applying an exclusive Marxist or economic explanation to lack of development 

does not do justice to the topic.  A sociological perspective is also relevant since the 
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focus in the study is on ethnic relations (conflict) and its impact on the economy, 

including on discrimination against groups based on ethnicity and the withdrawal of 

ethnic groups in economic activities. It is important to stress that the sociological 

explanation is but one model that explains failure of development in Third World 

societies.  The theory does not seek to dispute or negate Marxist or left oriented theories 

about the effects on development of a dependency status. This sociological model does 

not undertake to disprove other models or to prove the “ethnic model” is better than other 

models or that the other models are inapplicable in explaining negative growth rates and a 

declining standard of living of the nation.  Rather, this study offers a supplementary or an 

alternative model to dependency theory to explain lack of development.  It proposes to 

show a strong relationship between ethnic conflict and economic decline and in so doing 

breaks new ground for understanding ethnic conflict, social change, and economic 

development. The racial or ethnic conflict from a sociological perspective is merely one 

factor that is being utilized to explain the economic decline in Guyana. The study also 

suggests why it is imperative that pluralist (ethnically polarized) nations manage ethnic 

conflicts so that their economic development is not seriously affected by instability. 

By no means is this study exhaustive on the causes of racial conflict or of 

economic underdevelopment in Guyana or elsewhere.  Rather it touches just the tip of the 

iceberg on issues pertaining to ethnicity and its effects on development.  At any rate, no 

one theory (be it economic, Marxist, sociological, World Systems, cultural pluralism, 

dependency, political, etc.) or simply addressing one social phenomena can do justice in 

explaining the broad subject of ethnic conflict. And no specific theory can explain a lack 

of economic development that pervades so many (primarily Third World) countries 
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around the globe.  What this study attempts to do is to examine and bring together several 

related issues tied to ethnic conflict in the construction of a broad theory linking the two 

variables (ethnicity and development or its lack thereof).  These issues include, but are 

not limited to, pre-colonial social norms and forms, stereotyping, racism, different modes 

of production, economic exploitation, residential settlements, color, class, social status 

and ethnic stratification.  The issues are also linked to the struggle for political 

independence of the colony as well as to models that facilitate economic development in 

other third world societies that were way behind in Guyana at the time of independence. 

 

Section F: Argument of Study and Questions posed: 

 

This study utilizes a variety of explanations by posing several interrelated questions for 

the relatively poor growth of a third world nation based on its ethnicity, culture, political 

governance and on other aspects of its society. Some relevant questions are: Is 

democratic practice and economic and political development too conditioned or 

controlled by ethnic conflict to allow for peace and cooperation so economic 

development can proceed? Was ethnic violence politically inspired in Guyana? Can 

economic development occur under conditions of political turbulence caused by ethnic 

conflict?  Why is economic (and or political) development so often accompanied by 

violent ethnic conflict? How can economic (or political) development in multi-ethnic 

nations be better managed, so as to reduce the potential for violent ethnic conflict and 

vice versa? 

This case study on Guyana attempts to answer the preceding fundamental 

questions though not in the order posed. The study will attempt to show: how ethnic 

conflict started right after Indians (and other ethnic groups) arrived in the colony in 1838 
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(after end of African slavery) and gradually decided to settle down in the 1870s; how 

ethnic conflict became institutionalized; how conflict has defined virtually all aspects of 

life (politics in particular) in the society and continues to evolve and impact on the 

society; how it has become consolidated and exploited by politicians and has been 

reinforced by various facets of life; how and why it remains very strong; and what 

measures can be taken to address ethnic concerns to reduce conflict. 

In attempting to answer the questions posed at the beginning of this section, the 

study traces the arrival of the ethnic groups in Guyana and the societal divisions that 

followed (including the division of labor based on ethnicity, color, class, occupations, and 

geography).  It explains how a British colonial divide and rule strategy developed and 

became institutionalized to exploit the working class to maximize profitability.  This 

colonial divide and strategy emerged out of a need to keep the groups apart so they would 

not unite to demand high wages on the plantations or overthrow the bourgeois exploiters.  

Divide and rule was executed with skill and cunningness to depress wages and to 

maximize profit.  It was a political and social policy of expediency for economic profit.  

The research in this study shows that one of the unintended functions of British policy in 

Guyana and indeed in other societies was to divert attention away from the capitalist 

labor exploitation of the workers by shifting focus towards their racial differences. This 

encouraged animosity and conflict to divide the ethnically diverse workers so as to 

prevent them from becoming class conscious of their exploitation by the plantation 

bourgeoisie and colonial administrators appointed by London at the behest of the planters 

(Jayawardena: 1963: Rodney: 1981, Sandhu: 2009, Frieden: nd). 

The study argues that hostile relations and mutual animosity between the major 
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races, exacerbated during the immediate pre-independence period when the races fought 

a civil war over who (which ethnic group) would replace the departing British as masters 

of Guyana, have laid the foundation for economic stagnation and disaster and a politically 

unstable state that have found it virtually impossible to get its house in order.   The study 

concludes by arguing that a solution to Guyana's racial problems (resulting in harmonious 

social relations) will have a major positive effect on growth and development in the 

nation.  As it is, the racial groups, directly and or through their leaders, are locked into a 

competition over the scarcity of jobs and resources for members of their groups and do 

not wish to see the other group prosper.  They will do whatever it takes to see that their 

group triumphs and the other group fails even if it means destruction of the economy and 

failure of the state and its institutions. Thus, there cannot be serious development unless 

the racial conflict is solved.  This can be done through a fair formula of power sharing 

(multi-party/multi-ethnic governance) suggested by University of Guyana Professor Rishi 

Thakur (Thakur: nd) – including of resources, wealth and office titles.  In addition to 

groups potentially flourishing as a result of such a type of power sharing, there may be 

social integration that will encourage groups to respect for each other’s differences and 

understanding each other’s culture leading to political stability. As a result, investment 

can proceed leading to economic growth and higher standards of living for all. 

Once the nation finds a reasonable workable solution (some sort of multi-ethnic 

governance or multi-ethnic power sharing formula) to its racial problem, there is no 

question that the ever-present social (ethnic) issues impeding political stability will be 

removed allowing for economic development. This will lead to growth and prosperity 

resulting in benefits for all regardless of ethnicity.  And as economic growth keeps pace 
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with surpasses population growth, and the standard of living increases resulting in social 

change, the racial conflict is also likely to further ebb encouraging more investments that 

should result in even more growth and prosperity.  Any ethnic power sharing formula that 

helps to resolve Guyana’s social conflict will resonate well with the dozens of developing 

countries that are grappling with their own ethnic problems and underdevelopment. 

It should be stressed that an emphasis on analyzing ethnic problems does not in 

any way take away from other more traditional modes of analyses for determining 

underlying factors in the country’s malignant economy. Thus, this study simply provides 

a supplemental paradigm to the broad literature available in economics and politics, using 

ethnicity, to look at Guyana's dilemma in the way it has approached national 

development. In so doing, this study becomes seminal in that such a hypothesis has 

not been previously offered relating to Guyana.  The argument advances towards 

somewhat virgin territory because no major study has dealt systematically with the 

massive economic problems that have been brought about by ethnic conflict in Guyana.  

This work has a very important historical and contemporary relevance for the study of 

development of Third World nations, which must not only contend against outside 

domination (being dependent appendages in a world system controlled by a few major 

capitalist powers) but by internal dynamics (such as ethnic conflict) as well. The study 

shows not only the contours of communal conflict but points to some of the political and 

economic effects that ethnicity tends to generate on the development efforts of Guyana 

and similar multi-ethnic states facing perennial conflict. 

Section G. Hypotheses: 

This dissertation will test the following hypotheses based on information collected (from 



- 59 - 

primary and secondary sources) on a case study on Guyana, interpretation of selected 

theories on development and ethnicity, and my personal analyses and empirical 

observations: 

A. Negative (and poor) economic growth rates and relatively low level of development of 

Guyana are primarily, though not exclusively, the results of non-economic factors and 

policies (based on ethnicity, social relations, and political instability);  and 

B.  Racial competition for political power, leading to ethnic-inspired violence and 

political instability, was/is a major cause for economic downturn and the decline of the 

standard of living in Guyana. 

Section H:  General Queries relating to Hypotheses: 

The study examines how: 

1. The need for cheap labor by British colonizers to exploit the colony of Guiana led 

to the establishment of a multi-ethnic colony/state to serve the interests of foreign 

imperial interests --  a plural society made up of a mixture of cultures, ethnicities, 

and religions that would severely impact on its development. 

2. The White planters promoted a Black/Indian interracial conflict, strife, rivalry and 

competition that served their economic interests.   

3. An ethnic divide and rule strategy was promoted by the British colonial class 

through various forms of stereotyping leading to ethnic segregation among the 

different groups to facilitate economic exploitation of plantation life. 

4. In-group cohesion and social ethnic solidarity emerged among the diverse ethnic 

groups that also began to develop feelings of ethnic insecurity from perceived 

threats from other ethnic groups leading to the rise of intra-group ethno-
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nationalism and open ethnic hostilities. 

5. Racial violence and competition for power developed out of petty jealousies 

among the groups and the desire for racial domination.  

6. The desire by the exploited ethnic groups for national equality (in a White 

controlled and privileged colonial society), self-rule and freedom from foreign 

(imported British planter class and their imported staff) domination and 

subjugation gave rise to racial consciousness and political solidarity among the 

different groups in British Guiana. 

7. The British colonial authority and expatriate planter class and bourgeois forces 

promoted and encouraged conflict and competition between the two major racial 

groups as they competed among themselves to replace the departing British 

during the anti-colonial nationalist struggle. 

8. The exacerbation of the ethnic conflict allowed the British to postpone 

independence and extend their stay and domination of the colony when other 

British colonies were obtaining their independence.  

9. Racial solidarity transcended what was being (falsely) promoted as a utopian 

socialist working class movement for independence. 

10. Racial competition resulted in violent conflict between two major races inevitably 

delaying the colony’s independence and stultifying political development in the 

state years after independence. 

11. The country thrived during periods of ethnic calm and stability and contracted 

during periods of ethnic tensions, violence and instability. 

12. Racial insecurity has prevented the two races (as represented by their respective 
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political parties and ethnic leaders) from cooperating with one another preventing 

the nation from achieving its full economic potential of its citizens and as such a 

rising standard of living and growth.  

13. Racial conflict can be managed if the groups are willing to share political space 

and resources and cooperate with one another to allow for nation building as well 

as economic growth, higher standards of living, and social change. And as a 

corollary, unless the conflict is managed and reduced, the country will not achieve 

its economic potential and the standard of living will continue to be low lagging 

behind other third world countries adding to its list of woes. 

14. This study has implications for other ethnically divided societies as a model to 

address their conflict so as to allow for peace and political stability and a 

willingness to share resources that will facilitate investment leading to growth and 

expansion that will drive positive social change. 

Section I: Method of Study: 

The methodology adopted for this research of study is historical, empirical and 

interpretive. Using a descriptive historical methodology, the research draws economic, 

social and political data from existing studies, institutional reports, and literature on 

Guyana as well as from the mass media. The study is based generally on various primary 

(documents, etc.) and secondary sources (books, articles, scholarly publications, 

newspapers, magazines, internet websites, etc.). 

This study traces the rise, evolution and institutionalization of  1. ethnicity and 

ethnic conflict in the colonial Guiana state; 2. the struggle for self rule and national 

independence that led to a politically open ethnic conflict between Indians and Africans; 
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3. the rise of the authoritarian (one party ethnic) state that emerged out of the ethnic 

conflict; and 4. the decline of the economy that occurred as a result of ethnic conflict and 

authoritarian rule. Where appropriate, the study uses a historical account to explore the 

social, economic and political development of the colony of Guiana. The historical 

framework highlights important changes in the development of the state particularly its 

politics and economics.  The study analyzes the role of the political superstructure – the 

state and political struggles – in shaping and influencing the economy. 

The study also offers an empirical analysis applying the Guyana case to illustrate 

several theories on ethnic conflicts have emerged, developed, and manifested themselves 

as well as how ethnic conflict has affected economic development.  In addition to using 

empirical validation, interpretive analysis of the literature and statistical information, the 

study employs content analysis to show how ethnic policies have affected development in 

Guyana. And where helpful, the study uses a comparative approach of different time 

periods in trying to explain why economic growth and development occurred or failed to 

occur during three different time periods – the immediate pre-independence (1955 thru 

1966), immediate post independence authoritarian (1966 thru 1975) and the fascist (1976 

thru 1992) periods, and thereafter (1993 - now) when democracy was (has been) restored.  

The study also utilizes brief comparisons of success development of other 

relevant countries with characteristics similar to Guyana’s to illustrate the reasons for 

Guyana’s failed development extent of its economic decline. The study points to the 

failures of economic policies and the role of the ethnic conflict in those failures. It is 

hoped that this study will influence other multi-ethnic countries to undertake a sober 

assessment of their own problems.  This may guide to steer clear of the perilous abyss 
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into which Guyana has found herself as a result of ethnic groups engaging in conflict for 

political supremacy that resulted in a downward economic spiral and standard of living. 

Section J: Shortcomings of this Research Study: 

The study has its analytical limitation especially in acquiring data but it also breaks new 

ground in putting forth an innovative approach to studying development by looking at 

non-economic factors. One major shortcoming in this study is access to research 

materials relevant to the study. There was serious difficulty in obtaining documents 

within Guyana as they were not readily available given the shabby condition of academic, 

library and government institutions that are repositories of (supposed to be holding) 

documents. Guyana was a closed society from 1966 until the collapse of its authoritarian 

order in 1992 with the restoration of democracy.  It is difficult to get accurate figures on 

poverty, inflation, growth, health and other social matters (letter SN Nov 25, 2011) during 

that period. Materials were off limits to the public, especially for critics of the regime 

during the authoritarian years.  Any materials that made the regime looked “bad” or 

shameful in the public eye were removed from research shelves.  Also, anyone found in 

possession of such materials was treated in a hostile manner by state security and 

considered as an enemy of the state, hounded, intimidated, beaten, jailed and even 

eliminated (GC Feb 7, 2012, Mar 6, 2010). 

History (social, political, and economic) under the PNC dictatorship was rarely 

recorded or accurately documented. In the post-colonial era, leading up to 1992, the then 

PNC government controlled and manipulated the media and inundated the press (the arm 

of the state) with lies, fabrications and distortions. All data provided by the regime was 

suspect (GC Aug 5, 2014). One has to be careful in using PNC released data when 
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analyzing the past, especially the dark, dismal days of the PNC regime that was involved 

in several atrocities including eliminating political opponents and critics, even dissident 

priests. Recordings of government activities, including of parliamentary meetings and 

budgeting, were carried out in accordance with the whims and directions of the ruling 

PNC government. The dictatorship did not bother to keep proper records and terrorized 

those who queried its illicit expenditures of funds. Government building and their 

holdings were badly neglected and official documents were in tatters after being exposed 

to rain and sun.  Documents frequently went missing when there were queries of 

expenditures. Agents of the regime often destroyed and it was not unusual for fires to 

suddenly break out in government buildings and important records destroyed (Caribbean 

Contact June 1980, GC Jul 22, 2013, Mar 27, 2011). Also, documents held in the 

archives often disappeared or became non-available to the public. Therefore one is forced 

to fit conjectures, rumors, allegations and assumptions into perspective of events and 

conditions that prevailed in the society and lend credence to them with anecdotes. Even 

some twenty years after the restoration of democracy, the nation is still in a very painful 

transition to freedom with documents from the authoritarian period still very hard to find 

and slowly being made available to the public for research purposes. Also, data for 

Guyana frequently went missing in international reports. That absence of data from 

official reports tell its own story, and one might well ask whether it suits the government 

that there is no systematic account of social indicators that would give the world a fuller 

picture of the true state of affairs of the nation during the PNC Afro ethnic dictatorship. 

The democratic PPP government (post 1992) has also come in for some severe 

criticisms from International Lending Institutions for data quality and the format in which 
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they were/are released (http://pdf.usaid.gov/pdf_docs/PNADK761.pdf).  Data has not 

been updated and was not available for many years. According to an AID report, the 

breadth and quality of economic data available for Guyana are relatively poor and appear 

to be steadily worsening. For example, the World Bank gave Guyana an overall score of 

50 percent in its 2006 Statistical Capacity Indicator Index, down from 58 percent in 2005 

in its preparation of socio-economic data. This is well shy of the present median scores 

for Low Middle Income (LMI) countries generally (66.5), and for Latin America-

Caribbean LMI countries (73) specifically.  The report adds: “Of particular concern are 

the lack of recent poverty and agricultural survey data and uneven statistical practices 

used in the collection of national account, price, and government finance accounting data. 

Some statistics on education and health are also lacking or inconsistent. Such data 

problems complicate our analysis.  Data development in this area could help in planning 

and targeting poverty reduction” (http://pdf.usaid.gov/pdf_docs/PNADK761.pdf). 

Because of data problems and limited access to primary sources, for this study, 

most research materials are gathered from secondary sources, lending institutions data, 

empirical observations, the internet, and newspaper reports. This study draws its 

conclusions more on institutional data, empirical and anecdotal facts relating to ethnic 

conflict in Guyana and their attendant effects on development rather than on abstract 

theories as a basis of social analysis. 

 

Section K: New Vistas or Findings of this Research: 

The argument made in this study is new in that studies on ethnicity (socio-politico and 

cultural consciousness of ethnic groups) have not made a compelling case on the negative 

http://pdf.usaid.gov/pdf_docs/PNADK761.pdf
http://pdf.usaid.gov/pdf_docs/PNADK761.pdf
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impact of ethnicity or ethnic conflict on development in former (multi-ethnic) colonial 

societies that are plagued with developmental problems.  Also, studies have not proposed 

solutions (policies) on how to manage ethnic conflict or suggest models of governance 

that will reduce, if not eliminate, violent conflicts among competing ethnic groups in a 

state.  Scholars on economic development in third world nations tend to utilize a Marxist 

theoretical analysis on class conflict to explain underdevelopment and or the rise of 

ethnic conflict. Marxist scholars surmise ethnic conflict will disappear in a short period 

after independence.  But that has not been the case in most ethnically polarized societies 

including Guyana where ethnicity has been solidified and institutionalized instead of 

disappearing over the last sixty years during self-rule and political freedom.  And with 

the end of the Cold War in 1990, ethnic conflict in former socialist countries has become 

even more pronounced as people embrace ethnic loyalty rather than class allegiance. At 

the same time, a left wing Marxist-Leninist  (or socialist) ideology seems to have lost its 

lust on working class people as well as on left leaning social scientists seeking to explain 

the persistence of ethnic identity.  With the collapse of communism, ethnicity has come 

to the fore of former communist countries (Soviet Union, Yugoslavia, other East bloc, 

China, etc.) and even former Marxists themselves have turned inwards appealing to basal 

ethnic instincts (as in Serbia, Russia, Czech, Slovak, Bosnia, Ukraine, Georgia, etc.) 

(en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Effects_of_the_Cold_War; en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ethnic_conflict). 

As this case study on Guyana argues, ethnicity is a primary reason for the failure 

of national (economic, social, and political) development of the state with each ethnic 

group seeking to capture (and or exploit) the institutions of the state for its own members’ 

benefit – caring only for the growth and advancement of its own constituents (members 

of its group) rather than of the entire state.  The study also has another unique feature 
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compared to others in that it not only identifies the development problems posed by 

ethnic conflict but it proposes a solution (sharing of political power and resources in 

some form of equitable disposition a la South Africa, for example) to reducing conflict so 

that development can take place leading to a rise in standard of living and or the quality 

of life or social change. How Guyana manages and resolves its ethnic conflict could be 

very instructive for other countries affected by communal strife (that triggers political 

instability) as they seek ways to ease ethnic tensions in their nations so as to make 

available the conditions to further development. Thus, the model proposed herein not 

only theorizes on the reasons for potential underdevelopment in Guyana and similar 

multi-ethnic societies, it proposes what can be done to reduce conflict and enhance 

stability that facilitates development. In so doing, it sheds light on causes of and offers 

solutions to ethnic conflict and political instability in the nation and many other countries 

experiencing problems similar to those of Guyana. 

Also, the Guyana case can offer insights into the workings of ethnic conflict 

generally and can contribute to the forging of public policy aimed at controlling the 

adverse effects of ethnic strife in other countries.  The theoretical framework developed 

here for understanding ethnic conflict in Guyana and proposals for reducing it can be 

applied to similar ethnically bifurcated societies. Also, this effort is undertaken in the 

belief that the information, conclusion and data derived from this case study can offer 

important building blocks towards constructing a wider theory on the relationship 

between ethnicity and other social issues (including economic and political 

development).  In sum, ethnicity is an extremely decisive topic that cannot be neglected 

in analyzing development in ethnically polarized conflict ridden (third world) societies. 
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Chapter 3: History of Ethnicity in Guyana: 

 

Section A: Need for Cheap labor & Ethnic Mix of Guiana: 

Guyana’s multiethnic composition is a result of colonization and immigration tied 

to the need for labor to extract resources or to produce food and or other products for 

colonizers. The colony’s ethnic mix is the direct product of the colonial economy – 

colonization of the land and bringing in free or cheap foreign labor to extract the 

resources for the benefit of the colonizing empire (Daly: 1975, Nath: 1950; Rodney: 

1981). The European acquisition of new vast territories necessitated their settlement by 

people (colonizers, planters, investors, industrialists, etc.) from the metropolitan centers 

and or by other colonized peoples brought from India, Asia and Europe to provide a 

cheap source of labor needed to extract resources or grow food to meet the insatiable 

appetite of the empires.  The colonial rulers brought people of diverse ethnic origin to 

these far off colonies to serve their capitalist interests (producing with cheap or free 

labor). Where necessary, the colonial rulers manipulated ethnic relations (promote ethnic 

tension) to keep the diverse groups in conflict to redirect attention away from their own 

exploitation as well as that of the colonies while the rulers carted away the wealth of the 

colonies for trade with the metropolitan countries or for their own self enrichment (SN 

Sep 23, 2010; Jan 29, 2009; Oct 23, 2008).  Guiana, like other colonies, existed to serve 

the interests of the metropolitan empires with its resources needed to develop the latter at 

the expense of the former (Adamson: 1972, Mandle: 1973). But to extract resources from 

or grow food in the colonies required vast supplies of cheap and or free labor.  In fact, it 

was determined that the colonies could not be profitable for the colonial powers without 
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large quantities of cheap or free labor. Thus, labor had to be recruited from elsewhere 

because of a domestic shortage (Nath: 1950, Manley: 1984, Daly: 1975, Samaroo: 1987). 

 The native Amerindian population in Guiana was not in sufficient numbers and 

did not prove to be very reliable as a source of cheap labor to do the job of extracting 

resources and or growing crops (SN Jun 24, 2010) to sell abroad.  At any rate, they were 

not found to be dependable for plantation work and were often running away into the 

hinterland. They could not be held down on the land by the imperial forces for cultural 

and other reasons (Williams: 1991). So workers had to be imported (Galenson: 1984). 

Thus, Africans, Portuguese, Indians, Chinese and other ethnic groups were brought to 

Guiana and other parts of the Caribbean to meet the needs of cheap labor to grow sugar 

cane, cotton, tobacco and other crops for export to work.  The immigrants were forced to 

work for free or very cheaply on the plantation estates set up by the British plantation 

owners (Ruhomon: 1947; Mohabir: 2005) in order for the owners to be profitable and to 

maximize profit. This settlement of the diverse ethnic groups first from Africa as slaves 

and subsequently from Asia and Europe as indentured laborers, and the racial mixture of 

the Africans and Europeans to produce the new Colored or Mixed race (mulatto) 

phenotype would establish the social fabric of the colony and the region (Stavenhagen: 

1991, 1989; Shibutani: 1965; en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Afro-Guyanese). Such a social-racial 

pattern would also define social (stratification based on ethnicity) and economic relations 

on the colony as well as throughout the Caribbean region till this day (Robinson: 1970, 

Ramsarran: 2008, Laguerre: 1984; http://www.everyculture.com/Ge-It/Guyana.html). 

  

Section B: Slavery & Indenturedship – of Africans, Portuguese, Indians, Chinese  

As historians have asserted, it was the profit motive (acquiring capital for 
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economic expansion and creating more wealth) and a total disregard for the humanity of 

non-Caucasian people that was behind the move by the United Kingdom and several 

other Western European nations to introduce slavery bringing in large numbers of 

Africans into Guyana and other colonial plantations in the Caribbean (Rodney: 1981).  

Even after emancipation of the slaves (in 1838), a new form of slavery developed which 

was euphemistically termed indentured servitude (Erriah: 2011). Academics such as Eric 

Williams (1966), Alan Adamson (1972), Walter Rodney (1981) etc. have well 

documented how capital (money for investment in Britain and other European empires) 

was obtained from the brutality of slavery and indenturedship to fuel their own national 

development to the neglect of exploited colonies. And it was the German philosopher & 

economist Karl Marx (nd) who determined that "without slavery, North America, the 

most progressive of continents, would not have been transformed into a patriarchal 

society".  Marx (nd & 1998)(socialistworker.org/2011/01/.../race-class-and-marxis) asserted 

that if slavery were wiped off the map, there would have been economic anarchy with the 

complete decay of 19th century commerce and civilization severely stunting growth in 

the imperialist metropolitan countries.  The need for slaves (free labor) brought the 

Africans to Guiana and to the rest of the region to labor on the plantations.  

After the abolition of slavery in 1838, without a very cheap, and slave like source 

of reliable labor (based on coercion), the plantations could not be profitable or remain in 

production.  “Indentured slavery” was introduced on the colonies of virtually all of the 

empires after the end of slavery to rescue the plantations from bankruptcy.  The British 

turned first to the Portuguese, as indentured laborers and when they proved limited for 

the task of working on plantations, the planters turned to Indian labor, and later Chinese 
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when there were restrictions on Indian laborers (SN Jul 24, 2009; Oct 23, 2008). Trading 

in indentured labor, similar to trading of slaves, was a profitable business for recruiters, 

sailors and others involved in the trade and for growing crops primarily sugar cane. Most 

of the indentured laborers imported into Guiana and the other colonies were Indians 

(indiaempire.com/v1/2011/January/coverstory6.asp; SN May 9, 2010). 

After the abolition of slavery, the British planters in the colonies appealed to the 

government in England that “a suitable labor force was needed, one that was cheap, 

accessible, replenishable, controllable and acclimatized”, according to University of 

Guyana Prof. Tota Mangar (Guyana Chronicle May 6, 2011).  In 1835, Britain turned to 

its other colony India for a ready supply of the aforementioned cheap docile labor force 

to save the unprofitable sugar plantations in the Caribbean. The British were in control of 

India as well as the colonies of the West Indies. They ruled with an iron fist and could get 

away with any act that served their personal or the empire’s interests. In India, the 

majority of poor peasants were laboring for starvation wages literally existing under 

extreme and dehumanizing conditions and often close to starvation. Concerned about the 

plantations' shrinking labor pool and the potential decline of the sugar sector, including 

its unprofitability, British authorities, like their counterparts in Dutch Guiana and French 

colonies began to contract for the services of poorly paid indentured workers from India. 

This new form of contracted slave like labor was introduced first on an experimental 

basis in Guiana, and later fully throughout the British held Caribbean and later the Dutch, 

French and Spanish Caribbean. http://www.mongabay.com/history/guyana/guyana-

health.html; Adamson: 1972; http://www.cariwave.com/East_Indian_Indentureship.htm) 

http://www.mongabay.com/history/guyana/guyana-health.html
http://www.mongabay.com/history/guyana/guyana-health.html
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The introduction of Indian indentureds into the sugar plantation in 1838 was a 

highly successful venture for the white plantation owners as the system turned around 

their plantations making them profitable, and it enriched the colonies.  The initial group 

of indentureds was described by leading colonial officials as “conservative, docile, 

simple and able-bodied”.  The officials added: “An Indian labour force with such 

characteristics was quite naturally considered as sine qua non to the survival and 

prosperity of the sugar industry” (Ibid; see also Guyana Chronicle May 6, 2011) and 

recruiters, who were paid a lucrative fee per head, were encouraged to send more 

indentured laborers. www.cariwave.com/East_Indian_Indentureship.htm). 

As Gulcharan Mohabir and other writers have noted (http://gulcharan-

mohabir.sulekha.com/blog/post/2005/10/indian-indentureship-a-forgotten-episode-of-

history.htm), what emerged in Guiana and other colonies after emancipation from slavery 

was a very complex society that changed the nature of social relations.  Africans emerged 

as wage earners who would bargain for their salaries and whose economic welfare was no 

longer the responsibility of the planters.  New indentured immigrants from diverse 

cultures and backgrounds (Portuguese in 1835, Indians in 1838, African Indenturers in 

1840, and Chinese in 1853, all of whom were influenced to migrate by significant 

economic downturn in their home countries) changed the social organization of the 

Guianese society. With the settlement of these groups, there was a new social pecking 

order that retained the British in control over the society and influencing social relations. 

The Africans found themselves competing with the contracted indentured laborers for 

jobs and bargaining with the British planters over wages. The indentured laborers had 

been openly recruited in their home countries with promises to better their economic 

http://www.cariwave.com/East_Indian_Indentureship.htm
http://gulcharan-mohabir.sulekha.com/blog/post/2005/10/indian-indentureship-a-forgotten-episode-of-history.htm
http://gulcharan-mohabir.sulekha.com/blog/post/2005/10/indian-indentureship-a-forgotten-episode-of-history.htm
http://gulcharan-mohabir.sulekha.com/blog/post/2005/10/indian-indentureship-a-forgotten-episode-of-history.htm
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situation by migrating to other territories while their home countries were suffering from 

poverty like conditions. The attraction for Portuguese Madeirans, East Indians and 

Chinese as low skilled laborers was the wage levels, which were rejected by the freed 

slaves as too low, but which were higher than those in the native lands of the indentureds 

(http://www.guyana.org/features/guyanastory/chapter47.html). The attitude of the indentured 

was to work as hard as they could to accumulate as much money as possible so as to 

return “back home” with a bounty of wealth (to improve their lives) they could not 

accumulate in their home countries that was undergoing starvation like conditions 

(http://www.mongabay.com/history/guyana/guyana-health.html). However, the 

importation of indentured laborers in Guiana would fuel labor discontent and protests as 

well as some very violent ethnic clashes on the colony between and among the varied 

groups – Africans and Portuguese, Africans and Chinese, Africans and Indians (see  

(en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Chinese_Guyanese).  When slavery was abolished, many former 

slaves in the Caribbean were reluctant to work full time or at all on the estates of their 

former slave owners as they wanted to break from that bitter experience of human misery 

that brought back terrible memories of cruelty and abuse they suffered on the plantations.  

Thus, they started their own settlements away from the bonded plantations 

(Hookumchand: 2006; Mohabir: 2005; Samarro: 1987). The freed Black slaves 

established their own free holdings and began to develop economic independence (started 

retail shops) away from farming and towards other line of work and took to education 

especially that they were facing eviction from their plantation residences (Prof. Wazir 

Mohammed, SN Apr 2, Jan 5, 2009; Jun 13, 2008; and Parbatty Ramsarran (2007) 

(http://pi.library.yorku.ca/ojs/index.php/ijcst/article/viewFile/18030/16797).  Prof. Prem 

http://www.guyana.org/features/guyanastory/chapter47.html
http://www.mongabay.com/history/guyana/guyana-health.html
http://pi.library.yorku.ca/ojs/index.php/ijcst/article/viewFile/18030/16797
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Misir of the University of Guyana noted that “planters, such as John Gladstone, father of 

the former British Prime Minister, masterminded the creation of the indentured system of 

labour, with the strategy being not to replace the entire (freed) labour force, but to 

diminish the bargaining power (over wages) of the free slaves” (Chronicle May 17, 

2011). In time, more indentured laborers were brought to meet the growing needs of the 

plantations abandoned by the Africans (moia.gov.in/pdf/guyana.pdf). 

Indenturedship would be described in the United Kingdom Parliament as “slavery 

in a new form” (Tinker: 1993) because it had most of the features of slave labor.  Lord 

John Russell, the then U.K Secretary of State for the British Colonies, so advised the 

Governor of British Guiana in an official despatch dated February 15, 1840 that 

indenturedship was slavery in a new form (Chronicle May 6, 2011).  Indenturedship was 

known for its inhumane abuses, many of which practices were not different from slavery. 

Prof. Bertrand Ramcharan of the Geneva Graduate Institute of International and 

Development Studies stated that “the circumstances that led to the importation of 

indentured Indian laborers were far from pleasant and they suffered indignities and 

humiliations – even if not on the same scale as that of the slaves” (SN Sep 3, 2010). 

The indentured system would shape social relations among the competing ethnic 

groups in the society (Rodney: 1981; Jagan: 1972; encyclopedia.jrank.org).  Prof. 

Ramsarran (2007) of the Geneva Institute argued that, “the indentured contract severely 

impacted emerging social relationships”. He pointed out that “it legitimized exploitation 

of labor, led to ethnic conflict among the imported ethnic groups, divided people by 

ethnicity, segregated residential settlements by ethnicity; and it institutionalized 

restrictive labor practices like wage rise and labor negotiations, etc.”   
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(http://pi.library.yorku.ca/ojs/index.php/ijcst/article/viewFile/18030/16797; also adapted 

from International Journal of Criminology and Sociological Theory, Vol. 1, No. 2, 

December 2008, 177-188; SN Jun 6, 2009, May 28, 2009, Jan 5, 2009). 

Section C:  Emergence of Ethnic Division & Racial Stratification 

The historical presence of and the relations among the several ethnic groups 

within Guiana have been described by commentators as “very tumultuous with each 

disparaging the other and the White planter class setting the tone of relations among the 

groups – being dominant and in charge of the society exercising power through the 

colonial Governor appointed by London” (Seenarine: 2006).  People saw and reacted to 

each other in terms of their racial or ethnic affiliation. Social commentators asserted that 

the colonial power engaged in what can be described as a social engineering of the 

society by importing different ethnic (national) groups (from several nations) to serve the 

labor interests of the plantations on the colony. A multi-ethnic society was created and a 

classic divide and rule scheme was institutionalized to prevent ethnic cooperation 

(www.guyananewsday.com/divide and rule). 

Right after the indentured laborers arrived on the colony, there emerged rising 

ethnic tensions and even physical violence between them and the Africans.  From the 

time of the arrival of the different groups, there was very little interaction among them 

because of the nature of life on the plantation and its social structure as well as the de 

facto segregated residential settlement established by the plantation owners to reduce 

contact and labor solidarity movement. They were largely geographically divided with 

the Afros mainly settling in urban areas to be joined by the Portuguese and Chinese after 

indenture, Indians in the rural areas, the Amerindians in the hinterland interior of the 

http://pi.library.yorku.ca/ojs/index.php/ijcst/article/viewFile/18030/16797
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country, and the Coloreds in the urban areas (Bisnauth: 2000). Each group had its own 

settlements, or neighborhood enclaves and social as well as religious institutions. People 

were expected to stick to their own ethnic group and communities. Also, there were 

social taboos and prejudice regarding inter-ethnic interaction.  The cultural development 

of the diverse population took on what was described as a distinct character in which 

people from each ethnic group socialized and interacted amongst their own group and 

establishing their own unique culture (Despres: 1967, Daly: 1975). 

There developed a history marred by ongoing racial competition and racial 

tensions and at times open violent conflict among the different groups (first between 

Africans and Portuguese beginning in 1841 and subsequently between Africans and 

Indians and Africans and Chinese) (Ruhomon: 1947). The competition for space and 

wealth among the ethnic groups would define the social, cultural, economic and political 

landscape of the colony right after emancipation continuing till the present time 

(Seenarine: 2006). There were also contradictions rooted in growing inequalities among 

the various segments (ethnic groups and the classes among each) of the segregated 

society resulting in uneven economic development around the society with preference 

given to certain ethnic enclaves or communities. (As for example, Whites and Colored 

neighborhoods were privileged with resources during colonial rule and African 

communities were favored in the post-colonial period under the PNC). In light of this 

kind of segregation and ethnic favoritism, Africans, Indians, Portuguese, Chinese, 

Coloreds, etc. constructed distinct and separate identities. Each group also established 

ethnic enclaves and residencies that found them in perpetual racial conflict (for resources 

and for domination of the state) with each other (KN Jul 29, 2013; Apr 8, 2013; Nov 24, 
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2013; Jul 31, 2009); SN May 31, 2010). 

The groups were pitted each against the other so that they could be manipulated 

all in the interests of capital accumulation. Guyana was divided by race after the new 

ethnic groups were brought to the colony to replace the freed slaves (Rodney: 1981; 

Jagan: 1972; Despres: 1967). A society was established that was culturally and ethnically 

mixed with a medley of groups competing against one another for resources and 

economic survival after the end of slavery (late 1830s) and continuing thereafter (SN Feb 

14, 2007; May 28, 2009). The plantation owners encouraged ethnic competition and 

conflict to keep the groups divided to divert attention away from their miserable lives. By 

the mid 1850s, the colony of Guiana was characterized by extreme divisiveness that 

impacted on all aspects of life, including ethnic competition for work on plantations that 

drove down the price of labor to the great dissatisfaction of newly freed Afro-slaves. The 

former slaves blamed their low wages and depressed living conditions on cheap imported 

labor and this became a source of (at times violent) conflict between them and the other 

racial groups.  There developed an uneasy relationship among the groups that only 

worsened over time as they competed for jobs, resources and the attention of the colonial 

authority (SN Sep 3, Jul 29 & Jun 17, 2010; May 28, 2009). 

The British played one against the other in a classic divide and rule strategy.  

Cultural differences, inter-ethnic violence, and other factors strengthened features of 

separateness among the groups leading to self-constructed social and political boundaries 

among the population. Ethnic conflict was instigated by the white planter class that 

capitalized on ethnic tensions and jealousies among the groups and their relationship with 

the ruling class.  The British recognized that ethnic strife pitting one group against 
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another (divide and rule), as successfully used in India and elsewhere (Sandhu: 2009), 

was an effective way of controlling and continuing the domination of the groups.  It must 

have been calculated that once they fought among themselves, they would have less time 

to focus on their own miserable conditions and exploitation.  The British planter class 

encouraged such strife and rivalry among the groups to keep them divided. 

There emerged intensive conflict between the Africans and the other race groups 

often played out in physical violence. For example, because the Portuguese and Chinese 

had not developed an affinity to plantation work, they moved into other parts of the 

economy, especially retail business and government jobs, after completing their indenture 

(SN Jan 12, 2009).  They soon found themselves in competition with the emerging Afro-

Guyanese middle class and this led to repeated clashes and physical violence between the 

Africans and Portuguese and Africans and Chinese (SN May 11, 2012; Dec 19, 2011; 

Aug 1, Jun 27, 2010; Jul 29, 2009, Oct 23, 2008; www.guyanajournal.com/how_ishm.html). 

Aside from job competition, cultural differences, including language, work habits, 

traditions, and customs were used to label and define the different groups of people so as 

to bring out their differences to encourage conflict among them (SN Feb 18, 2011; Jun 

17, 2010).  Ethnocentrism and stereotyping by members of each group of the other helped 

fuel the conflict (SN Mar 25, 2014; Jun 9, 2012; Aug 6, 2009). Clothing, diet and religion 

were also used to further the divide between the Indians and Africans and other groups 

(SN Dec 16, 2011; May 9, 2010; Feb 18, 2007) with traditional Indian garb, food habits, 

and religious practices being put down by Blacks. Geographical settlements were also 

used to add to the ethnic division between Indians and Africans with living in rural areas, 

where Indians predominated, being equated with uncivilized behavior (Seenarine: 2006; 

http://www.guyanajournal.com/how_ishm.html
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SN Jul 10, 2012; Dec 20, 2009; www.guyana.org/features/conflicts_indiansandblacks.html ). 

The White planters promoted a Black/Indian interracial conflict to redirect focus 

away from their economic exploitation.  The racial competition (fighting for economic 

turf and special benefits from the colonial authority) served British economic interests; 

the British colonial authority and or the local plantocracy (in control of the society’s 

wealth) were the referees of who and or which community gets what and when and this 

strategy was used effectively to promote jealousy and competition between the groups for 

state attention as a means of controlling their behavior (SN Jun 27, 2010). 

The British also used racial and color differences to institutionalize division 

among the groups ascribing status based on color and ethnicity to create jealousies among 

them in their aspirations for “higher status”. To the British, race was the primary social 

determinant of society and a hierarchy of racial stratification was institutionalized in the 

society. The belief in the superiority of one race (Whites or Europeans) over other races 

was practiced and encouraged by the British colonial authority (SN Jun 17, 2010). And 

the British colonials (and indeed everyone on the colony) institutionalized this belief that 

Whites (and people closest to being Whites) were superior to non-Whites (SN Sep 3, 

2008). The British created a ladder of superiority of the groups based on a theory of 

racialism that established racial and Color stratification that was also tied to “Britishness” 

(Seenarine: 2006).  The Anglos and other Europeans (Portuguese) were at the top and 

other racial groups below with social ranking based on their proximity as closest to being 

European (defined by color as well as by Christian values and English literacy).  The 

Indians, having retained their culture, unlike the other groups that had absorbed European 

culture, were categorized as an ethnic group opposed to every other group and almost at 
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the bottom of the social ladder (Seenarine: 2006).  The Indian masses were mostly 

illiterate (could not communicate in English) and non-Christians. With social status 

dependent on English literacy and embracing of Christianity, the Indians found 

themselves at the bottom of the social pyramid (Ibid) with the African masses slightly 

above them and the Mixed or Colored groups sandwiched between the Chinese and 

Portuguese who were just below the British Anglos (SN Sep 26, 2010). The Amerindians, 

shut out in the hinterland, were at the bottom (SN Apr 1, 2014; Dec 21, 2010). 

The social structure of the society (Despres: 1967; Robinson: 1970, Jagan: 1972; 

Encyclopedia.jrank.org), with its ethnic division and social stratification, was a perfect 

setting for colonial rule – divide and rule -- with different ethnic groups competing 

against each other at first for jobs and livable wages and later for land, resources, 

business, social status and political influence (see Sandhu: 2009). In addition, the groups 

found themselves in physical conflict with one another over jobs, resources, and 

perceived favoritism from the ruling class -- all promoted and abetted by the British 

rulers and local planters (KN Nov 11, 2012). 

Even after independence, the inherited ethnic structure of social inequality among 

the groups largely remained in place as the former colonies found it difficult to shake 

them off or to effectuate a new social order based on relative equality among the ethnic 

groups (KN Sep 2, 2013; Feb 17, 2013; Dec 1, 2010). The historical structure of the 

society made it difficult to dole out rewards and appointments based on merit rather than 

on the established past practices of ethnic or party preference (KN Dec 31, 2008). Also, 

there continued the lopsided development favoring one geographic region (urban areas) 

over another (rural) as well as an inequitable system of distribution of resources based on 
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such socially constructed factors as ethnicity, color, class, political connections, 

favoritism, party affiliation, and geography – all serving to promote rather than reduce 

ethnic conflict. The (dominant) ethnic group in charge of the state decided which region 

(or ethnic group) would be developed and or favored and or rewarded with resources. It 

was so during colonial rule and remained as such after independence. After the imperial 

rulers freed the colony, the ethnic conflict has remained unresolved and the policy of 

ethnic preference has persisted (though the benefactors changed hands right after 

independence to the Africans).  Development is guided and directed by the dominant 

ethnic group in control of the government favoring those residential areas where its 

supporters are settled or where it obtains political support (Hookumchand: 2006). 

 

Section D: Causes of Ethnic Conflict 

 

There are numerous causes and reasons (Richardson: 1996, Patterson: 1983, 1975; 

Hechter: 1995, 1987, 1978) for ethnic conflict as expressed in verbal and or physical 

forms in multi-ethnic states. As in the case of Guyana, the chief reason for ethnic conflict 

is the desire of the leader of an ethnic group or members of groups to capture the state or 

acquire more resources for its members and to correct what it perceives were historic 

wrongs committed against the group (Ibid).  As gleamed from the literature, generally 

speaking, ethnic conflict comes about when ethnicity (identifying with and displaying 

loyalty to one’s group) is used to organize and mobilize ethnic groups of people to 

compete against one another for resources and or for the attention of the state and or even 

to capture the state.  Members from an ethnic group rally around each other to give each 

other support on an issue impacting on their group or for (more) resources for the group 

or for political or economic power (Ibid). The groups are usually organized with the goal 
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of influencing or capturing state power and or making demands on the state to address a 

perceived (real or imagined) grievance (typically discrimination based on uneven 

distribution of resources or obtaining greater state recognition of their culture or equitable 

participation in the government, etc.).  Ethnic conflict (verbal or physical clashes and the 

like) inevitably develops when expressed grievances of the group are not satisfactorily 

addressed in multi-ethnic societies or where the state ignores the groups (Richardson: 

1996, Patterson: 1983, 1975; Nagel: 1985). 

Theorists have identified some of the proximate causes of ethnic conflict 

including allegations of discrimination against and neglect and or marginalization of the 

group by the (leaders of the) ruling (dominant) group and or a demand for equitable 

distribution of resources and or proportional representation in the composition of the 

government of the state (Ibid; www.gsdrc.org/go/conflict/...1...conflict). Also, conflict 

ensues when ethnically divisive strategies are invoked by political actors to mobilize 

political support to capture power and or to make demands on the state and or to gain 

control of the state (Hechter: 2000, Horowitz: 1985) as happened in Guyana after 1957 

and in so many other ethnically divided countries (Bartels: 1978).  In multi-ethnic 

conflict ridden societies, often, the state is dominated by an ethnic group and other ethnic 

groups become subordinated feeling left out of decision making and or left behind 

believing they are not getting a fair (or “their”) share of resources leading to all kinds of 

complaints based on ethnic discrimination (persecution) accompanied by demands for 

restitution.  These complaints can be (and often are) used as a basis for open conflict or 

political mobilization based on ethnicity (SN Feb 28, 2007).  Long-standing beliefs and 

attitudes held by members of the ethnic group are used to support the claim of 
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discrimination against the group and the accompanied militant response (protests, 

boycotts, demands, and even violence, etc.) against the state.  Among these attitudes and 

beliefs are: historical legacies of mistrust (as, for example, between Africans and Indians 

in Guyana when Indians first arrived during the late1830s and their subsequent settlement 

thru 1917 when indenturedship ended) (SN Jul 2, 2009; Apr 30, 2009; Feb 2, 2008), a 

mentality of victimization (as for example the thinking among Africans that Whites 

victimized them during and after slavery) (SN Feb 15, 2010), feelings of shared 

deprivation (as for example the impressions by Africans that the Indian PPP government 

(between 1957 and 1964) neglected them in favor of their own group or expressions 

among Indians that the African government abused them (between 1965 and 1992), or 

memories of some kind of injustice (as for example during slavery or indenturedship or 

PNC misrule against Indians that denied them access to their cultural diets) (KN Jun 11, 

2011, SN Aug 24, 2010; May 14, 2009; Aug 8, 2008; Oct 31, 2007). 

Researchers have asserted that ethnic conflict could be peaceful (rallies, protests, 

marches, petitions, picketing, etc.) or violent (insurrection, arson, physical attacks against 

property and people, etc.). Violent conflicts between rival ethnic groups sometimes break 

out spontaneously or at times are planned and pre-meditated (Richardson: 1996, 

Patterson: 1983). Also, members across ethnic groups are known to form alliances in 

conflict against other groups (as the Africans, Portuguese, Amerindians, Mixed, etc. did 

in Guiana during the 1960s against the PPP and Indians) (Ibid). When peace is restored, 

conflict between former alliance members can take place as happened in Guyana between 

Africans and Amerindians and Africans and Portuguese once the Indian threat was 

removed (Bartels: 1978, Glasgow: 1970).  Generally speaking, once there is political 
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peace, the groups get along. But conflicts between or among groups can easily resume for 

the least provocation or misunderstanding as happened between Africans and Portuguese 

in 1967 when the Portuguese leader protested against acts of corruption involving its 

senior partner, the PNC. Conflict is often encouraged and or induced by de facto leaders 

(ethnic entrepreneurs) of the group to maintain the legitimacy of their leadership over 

followers (KN Aug 29, 2010).  Once the conflict ends, their leadership could be 

challenged and or they could lose their status as leaders of the group. Ethnic conflict in 

polarized societies like Guyana, Trinidad, and Surinam has been ongoing to serve the 

selfish interests of ethnic leaders to retain their status as leader of the group (Dew: 1989). 

It does not take much to trigger ethnic conflict as was experienced in Guyana during the 

1840s, 1850s, 1880s, 1950s, 1960s, and during election campaigns ever since.  The losing 

party and their ethnic supporters had refused to accept the outcome of democratic 

elections and appealed to their kinship supporters to attack the supporters of the winning 

party (as happened in 1992, 1997, 2001, 2006, 2011) (KN Sep 22, 2011). 

Sociological research on Guyana has revealed that ethnic leaders have been 

known to mobilize and manipulate gullible followers to support issues based on ethnicity 

playing on old feelings of prejudice. It has been found that some of those (like Burnham 

in Guyana) who organize or mobilize the members of an ethnic group for conflict or to 

challenge the state may have their own personal political or economic agenda and 

motives (as for example to serve political ambitions like acquiring power). However, they 

may not make their personal agenda quite obvious to supporters. Group members are 

found to be receptive to appeals from ethnic leaders or other co-ethnics who level charges 

that group members are victims of discrimination. This in turn encourages leaders to 
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make such appeals (whether real or imagined) creating an ongoing symbiotic relationship 

between leaders and group members for ethnic mobilization (KN Apr 13, 2014; Jun 4, 

2013). The gullible masses of the group tend to fall victim to the claim (whether real or 

perceived) of ethnic discrimination allowing themselves to be manipulated by ethnic 

leaders (or ethnic entrepreneurs) to intensify the conflict (Richardson: 1996, Patterson: 

1983, 1975; Hechter: 2000) – as was the case of Forbes Burnham during the 1950s and 

1960s in Guyana (KN Jan 6, 2013; Apr 26, 2011; Sep 26, 2010; Bartels: 1978). 

The ethnic conflict could be peaceful (rallies, protests, marches, petitions, etc.) or 

violent (insurrection, physical attacks against property and people, etc.) and it is often 

encouraged or induced by leaders of the group to maintain the legitimacy of the leaders 

over their followers.  It is known that violent conflict between rival ethnic groups 

sometimes breaks out spontaneously.  It does not take much to trigger ethnic violence as 

was experienced in Guyana during the 1960s and during every election campaign ever 

since. This is true especially when ethnic losers refuse to accept the outcome of elections 

or if an ethnic group loses a court case as happened in Guyana in 1998 and in 2001. 

Those who organize or mobilize the members of the group may have their own personal 

political or economic agenda, but they may not make their personal agenda quite evident 

to supporters telling them their group survival is under threat if they don’t support him 

(KN Oct 28, 2012).  For example, Forbes Burnham, who mobilized Africans against 

Indians in Guyana after 1956, wanted power for power sake (and self enrichment), 

according to his sister Jesse Burnham who told Guyanese to “beware of the political 

ambitions of his brother Forbes” (Jagan: 1972; KN Nov 14, 2012). Africans fell for his 

racial appeal of a perceived threat from Indians. Burnham was not seriously committed to 
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developing the state for the welfare of the country or even for his own ethnic group but 

for political self-aggrandizement and acquisition of power (KN Aug 23, 2014; Jan 21, 

2010). Burnham encouraged inter-ethnic violence and animosity to serve his own purpose 

(www.guyananewsday.com/divide and rule). Burnham was hardly an altruistic leader or a 

benevolent dictator with a primary interest in development of Africans or others.  He had 

no genuine concern for the welfare of the nation as reflected in his actions of murdering 

political opponents and denying the country access to basic foods and treating them like 

his imperial subjects. He was obsessed with power and self-enrichment (KN Feb 3, 2013).  

For him, as his sister, Jesse Burnham, wrote, “the ends justified the means” (Jagan: 

1972).  He even used violence against members of his own racial group when they 

rebelled against his tyranny or threatened his hold on power (KN Jan 5, 2010).   

As history has shown, once ethnic conflict has started, there is usually no end. It 

degenerates into a vicious cycle of endless violence. Groups seek to do to others what 

was done to them with the once oppressed group becoming the oppressor when it 

captures power.  When the leaders of an ethnic group or the group itself gain office and 

become the dominant political force, they tend to use state institutions to distribute 

economic and political benefits preferentially to their ethnic brethren while neglecting 

and oppressing the other groups.  Such actions serve to exacerbate the conflict and affect 

development (Alahar: 1996). It inevitably leads to discrimination against those from the 

subordinate group who themselves may have previously been the dominant group and 

now seek to return to its position as the dominant group.  Often repressive force is used to 

impose discriminatory practices and or to quell resistance of subordinate groups as 

exemplified in the case of Guyana between 1968 and 1992. As Prof Cynthia Enloe (1980) 
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noted, force is generally exercised by police officers and soldiers recruited almost 

exclusively from the dominant group (Africans in the case of Guyana).  These recruits 

often view themselves as "ethnic soldiers" to protect their group or what they view as 

their government against the other group that is seen as a threat to the governing group or 

the government acting on behalf of their group (Ravi Dev in KN May 18, 2008). 

When a dominant group is from a minority ethnicity, as was the case in Guyana or 

South Africa or Rhodesia (Zimbabwe) before the racist governments fell, the government 

typically imposes discriminatory policies and uses repression to maintain political order 

as it is the only way for the dominant group to hold power and keep the other groups in 

check.  Cosmetic democratic institutions may legitimize discrimination as happened in 

post independent Guyana until 1992 or during apartheid in South Africa and White 

minority rule in Rhodesia.  From 1992 to the present, democracy alone has not been able 

to ensure ethnic harmony in Guyana because the minority race has refused to accept 

governance by a majority Indian government.  Analogously, suppressing free expression 

or imposing authoritarian rule does not guarantee the end of ethnic hostility as 

experienced under the PNC dictatorship from 1966 till 1992.  In fact, the opposite has 

happened in multi-ethnic authoritarian states (like USSR, Yugoslavia, Guyana, etc.) 

where the ruling regimes suppressed the rights of ethnic groups only to find an 

intensification of ethnic conflict once the countries became free from authoritarian rule.  

The survival of ethnic nationalism (whether Soviet or Russian or Serbian or Croat or Afro 

Guyanese or Bosnian or Indo-Guyanese) in the face of repression (by the state which is 

controlled by a dominant group) against other national groups illustrates the tenacity with 

which ethnic groups cling to their identities (ethno nationalism) in solidarity against 
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ethnic abuses from the ruling or other groups.  As Richardson (1996) points out, when 

subordinate group members endure discrimination, a sense of shared deprivation 

strengthens identification with their group leading to a nationalistic fervor.  This ethnic 

identification and nationalist feeling provides a basis for solidarity and political 

mobilization along ethnic lines with the hope of overcoming their hardships and to one 

day avenging their abuses (Patterson: 1983).  In Guyana, for example, ethnic identity has 

been strengthened with every change in government.  With all the persecution and 

genocidal policies of the PNC regime, Indians became more immersed in their identity 

after democracy was restored and are fearful of the PNC to government. Also, ethnic 

animosity has worsened since the restoration of democracy in 1992 consolidating group 

solidarity – Africans against Indians and vice versa with the groups clinging to their 

ethnic parties for protection against the other ethnic parties and their representative 

stronghold in government (Seenarine: 2006; KN Oct 5, 2013; SN Apr 7, 2010). 

In polarized societies, ethnic insecurity, distrust and victimhood (perceived or 

real) also promote group solidarity and pit groups against one another (Jayawardena: 

1963).  Members and leaders of contending ethnic groups, whether they are presently 

discriminating against a subordinate group or are themselves objects of discrimination, 

often portray themselves as victims of state policy to gain sympathy. A "victim" 

mentality helps unite group members behind their leaders or within their ethnic 

organization and justifies the sacrifices they make for their group to improve its status or 

position and gain benefits (Ibid).  Members of a previously victimized group often feel 

justified in victimizing others outside of their group when they become the dominant 

group or capture political power; they tend to judge and treat others (seeking revenge) 
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based on their own victimization (Horowitz: 1985, Patterson: 1983, 1975). 

The literature on Guyana shows that very often, ethnic political (and religious) 

leaders play a divisive role in multi-ethnic society, appealing to ethnic-nationalist 

sentiments and promoting scapegoats of rival ethnic groups in order to enhance personal 

standing within their group (and by extension political power) and or to gain political 

office (through democratic or undemocratic means using their followers in that goal) 

(Despres: 1967).  "Ethnic-bashing", as this leadership strategy is sometimes labeled, 

serves to reinforce in-group identity by emphasizing the common ties that bind group 

members to each other while stressing the differences that distinguish the group as a 

whole and its individual members from other groups and their members. The members of 

the other group are described as enemies. The social cleavages that result from such 

tactics to unite members of a group and in expressing detest of members of the other 

group as well as measures to prevent another group from winning office only add to 

ethnic tension (Patterson: 1983).  Burnham appealed to African nationalism and prejudice 

against the Indians conjuring up images of Indian dominance of the society and spreading 

fear of Indians among the Africans (KN Jun 11, 2011).  Burnham told the Africans that 

the Indians want to take over the country to the detriment of the Africans whose 

economic survival has been increasingly tied to state control (with government jobs, etc.) 

(SN Feb 18, 2011, Sep 4, 2010, May 12, 2007). Such an ethno-nationalist and racially 

divisive campaign by Burnham was/is not unusual or restricted only to a poor society like 

Guyana but present in virtually all ethnically polarized states, including Trinidad and 

Surinam, even such developed ones as the US, Canada and England. 

As the preceding examples demonstrate, ethnicity is often consolidated when 
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members of a group are exhorted to support their group through emotional pleas or 

because of a perceived ethnic threat from the state or from another group (Horowitz: 

1985; Rothchild: 1996).  To bolster their pleas and pressure potential supporters to back 

them, members of ethnic groups are often reminded of experiences of abuses and 

discrimination they or their people had (have) suffered, whether real or imagined, based 

on their ethnic background.  For example, during the late 1950s, Burnham repeatedly told 

Africans the PPP was developing rural Indian areas at the expense of urban African areas 

and the PPP was pouring money into growing rice to benefit the Indians at the expense of 

the Africans (GC March 11, 2014). Analogously, Indians are constantly reminded of how 

the PNC ill-treated them (KN Mar 6, 2014) neglecting agriculture and encouraging goons 

to attack them during the period of “kick down door banditry” in the 1980s (GT Jan 24, 

20150; SN Apr 29, 2008; Apr 7, 2008; Feb 8, 2008). These "recollections" of (the) past 

injustices are stressed and repeated time and again by ethnic entrepreneurs or race baiters. 

The objective is to sow fear among members of the group to support co-ethnics or the 

group as well as to consolidate ethnic identity and cohesiveness in order to right historic 

wrongs (Patterson: 1975). Such emotional appeals have had the potential of eventually 

leading to ethnic conflict among contending groups as the case of Guyana has illustrated. 

Section E: Role of Minorities in Ethnic Conflict: 

The minority ethnic groups (Portuguese and other Europeans, Chinese, Mixed and 

Amerindians) had largely excluded themselves from the ongoing Indo-Afro racial 

(political) conflict that began in 1955 except briefly when the minorities, through their 

party the United Force (UF), sided with the capitalist PNC against the communist PPP 

between 1957 and 1966 (SN Jul 29, Jan 21, Apr 29, 2010). Prior to and after 
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independence, there was limited social integration among the groups. Each had limited 

connection with the other group so much so that Guyana was hardly one nation but 

several nations (a reference to the six ethnic groups living in their own secluded 

communities). This was not new as Guyanese have been divided by ethnicity since the 

1840s right after indentured groups were imported into the colony. 

Since the 1840s, Guyanese have historically been supportive of their own race 

and tied to their own ethnic communities and lived among their own ethnic kin. People of 

different ethnic groups may live next to one another but hardly got (get) along or 

socialized together (except with those of their own group) even in church (SN Dec 29, 30 

2014). The racial groups have lived in largely de facto segregated communities, similar to 

those in the US, that were initially established by the British planters’ class since the mid 

1800s. The segregated settlements have been reinforced during the immediate pre and 

post independence periods as a result of race riots.  The minority groups were supportive 

of the PNC against the PPP during the riot torn years although they did not partake in the 

murderous rampage against Indians. The minorities were not attacked during the 1960s 

race riots and they retained their residencies among members of the larger groups. 

However, Indians and Africans who were minorities in various neighborhoods were 

displaced after being brutalized in the worse forms of violence imaginable between 

members of the two groups – rape, robbery, chopped, burnt alive – forcing the living to 

seek shelter and security among their own ethnic communities (kith and kin) in other 

communities (Rampertab: 2001). People abandoned homes and other properties to seek 

shelter and protection among their own kith and kin (of their ethnic group). 

Since the 1960s race riots, members of the groups have stuck to their own 
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community preferring to live among and be supportive of their own group for physical 

security, and they competed with other groups for resources and political dominance of 

the state. They also formed organizations among their own ethnic group. It was (is) not 

common for people of different ethnicities to belong to organizations or worship at 

churches comprising multi-ethnic groups, and when they did, they rarely got (get) along 

(SN Dec 30 2014).  Virtually all sports, cultural, social, religious, labor and political 

organizations tend to be constituted of or are overwhelmingly dominated by members of 

one race.  People even established and worshipped in separate ethnic churches that 

subscribe to the same faith and don’t mix when they worship at the same church (SN Dec 

29, 30, 2014). For example, there were separate Black, Portuguese, Chinese, and Mixed 

Catholic Churches and the same held true or Anglican churches, etc. not much different 

from the segregated communities or ethnic enclaves in the U.S with separate Black, 

Hispanic, Korean, and White Churches. And as in the U.S, as happened regularly 

between Whites and Blacks, and Blacks and Asians, there were (are) also inter-ethnic 

violence in Guiana between Africans and other groups in frequent scuffles (SN May 6, 

2011, Glasgow: 1970; www.guyana.org/.../conflicts_i...). 

However, while there were several incidents of racial confrontations (including 

violence) between Africans and each of the other minority racial groups (first with the 

Portuguese and later with Chinese) (www.stabroeknews.com Jul 29, 2010; May 4, 2010; 

May 28, 2009; Oct 23, 2008; Sep 3, 2008) from the 1840s right through the 1960s, it was 

the conflict between Africans and Indians during the 1950s and thereafter that had the 

most devastating and telling impact on the economy and politics of the nation and on 

social change.  Almost from the time of the first arrival of Indians in Guyana (1838) until 

http://www.stabroeknews.com/
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now, there have been conflicts and rivalry between them and Africans with the latter 

viewing Indian indentured servants as cheap coolie labor and as being responsible for the 

Africans being paid low wages for their labor and their depressing condition. As one 

article put it (http://www.everyculture.com/Ge-It/Guyana.html#ixzz1DzDYgOvA), “in 

spite of (violent) conflicts in the 1860s between the Africans and the Portuguese and 

Africans and Chinese immigrants, it was the Indians with whom the Africans had the 

biggest quarrel” because of their larger number and the threat for power. 

For years, the minority groups lived, socialized and worshipped within their own 

communities staying away from the rivalry between the Indians and Africans for ethnic 

control of the state.  The Chinese, (SN May 10, 2013; Feb 5, 2013; Aug 5, 2010; Jul 3, 

2008) for example, had their own Anglican and Catholic Churches and sports clubs and 

political organization, and they did not mix with the Africans or other groups. Politically, 

they supported the U.F out of ideological consideration and also because they did not 

have enough numbers to launch their own party though they had their own political 

organization, Chinese Association. The Mixed, Portuguese and Amerindian groups also 

had their own organizations and Churches and supported the UF that represented the 

status quo (SN May 4, 2010; Dec 10, 2008; Dec 5, 2007). Because of their small 

composition in the population, the minority ethnic groups did not pose any grave political 

threat to the Africans and Indians. As such, the minorities were not involved in any 

significant violent racial conflict with the two larger groups during the immediate pre and 

post independence periods although they were involved in repeated violent clashes with 

Africans in the immediate post-slavery period.  That violence was attributed largely to 

competition for British influence and for scarce jobs with the Africans viewing the 

http://www.everyculture.com/Ge-It/Guyana.html#ixzz1DzDYgOvA
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Portuguese and Chinese as competitors who were favored by the British.  The Indians 

were never involved in direct violent conflict with Portuguese, Chinese or Mixed as the 

Indians were not competitors for state jobs or posed any serious economic threats to them 

(SN May 28 2009; en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Portuguese_Guyanese). 

Since the 1950s onwards, the small minority groups have not been serious 

contenders for political power, and as such they were not targeted for violence. However, 

members of the larger groups resented the minorities, and they competed for jobs and 

resources. The major groups largely ignored the minorities with the British directing the 

minorities to support the European controlled capitalist party (United Force) that 

advocated for their interests (SN Feb 24, 2009).  Thus, the minor ethnic groups were not 

very active participants in the struggle for control of the post-colonial state although they 

(Whites, Chinese and Amerindians) supported the UF, and they did back the PNC against 

the PPP based on economic ideology (SN Aug 21, 2008).  Indeed, the PPP was a socialist 

party intent on controlling large businesses and the Whites and Chinese were pro-

business.  Since they could not bring themselves into supporting a Black PNC party, they 

rallied with the bourgeois Portuguese UF against the PPP (SN Feb 27, 2014).  The White 

Christian missionaries indoctrinated the Amerindians that the PPP was a communist 

outfit that would outlaw religion, and they were successful in winning them over to 

support the European (Portuguese) based U.F in elections in 1961 and 1964 (SN Apr 29, 

2010; www.guyanajournal.com/race1_pt.html; www.guyana.org/.../guyanastor...) 

The minority-backed U.F supported the PNC in a coalition government in 

December 1964. But right after the PNC consolidated its power, the minorities were 

excluded from power and marginalized economically following the dumping of the UF; 
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the minorities also became victims of PNC misrule (Ibid). The UF and the minorities 

informally sided with the PPP to oppose the PNC ethnic dictatorship (SN Dec 10, Oct 22, 

2009). After the rise of the dictatorship, those minorities (the small numbers who did not 

migrate) informally joined the opposition PPP struggle (though not becoming supporters 

of the PPP) for free and fair elections and respect for human rights. Unlike during the 

colonial era, they saw the PPP as the lesser of the threat to their physical survival, and as 

such they were not unduly concerned if a socialist PPP were to replace the fascist PNC. 

On the whole, the ethnic minorities largely kept to themselves.  However, in recent years, 

they have become more closely interlinked with the two larger racial groups seeking to 

make deals for their groups for greater access to state resources, handouts, and political 

patronage jobs in the large state sector. For example, the native Amerindians, since 1993, 

have been trading their support and cutting deals with the PPP for greater amounts of 

handouts, representations and other resources for their communities in the hinterland (SN 

Sep 7, Feb 5 2011; Aug 9, 2010).  And there are very few Whites and Chinese in the 

society today with most of them been driven away by the PNC dictatorship following the 

break-up of the UF-PNC coalition (GT Jan 24, 2015; SN May 29, 2008). The Mixed races 

have divided up their support among the competing parties with the PNC receiving the 

bulk of that support through ethnic ties. The “Mixed” or Colored races, who historically 

worked in banks, the civil service, and prestigious position in the private sector, and who 

supported the UF, gravitated towards the PNC where they feel they have greater racial 

affinity (www.guyanajournal.com/race1_pt.html). At any rate, the Coloreds were never attracted 

to the Indian-based PPP and the UF had shed its character as the representatived of Europeans 

and Coloreds (www.inthesetimes.com/article/6309/guyanas_post-colonial_plight). 
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Chapter 4: Review of the Literature: 

Section A. General Overview of Ethnicity & Development: 

Ethnicity and social division have defined and shaped relations in Guyana since 

the end of slavery.  It is well established that race-based policies of a government (like 

that of apartheid South Africa or minority ruled Rhodesia or Guyana) do have critical 

effects on development (Wilson: 2012, Louw: 2004, Winant: 1994, Wolpe: 1984). Yet, a 

general review of the literature does not reveal significant studies directly linking 

economic development or its lack thereof with ethnic conflict in Third World developing 

societies. A vast amount of studies on the subject of ethnicity, not only on Guyana, but in 

other heterogeneous societies as well, show that ethnic groups have been (are) defining 

their interests in mutually exclusive terms (practicing or advocating racial hegemony and 

domination over other groups) with reference to control over the state and allocation of 

its economic resources.  The leaders of the groups tend to pursue policies that would 

benefit their “own group” and often the group tends to act like a state (within a state) 

among its members by addressing their concerns. Instead of pursuing actions that would 

enhance the interests of the entire state, leaders pursue group interests much to the 

neglect of the state. In such a context, inter-ethnic cooperation is not a priority and in fact 

leaders tend to appeal directly to group interests in order to retain their support.  This, 

inevitably lead to ethnic competition and rivalry because other groups echo similar 

interests that put them in conflict with each other. And that has been the hallmark of 

ethnic relations in Guyana – each group makes demands for resources that put them in 

competition and conflict. Such conflict, in Guyana (and many other nations), has become 

a serious impediment towards nation building, cultural integration, and economic 
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development.  This has had a negative impact on national cohesion, social progress and 

standard of living.  The ethnic conflict in Guyana has made it extremely difficult for the 

society to develop and for the standard of living to rise because political instability tied to 

ethnicity has made investors wary about committing capital that is necessary for 

economic expansion and growth and by extension development of the society. Yet, the 

literature on Guyana’s economy does not tie economic stagnation and decline to racially 

biased government policies and racial conflict. 

The general literature on ethnicity and social change as well as the effects of 

ethnic conflict on economic development on Guyana is very sparse.  A review of the 

literature does find numerous general studies and commentaries on ethnicity, ethnic 

conflict, politics, culture, and ethno nationalism as well as on the economy.  The 

emphasis in most of the literature on Guyana’s economy has been on the institution of 

colonialism and the capitalist mode of production as the root causes of lack of 

development and as obstacles to economic progress and growth.  A focus on social 

aspects of the colonial legacy (especially aspects of life in colonial society, social 

relations and ethnic conflict) is essential in constructing any theoretical framework that 

links ethnicity and economics (national development) because ethnic division was 

introduced by the colonists, reinforced in official policy, and institutionalized during the 

colonial period. It is noted in the literature that during the early colonial period, different 

ethnic groups were brought to Guiana and settled in segregated communities with each 

group having little contact and social relationship with each other, thus setting the stage 

for ethnic division and conflict.  The literature points to occurrences of violent ethnic 

conflict throughout the colony’s history and the British planter’s role in the conflict. 
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Also, the literature notes that a colonial social order was established based on a 

structural hierarchical order that was based on race (ethnicity) and a strategy of divide 

and rule that pits groups against one another. British Whites were at the top of the 

hierarchy and dominant over all other groups with ethnic Portuguese second in the 

pecking order; color and a group’s ‘Britishness’ (speaking English and subscribing to 

Christianity) defined the status of the other groups.  Mixed and Africans followed next in 

line with Indians below. The ethnic conflict defined social relations in the colony and 

subsequently after it gained independence. The conflict was used a divide and rule 

strategy to exercise control in the new social order (SN Jun 17, 2010), much as class 

exploitation and class conflict became fundamental to social relations in capitalist 

societies as illustrated by Karl Marx (1998), Frank (1985), and other Marxist analysts. 

The literature and mass media reveals that ethnic-based conflicts are very 

common in former colonial pluralist societies like Guyana. Thus, ethnic conflict simply 

cannot be ignored when explaining any aspect of political, social or economic life in 

multi-ethnic developing societies like Guyana. But a perusal of the literature reveals there 

is virtually no scholarship on ethnic conflict and development with regards to Guyana or 

other third world societies. There is virtually no direct discussion on ethnicity and 

economics nor is there any serious attempt to show how Guyana’s poor economy is 

influenced by the terrible race relations among the diverse groups. There are ample 

studies on ethnicity and political development but there are virtually no (political) 

proposals to ameliorate ethnic (party) conflict so development can occur without 

impediments.  Also, studies have not sufficiently examined the impact of ethnic or race 

conflict on development although it is well established that race-based policies of a 
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government (like that of apartheid South Africa or Guyana) do have critical effects on 

development like limiting investment, trade, growth, national participation in the 

economy, etc.  Numerous studies confirm that ethnicity has become an increasingly 

relevant focus for peoples' socio-political attitudes and behavior in nation after nation.  

Even nations that have not had ethnic issues (conflict) suddenly find themselves having 

to confront protests for all kinds of ethnic demands (Horowitz: 1985).  And there is 

hardly any effort to link the lack of economic growth and development with ethnicity or 

racialist policy of a government. 

Section B. Section Review of Literature on Ethnicity & Guyana 

Ethnicity, as gleamed from the literature, refers to a sense of collective 

consciousness with a shared sense of identification with a larger group that see 

themselves as having a deep commonality (kinship, religion, language, caste, race, 

nationality, etc.). The ethnic group consists of those who see themselves as being alike by 

virtue of their common ancestry (Indians or Africans or Portuguese or Chinese, etc. in the 

Guyana context) and are so regarded by others (Shibutani and Kwan, 1965: 47). For 

example, all non-Indians view and define who is an Indian who in turn accepts that 

description of himself or herself as belonging to that ascribed group. The same holds true 

for members of other ethnic groups who define themselves or as viewed by those not 

from the group. An ethnic group includes such categories as tribe, nationality, race, and 

other identity). The group is generally defined in terms of language, religion, region, 

tradition, customs, or other cultural aspects or a multiple coincidence of several social 

traits which together or even separately have contributed to deep divisions in a state by 

group categorization with each making demands on the state (Ibid).  Geertz (1969) 



- 100 - 

described the preceding several factors or social traits as primordial (p 109) (or tribal as 

an easier understood term) pointing out that they facilitate a collective consciousness that 

will not disappear (forever identify members of that group).  Primordialism holds that 

group attachment and identity, especially in traditional societies (like Guyana or Africa or 

China’s control of Tibet) are natural traits that are imbibed from a very young age and 

difficult to eliminate even with a process of repression.  The strength of these bonds is 

subjective and varies with person, time, place, and modernity.  They lead to what the 

German sociologist Max Weber described as a sentiment of “oneness” or a consciousness 

of a kind (1978: 387) that stems from sharing a common geographical space or common 

ancestors or some other common linkage like that of being a Portuguese or Chinese or 

Indian.  And they result in what Frederick Barth (1969) describes as ethnic boundaries 

that are socially constructed and reproduced in relation to how the group members see 

themselves and are also seen by others. Barth (1969) points out that these boundaries tend 

to be subjectively held categories of ascription and identification by the group members. 

The boundaries merely serve to differentiate members in terms of "we versus them".  So 

there are Africans against Indians and vice versa or Africans versus Portuguese and vice 

versa. As Prof. Donald Rothchild (1981) posits, people want to belong within and 

identify with their group because membership confers symbolic ethnic solidarity as well 

as material advantages especially if the group captures or dominates the state.  So, for 

example, Indians in Guyana rallied around their group when their ethnic leadership (Dr. 

Jagan and the PPP) captured political power in 1957 and they benefited from the 

dispensation of resources disbursed by the state in farming (KN May 14, 2011).  

Similarly, Africans in Guyana rallied to the defense of their group (represented by the 
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PNC) when it captured power from 1964 thru 1992 in spite of the many wrongs their 

leadership committed (such as the assassination of political opponents, priests, journalists 

and others, stifling of dissenting voices, and the establishment of an ethnic apartheid like 

dictatorship). The Africans identify with their party and expressed support for it because 

of the many rewards and benefits they received from their political ethnic leadership who 

were in charge of the affairs of the state (KN Oct 25, 2012). 

Generally speaking, ethnic identification becomes a politically charged 

phenomenon in ethnically polarized states as it is primarily used to mobilize political 

support for leaders when seeking office. Prof. Drummond (1974) finds that “ethnicity is 

the ideological focus of Guyanese life and the mainspring of Guyanese thought" with 

political leaders relying on it for power. As the Guyana case exemplifies, ethnic political 

mobilization is amplified by inter-group competition, by decolonization struggles in a 

pluralistic divided society, by efforts of the state to eradicate or marginalize a group’s 

(Indian) culture, by an uneven pace of modernization and of urbanization of (Indian and 

Amerindian) communities, by discriminatory policy choices from the state (against non 

supporters), and by ethnic marginalization (of groups non-supportive of the PNC) (Ibid). 

This in turn precipitates groups without power to mount defensive quests for survival and 

or counter measures to protect the group from attacks as well as to make demands for 

material gains for its members (Ibid).  Such offensive and defensive measures could 

descend into a cycle of ethnic violence and counter violence for dominance or for 

equality as illustrated in the Guyana case. As Drummond (1974) notes, once there is 

ethnic favoritism, as practiced by the PNC, there will be a political battle for ethnic 

equality and or ethnic supremacy and or counter-predominance over the state inevitably 
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leading to ethnic tensions that may degenerate into violence.  This makes peace very 

fragile as ethnic groups in these nations can easily succumb to the least provocation 

throwing the societies into serious conflict and turmoil and impeding development (Ibid; 

Geertz: 1969). It leads to the practice of politics on a primordial (or group tribal) level as 

opposed to an individual level (of self-interest) as addressed by Geertz (1969). Geertz 

(1973) advises that states must not wish away primordial (loyalty) attachments or belittle 

them or even deny their reality.  He argues that states “must reconcile primordial 

attachments with the emerging civil order by divesting them of their legitimizing force ... 

by neutralizing the apparatus of the state in relationship to them, and by challenging 

discontent out of their dislocation into properly political rather than para-political forms 

of expression" (Geertz: 1973: 277). In other words, the state must engage all groups and 

attempt to reach a solution to ethnic grievances to avoid conflict by addressing their 

legitimate concerns. The state must pursue policies that are neutral – that do not favor any 

particular ethnic group but offer rewards to individuals (not groups) based on merit, 

skills, ability, qualification, and achievements and their contributions to the state. When 

diversity is celebrated and groups are not persecuted, social and economic growth and the 

reduction of poverty can follow as more resources can be committed to productive and 

social welfare sectors of the economy rather than on security apparatuses. Failure to 

respect diversity and treat all groups equitably lead to ethnic tension and violence, which 

becomes an impediment to social stability and by extension, economic growth, especially 

when particular groups are given preferential treatment by a government or a national 

leader, a situation that has been endemic in virtually all multi-ethnic countries, 

particularly in Africa.  And it has been amply illustrated in Guyana where the PNC gave 
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preference to its African supporters over all other groups resulting in the other groups 

withholding their productivity and leading to a decline in growth.  

As the Guyana case study has shown, primordialism (loyalty to the group) is 

inescapable and parties tend to address group needs by articulating their concerns and 

demands.  People generally want to see their own race "on top" even if they themselves 

(individually) don’t rise in status or to “the top” position of their group or make economic 

advancement. As such, they take measures to promote the interests of their race or of 

those whom they see as their own (belonging to their group) against outsiders, a concept 

that Van den Berghe (1981) refers to as "ethnic nepotism".  And they do so because they 

believe ultimately everyone in the group, including themselves, will rise in status and or 

receive a fair amount of benefits as long as they are in control of the state. They may 

support their group or party even when such support may result in the loss of their own 

democratic rights as happened in Guyana (with Africans supporting the PNC) with the 

rise of the ethnic dictatorship from 1966 until its demise in 1992, even when Africans 

themselves had their individual rights violated along with those of others. 

Such ethnic support, according to Van den Berghe (Ibid), appears to be natural or 

inherent in human interaction as observed in Guyana and other ethnically bi-furcated 

nations.  In Guyana, for example, Africans gave tacit support to the PNC dictatorship 

(1966 to 1992) because their failure to do so would mean the inevitable rise to power of 

the Indian-based PPP, a possibility Afro-Guyanese abhor.  Africans supported the PNC 

even though the Black dictatorship oppressed not only Indo-Guyanese but also Africans 

who faced similar difficulties as Indians in obtaining basic necessities for survival.  The 

regime violated the dignity and self-respect of the entire nation and almost everyone's 
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standard of living declined precipitously.  Most Africans, like Indians and people of other 

ethnicities, faced a most difficult time in making a living, getting food, and providing for 

the well being of their households under a depressed economy faced with shortages of 

basic necessities.  Yet the Africans supported the oppressive PNC in government and in 

opposition just to keep the Indians out of government.  Analogously, Indians are not 

pleased with the governance of their party and claim that the government has neglected 

and discriminated against them since it came to power in 1992.  Yet the Indians remain 

supportive of the PPP giving it over 90% of its votes.  Over this period of time as well as 

between 1957 and 1964, African Guyanese never saw (and still do not view the PPP) as 

acting in their interests, and they responded negatively to almost every policy of the PPP 

that they perceive does not directly favor them including “non-ethnic policies” that 

were/are geared towards national development.  And when the PNC was in office, 

Indians never saw the party as legitimately elected (as it rigged elections) and or serving 

their or national interests and as such was not supportive of it and in fact pursued actions 

to undermine the PNC regime. 

Clearly, political behavior in Guyana lends credence to the “ethnic nepotism 

theory” propounded by Prof. Van den Berghe (1981) above in which people support a 

government that is of its own kind (however that is defined) and the government in turn is 

biased towards its supporters.  In Guyana, there was the near total absence of a cohesive 

nation building process ever since self-rule was granted in March 1953, suspended 

because of a perceived communist threat in October 1953, and restored in 1957. The 

Marxist Indian-backed PPP government was sabotaged by the PNC and its African 

supporters from 1957 thru 1964 and again from 1992 till now.  And the Western-
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imposed, African-backed PNC government was undermined by Indians between 1965 

and 1992 thru economic and politically inspired labor strikes and sabotage (arson) of 

production in export crops and destruction of government properties (SN Apr 29, 2010; 

SN Oct 8, 2009; motherearthtravel.com/history/guyana/history-8.htm). From 1993 thru the 

present, the Africans took measures (occupying Georgetown, blocking roads, violent 

protests, engaging in labor strikes, etc.) that have disrupted economic activities 

preventing the country from realizing its economic potential (Ibid). 

The PNC government (1965 thru 1992) neglected and left to decline the 

productive sectors (agriculture, in particular which had accounted for over half of the 

GDP all throughout colonial rule and till this day) (GT Dec 29, 2014) of the economy that 

were dominated by Indians and other ethnic groups not supportive of the PNC (GT Nov 

14, 2014; GC March 14, 2014).  Forced collectivization of farm produce discouraged 

Indians from working the land. Private enterprises (almost all in the hands of Whites and 

Chinese) were squeezed out of existence. Agriculture and the business sectors collapsed. 

With nationalization of major private owned economic enterprises, some 80% of the 

economy fell under government hands. But the state enterprises became very inefficient 

unprofitable. Guyana’s products, including bauxite, rice and sugar, which at one time 

were marketed in western countries on a preferential basis because of Burnham’s initial 

opposition to communism, began to lose its status for preferential prices abroad (during 

late 1970s) or were often sold at very low prices to punish Guiana for its nationalization 

of foreign owned industries.  Unable to find markets for surplus agricultural produce or 

primary resources, the government engaged in a system of bartering with the Socialist 

bloc countries and even applied to become a member of the Moscow established Eastern 
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Trading bloc (SN May 21, 2009).  But the products from the Socialist bloc did not find 

much favor in Guyana. People sought other illegal (underground) means of acquiring 

basic goods to satisfy their tastes thus leading to a flourishing black market trade with 

neighboring countries (SN Jan 13, 2008; www.guyanaundersiege.com/Leaders/Burnham1.htm). 

When the PPP took charge of the government (1957 thru 1964 and again since 

1992), those sectors of the economy (agriculture in particular) that were dominated by 

Indians received favorable treatment to resuscitate a collapsing economy that needed life 

support and the economy saw a dramatic turnaround. But the Africans and their party, the 

PNC, continuously complained that the PPP was just assisting its own supporters instead 

of developing the society at large. While it was true that the Indian government directed 

resources (such as building infrastructure to assist with rice and sugar production) to 

those sectors of the economy where Indians dominated, it did so for pragmatic, and not 

ethnic reasons -- those sectors of the economy happened to be the most productive 

contributing the largest chunk of the GDP and that were not a drain on the treasury.  They 

were the main foreign exchange earners providing employment for most Indians and 

contributing tens of millions of dollars in tax revenues to the state to meet the huge salary 

payments for African workers employed in the public service.  The infrastructure for 

farm production needed rehabilitation (from their collapsed state) because they were 

neglected by the Black government and the PPP administration made the wise decision to 

rescue it and save thousands of jobs not only for Indians but for Africans as well – over 

half the population dependent on farming for their livelihood (GC March 15, 204; GT 

Mar 15, 2014).  However, the African opponents of the Indian government vehemently 

complained that the PPP government (1957-64 & 1992- present) was aiding their own 
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supporters and neglecting the Africans (KN Jul 27, 2014; Sep 2, 2013; Nov 6, May 19, 

2011; www.kaiteurnews.com) not dissimilar to when Indians complained that the African 

PNC government was servicing its own supporters and neglecting them during its 28 

years rule (KN Apr 21, 2013; Jun 16, 2011; Apr 3, 2009; GC May 20, 2014; May 1, 

2012; Nov 3, 2011; May 17, 2010; www.guyanachronicle.com). The African labor 

unions complained that the PPP aided their Indian affiliated workers and neglected 

African union workers when the PPP was (is) in office (KN April 18, 2013).  The Indian 

affiliated unions complained that the PNC assisted African affiliated workers at the 

expense of Indian workers when the PNC was in office (GC, Apr 6, 2014; SN Feb 5, 

2013).  Analogously, the African union of the bauxite workers accused the PPP of aiding 

Indian sugar workers during the PPP’s two stints in office and Indian unions accused the 

PNC of financially aiding and servicing bauxite workers and the government bureaucracy 

(over 90% Africans) during its 28 years in office (KN May 6, Apr 30, 2013; Aug 15, 

2010; SN Jul 21, 2010; GC Apr 5, 2004). 

As the preceding examples reveal, people view government policies not in terms 

of their merit of what is in the best interests of the nation or how a given policy will aid 

development, or is in the national interest, and or will even benefit themselves (the 

complainants) (KN Aug 26, 2012). But rather people view policies through an ethnic lens 

regarding whether a given policy is good (provides resources) for their larger group or 

disadvantageous to them or how a policy can be exploited to build support for an ethnic 

cause or of building political support for a party or leader who advocates for their 

interests. In conflict ridden societies, people tend to feel (real or imagined) that their 

ethnic group that is out of power (out group) is made to suffer by the ruling group in 
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power (in group) and is at a disadvantage for resources, jobs, etc. while claiming that the 

group favored by the government tends to receive a disproportionate amount of benefits 

dispensed by the state at the expense of the out group which has been made “to suffer” 

because of the (alleged) biased policies of the regime. Very often, this charge cannot be 

substantiated with factual data. But members of out groups hold on to it like the gospel 

truth (GC Jun 6, 2012; Aug 24, 2011). Members of in groups and out groups constantly 

make charges and counter charges of neglect, marginalization, abuse, and the like. That 

has been the nature of ethnic relations and responses to policy making in Guyana since 

1957 with the introduction of self-rule. 

Section C.  Review of Literature on Economy & Guyana: 

The literature has concentrated on economic factors in explaining lack of 

development. As the literature noted, the British controlled and dominated the colonial 

economy as well as its political system throughout the colonial era and shaped its 

development or lack thereof to the benefit of England. The economy of the Guianese 

colony historically (has) centered on the production of primary products with the mode of 

production being largely primitive (mostly manual labor with hardly any mechanization) 

during most of the period of colonial control and thru this time.  The productive forces 

(mode of production) were also not advanced in the colonial era and the colonial 

authority determined the relations of production without input from the workers. The 

working class entered into relations with the colonial state and the plantation owners 

independent of their will. The laborers were completely dependent and subservient to 

their colonial masters and were in no position to influence wages in their demands.  The 

totality of the mode of production and the forces and relations of production constitutes 
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the economic structure of the society – that of being a society geared towards producing 

wealth for the plantation owners and the empire that controlled the colony (Frank: 1978). 

Very little effort was made by Britain and other empires to modernize their colonial 

possessions although they did build railroads, roads, bridges, hospitals, schools, some 

factories and communication systems that benefited the colonies – but they were 

established with the general objective of facilitating their profitable exploitation 

(extraction of resources) of the colonies (and creating plum jobs for Europeans) (Galtung: 

1971) and not necessarily to develop the colonies which benefited little from these 

investments. The colonies remained underdeveloped.  In spite of large amounts of foreign 

aid, and indeed all the efforts of existing institutions and structures, the former colonies 

have remained largely underdeveloped. 

As the literature reveals, the modus operandi of the rulers of the colonial powers 

and their planter class was profits flowing from the exploitation of the colonies (Mandle: 

1973; Rodney: 1981). Thus, they colonized territories and brought different peoples to 

exploit the resources of the colonies for the benefit of the empire. The colonists did not 

give a hoot about whom (different ethnic groups) they brought to toil the fields or about 

the welfare of the imported slaves or indentured laborers, or about the well being of 

native people who were displaced, or about those who were kept in bondage, or about the 

colony that was being exploited.  They were only concerned about the welfare of their 

metropolitan center (Frank: 1978, 1966). Colonial possessions were highly prized as they 

added to the empire’s wealth. The colonies were a source of important raw materials that 

helped to drive development in the empire. The empires, located in Europe, made 

virtually no effort to develop or industrialize their colonies to improve the living standard 
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of the locals (Galtung: 1971). Developing and enriching the European motherland took 

precedence over investment and economic progress in the colonies (Mandle: 1973). They 

took almost everything, but primarily raw materials, from the distant colonies that would 

be beneficial to and aid the development of the mother country.  In addition, the empires 

needed the colonies to grow food and other crops to feed their burgeoning population in 

Europe where climatic conditions restricted food production. The colonies also provided 

a source of employment for the metropolitan empires’ large pool of unemployed (in 

England, Spain, France, Holland, etc.). Colonization helped to create employment for the 

swollen population in the metropolitan country sending many of them to work in the 

colonies.  Also, the mother countries benefited with employment of their nationals for the 

construction of ships and hiring of sailors and crew and for the bureaucracy and security 

personnel needed to administer the colonies. The colonies also helped to feed the 

population in the mother country where land was in short supply by growing food that 

could be shipped back to Europe (Ibid, Frank: 1978, Rodney: 1981 b). 

The colonial masters dominated and exploited the colonies often destroying the 

original socio-economic and political structure that they found especially in Caribbean 

and Latin American societies (Galtung: 1971).  Over a long period of time, the colonists 

transformed the colonies into subordinate partners or dependent appendages of what 

came to be described by left economists as a new backward looking capitalist structure 

and as satellites of the capitalist metropolis to advance the development of the mother 

countries at the expense of the poor local societies (Erriah: 2011). A center-periphery 

type of relationship was developed and became a model to explain lack of development 

in poor countries (Galtung: 1971). This model states that colonies were deprived of 
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technology and locally educated personnel leading to a dependency situation in which the 

mother country always had to provide succor to them – referred to as center-periphery 

dependence (Ibid, Frank 1978, 1966, Beckford: 1972). 

As the so-called dependency theorists have argued, the colonies existed for the 

benefits of the metropolitan centers (European countries that owned the colonies) and the 

colonies were deliberately kept on the periphery of development. The center-periphery 

relationship is unequal because the developed nations control prices and terms of trade.  

The colonies merely existed as suppliers of raw materials and as markets of finished 

products from the developed European centers and long after independence, this source 

of dependency remained (Galtung: 1971) and has not changed significantly since the 

1970s. Guyana, for example, exported raw materials, though on a preferential basis to 

England and the European countries, while importing industrial goods from the 

metropolis. In general, developing nations export raw materials and commodities to the 

developed nations and import capital and technology (Mandle: 1973, Rodney (1981 a, b). 

While the developing countries would have liked to build industries, they were 

limited in their financial and technological capacity. It was found that many of the newly 

independent countries were forced to borrow capital from the rich countries to finance 

local development often at high usury interests which they could ill afford and would 

never be able to repay and very often the poor countries pursued inappropriate 

development strategies.  Over time, they acquired huge debts making them even more 

dependent on the rich countries for more borrowing and handouts (Ibid, Erriah: 2011). 

These poor countries often pursued wrong headed development objectives and in many 

instances, they were instructed or advised by the metropolitan countries to pursue 
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development policies (with borrowed capital from the rich) that were inappropriate for 

their new nations neglecting their comparative advantages such as agriculture and small 

industries that utilize low skill labor to create employment for the large pool of 

unemployed.  The structure of the colonies became severely distorted so much so that 

they began to import food and other basic products that they could have grown or at one 

time produced themselves.  Thus, the former colonies became even more dependent 

appendages to the North countries, shaking off any economic self-sufficiency they once 

had or aspired to achieve (Galtung: 1971, Mandle: 1973, Erriah: 2011). Also, in several 

newly independent countries, with Guyana being an example, the new (ethnic PNC) 

rulers worked in association with the imperialist exploiters they replaced to oppress 

(exploit) their own people or to pursue self-enrichment for a selected few while 

encouraging their supporters to engage in conflict (Ibid) (SN Oct 13, 2012). 

On the above dependency paradigm, some economists felt, especially after 

Guyana’s independence, the country, externally, has been at the mercy of the 

international capitalist system on trade and foreign aid that has not been favorable (low 

prices for exports and higher prices for imports) to Guyana or other poor countries.  But 

independence barely changed such a condition as the newly independent countries 

continue to depend on the former mother country for trade and handouts (Beckford: 

1972). Also, Guyana’s underdeveloped internal capitalist structure was (is) continuously 

being reinforced by the nature of Guyana's external relations, namely her dependence on 

the world economy, particularly the Western economies with which it conducted the bulk 

of its trade.  Instead of being economically independent that should have resulted from a 

break from the mother country, political independence has resulted in an increase in 
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political and economic dominance of the former colonies like Guyana by the 

metropolitan imperialist nations. No one can dispute that current problems had their 

origins in colonial rule with a certain mindset and exploitative economic institutions. 

Guyana's external relations and internal conditions, like those of so many other third 

world countries, as many economists argue, combine to keep the nation within a cycle of 

dependence on the capitalist countries and persistent underdevelopment. So dependency 

theorists argue that both colonial practices and economic policies (poorly thought out) 

have affected development. Economists (Dacosta, Beckford, Galtung, Grenade, Gafar, 

Erriah, Thomas) have noted that the economies of the region have been under the control 

of a small dominant (petit bourgeois) class with a dependency on the larger external 

markets for survival. The late Lloyd Best referred to the Caribbean as “plantation 

economies” that depend on the economic system lay down by the colonial rulers and 

unable to transform their economies from the dependency of their former colonial rulers 

to attain development (Erriah: 2011). He claimed that Caribbean leaders for the most part 

have been myopic and unable to liberate themselves from a mindset attached to their 

former colonial masters.  Like the colonial rulers, they have perpetuated exploitation of 

the societies instead of pursuing radical policies to break their new nation’s cycle of 

dependence and exploitation on the European nations (Ibid). 

However, Guyana, like most former colonies, found it difficult to break out of the 

dependency relationship even some 45 years after independence from England and has 

remained poor and backward prompting economist George Beckford (1972) to describe it 

and similar societies as being in persistent poverty.  Beckford’s study on Caribbean 

Economies, Persistent Poverty: Underdevelopment in Plantation Economies (1972) 
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described Guyana and the other plantation economies of the region as agents of 

“persistent underdevelopment” because of their inability to obtain a reasonable level of 

development to meet the basic needs of their population. Prof Beckford posits that 

Guyana and other governments of the Caribbean region have denied their people a 

meaningful role in managing their economy, have created a dependence of decision 

making on outside forces in the metropolitan centers rather than accept domestic talent or 

train local talent, and have not motivated people to pursue self-sufficiency by producing 

to meet local needs or realize developmental goals. Beckford states that the social and 

political obstacles of the societies (party competition and race and class 

institutionalization) as inherited from the plantation social structure do not make it easy 

for development to take place. He notes that the rigid class structure (defined largely by 

one’s race and color that may also be tied to occupations and that largely define social 

hierarchy) had inhibited social mobility.  Beckford also chastises the powerful central 

government for not allowing for popular lower level participation in the developmental 

processor decision-making. Beckford asserts that there is a strong correlation between 

race and class (with the Whites and Mixed/Colored ethnic group controlling most of the 

wealth) that creates a kind of caste system (in which people are born into wealth or into 

poverty or through inheritance unable to extricate themselves from it) that puts serious 

constraints on development. Beckford said that the dependency syndrome, political 

issues, social structure (ethnic stratification) and the denial of people of a meaningful role 

in governance, when added to the ethnic conflict, have made it even more cumbersome 

for a poor country like Guyana to achieve development (see also Grenade: 2011, Dacosta: 

2007, 2005, Spinner: 1982). 
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On the difficulties of development in newly independent countries, Prof. Walter 

Rodney in his classic, How Europe Underdeveloped Africa, (1981 b), exposed the 

insidious nature of European rule in its colonies of establishing a dependency structure to 

render them “underdeveloped” and making it very difficult for them to attain 

development even when they broke off from the empire and pursued socialist 

development.  He argued that the European empires, through their capitalist agents, 

extracted wealth from the colonies and enriched the metropolitan countries leaving the 

newly independent countries impoverished and dependent on the former European 

empires with virtually no local capital to pursue development. Other academics before 

Rodney also discussed the debilitating role of colonialism and imperialism on 

development (Frank: 1978, Galtung: 1971; Williams: 1966). But Rodney went further 

than others in making the claim that the empires so exploited their colonies that they left 

the societies in an “underdeveloped state” (an institutionalized structure) from which the 

colonies found it almost impossible to extricate themselves from dependency and 

underdevelopment (Pierce: 1984; Rodney: 1980; GT Jan 7, 2014; Jun 12, 2013). 

Rodney and other left wing economists (like Frank, Galtung, Thomas) who have 

shared this viewpoint claim that there was a deliberate strategic decision by the empires 

to bypass the colonies as sites for adding value (an early process of industrialization) to 

the primary products they were producing – necessary for industrialization and expansion 

of the capitalist mode of development. Instead value was added to the products (raw 

materials) after they were shipped to the metropolitan centers where they were processed 

and sold (sometimes back to the colonies in the form of new products). Rodney argued 

that through this strategic maneuver of the rulers of the empires, the colonies could not 
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and would not be in a position to compete in trade with the colonial power for 

generations, even long after the colonies were granted “independence”. Thus, they remain 

underdeveloped. Also, he pointed out, the structure and position of the former colonies 

rendered them dependent on the metropolitan centers for trade, and at any rate, they 

lacked the necessary capital to finance development of local industries and the 

technology to manufacture products at prices that would enable them to compete with 

multinational companies in the metropolitan centers (Erriah: 2011). Thus, the colonies 

would remain in an “underdeveloped” state (GT Feb 12, 2014).  Some of the constraints 

of underdevelopment identified by Rodney, extant in Africa, however, were overcome by 

several countries. The economic success stories in Africa like Kenya, Ivory Coast, 

Senegal, Gambia, Botswana, among others, and the development of what were once 

backward places like Singapore, Malaysia, Barbados, Trinidad, Brunei, Taiwan, etc. 

expose some flaws of this Rodneyite theory.  All of these countries produced goods and 

or services cheaper than and successfully competed against counterparts in the former 

empires.  Also, while Guyana has remained largely underdeveloped, as have Trinidad, 

Senegal, Ghana, among others, some of their industries, under private multinational 

control, were (and still are) relatively competitive globally.  They were successful at job 

creation under colonial rule and remain so today. And under MNCs, the economy grew 

and industrial production expanded. Guyana, and indeed most of Africa, has remained 

largely underdeveloped though it is questionable whether this was so because of the 

thesis put forth by Rodney or because of other factors (Manley: 1982; Mandle: 1973).  

No doubt, colonial rule impacted on Guyana’s lack of development as Rodney 

and other (labeled the colonial) theorists posited.  The economic problems of sluggish or 
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negative growth are linked to the inherent nature of the capitalist system that tends to 

favor the wealthier countries to the disadvantage of the poorer countries. The poor 

countries help the wealthy countries by supplying them with cheap raw materials to 

manufacture higher valued products that benefit the economies of the wealthy countries – 

the very essence of colonialism.  Stagnant development resulted from the capitalist 

productive and distributive processes that characterized Guyana internally as a producer 

of raw materials and that was supported externally by the imperialist countries (US and 

Britain) (Thomas: 1983). These imperial powers foisted the PNC government (December 

1964) upon the nation to keep it within the imperialist orbit and out of the hands of the 

eastern bloc although the PNC government had proclaimed the nation as “socialist” (KN 

Mar 14, 2014). As anti-PNC critics pointed out mere words don’t make one a socialist. 

As Pierce (1984) pointed out; the PNC facilitated capitalist (mis) adventures within 

Guyana that led to a severe distortion in trade and greater dependency on the imperialist 

countries and their banking and international institutions. In fact, Burnham and the PNC 

became dependent on the US (CIA) for funding and frequent financial bailouts in order to 

keep the Jagan socialists out of power (Ibid; Manley: 1982; Mandle: 1973). 

The country’s trade deficits during the 1970s and 1980s were tied to international 

prices for commodities, etc. which are imposed from outside by the former colonists and 

or by market forces. Declining demand for Guyana’s primary products resulted in low 

prices and helped to explain the acute trade imbalance for Guyana (as well as other third 

world countries).  There had been no lack of explanation for the collapsing state of the 

Guyanese economy, especially during the 1970s and 80s, with commentaries coming 

from all sides of the political spectrum in the country and the Caribbean region.  Such a 
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plethora of reaction and commentary is not surprising given how fed up people were of 

the regime and their declining quality of life (Erriah: 2011). Commentaries also focused 

on how bad government policies led to the country’s economic collapse. That goes 

without saying but it does not go into the reasons that caused the government to pursue 

wrong-headed policies that impacted on development. 

Dependent type industrialization or industrialization by invitation has not brought 

about social transformation to societies like Guyana. They largely have remained poor. 

Overall, Guyana and other poor countries of Africa did not experience any noticeable 

change in their economic situation, and in fact, in the case of Guyana the economy 

actually deteriorated. So countries like Guyana and a few in Africa decided to experiment 

with non-capitalist path development (NCPD) confident it would transform their society. 

The Guyana government pursued a non-capitalist to development (or what was 

essentially state sponsored capitalism) that was a complete failure. There is a relative 

dearth in research on non-capitalist development in Guyana and its failure. Pierce’s 

(1984) work on non-capitalist development in Guyana is a major contribution to the 

theory and practice of socialist transformation. Non-capitalist development, or 

nationalization of major privately owned industries resulting in government ownership of 

the means of production, was a growing trend in the Third World during the 1970s as the 

way to experience social revolution. The assumption behind non-capitalist path to 

development is it would lead to economic and social liberation and that there would be 

only one class (emulating Marxism) – the working class in charge of the society. 

Non-capitalist development was an effort in the long struggle against imperialism 

and the dependence of poor developing countries on the wealthy countries for economic 
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liberation and for the socialist transformation of the underdeveloped countries. These 

countries were not in a position to undergo the various stages of development, as 

propounded by Marx (1998), to attain communism or socialism (equality, utopia, class 

society) because they lacked a developed bourgeois class and a true working class like 

the developed countries of Europe to carry out the revolution. In Third World countries 

like Guyana, there is little social consciousness among the working class about their 

conditions. Thus, they could not be counted upon to make revolution as envisioned by 

Marx and they lacked an advanced capitalist class to promote development. They need an 

intervening force a la the state to assume control of the economy. It is, therefore, left to 

the state to carry out development. But since the state lacks capital, it is forced to purse a 

non-capitalist path of development and towards a socialist construction of the society. 

Under this theory, there is no need for the bourgeoisie or capitalist development of the 

society because the state is playing the role of the bourgeoisie and is pursuing capitalist 

development in transition to socialism. As Pierce explained, nationalization of foreign 

owned industries is a manifestation of the non-capitalist path to development that will 

help to usher in the revolution and the classless society. The theory is based on the 

potential that a successful transformation of nationalized industries will serve as an 

engine to growth and development for the nation. 

Pierce correctly asserts that non-capitalist development, and, a fortiori, socialist 

transformation cannot be established without democratic transformation of the society. In 

short, non-capitalist development cannot be obtained without democracy. Political 

tyranny does not help a country to develop. And if it is an ethnically diverse society, 

tyrannical rule would not motivate various groups to support national development 
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policies especially non-capitalist development. If democratic practices are not 

institutionalized, then the task of constructing a socialist society or pursuing non-

capitalist development is almost impossible. There must, therefore, be a consolidation of 

the democratic transformation of politics and all aspects of life in the state. Only then will 

there be working class gain. Working class participation in all aspect of national life is 

key to success of nationalization of any industry. Mass mobilization and mass 

involvement in support of the non-capitalist socialist policy are critical for success. Also, 

as the Guyana case points out, simply nationalizing industries does not make a ruler or a 

regime progressive or socialist. Actions empowering the working class and involving all 

progressive forces in decision-making on a socialist model of development actually 

determine whether a ruler or government is genuine about building socialism. In such a 

society, there should not be class or ethnic inequality or ethnic or political favoritism and 

prejudice. Everyone is treated fairly irrespective of race. Unless there is equitable 

distribution of resources among the ethnic groups and an end to racial discrimination, 

there can be no ethnic harmony and by extension no non-capitalist development; 

discriminated personnel will not cooperate in national development plans. 

Pierce (1984) examined the nationalization of Guyana’s sugar industry as an 

application of the theory of non-capitalist development, dissecting the failure of a non-

capitalist path to development. As she concluded, non-capitalist development is very 

difficult and virtually no state (Zambia, Tanzania, Kenya, etc.) that tried it has achieved 

development although some of them had made limited progress and seen slight increases 

in the standard of living of the working class. In recent years, all of them, including 

Guyana, has denationalized their industries and are achieving higher rates of growth and 
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rising standard of living. Pierce noted how ethnic conflict, labor division, lack of 

democracy, political persecution, and international forces (conspiracy over pricing of 

exports from the third world) led to the failure of the non-capitalist path to development 

in Guyana during the 1980s. Guyana was very underdeveloped and lacking basic capital. 

It was not ready for non-capitalist development and reeks of many internal 

contradictions, not the least of which were authoritarian rule and ethnic conflict. Non-

capitalist development has a better chance of success in a homogenous society or one 

where there is limited internal contradictions and conflict among groups. Guyana 

experimented with non-capitalist development but the chances of success were limited 

given that it did not allow for democratic development and widespread participation. 

Aside from Prof. Pierce’s study, there are no other works on non-capitalist 

development in Guyana. Thus, credit goes to Prof. Pierce for what is an excellent case 

study on the objective possibilities of socialist advancement in Guyana or other countries 

through nationalization of foreign owned industries. Dr. Pierce’s book illustrates the 

typical move of many failed third world countries in their pursuit of socialism with non-

capitalist path of development being a transition to attaining national development and 

establishment of an equitable classless society. 

As Pierce noted, economic development is affected by many factors. Economists 

emphasize economic factors. But was it bad economic decision making alone that caused 

the economy to collapse or to grow negatively? Don’t’ social and political factors also 

affect development and growth. Besides economics, were other factors (like political 

policies) also responsible for declining standard of living? One needs to look at non-

economic factors that have an effect on an economy. One such non-economic (social) 
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factor is ethnic conflict that is present in almost all multi-ethnic societies. Were ethnicity 

(conflict and social discord among the racial groups) and or racially motivated policies 

important factors in the relative decline of the economy? 

 

Section D.  Review of Literature on Ethnic Conflict & Development 

The literature has concentrated on economic factors in explaining lack of 

development. But since these economic factors do not appear to significantly hurt the 

economy of other countries that have similar characteristics like Guyana, one has to look 

at some other non-economic factor (s) that affected development. One such non-

economic factor is ethnic conflict that is present in almost all multi-ethnic societies.  But 

in the models of economic and political development from which strategies have been 

adopted for transformation of third world societies like Guyana, ethnicity has generally 

been neglected or underestimated as a factor in development.  Scholars are more prone to 

examine the lack of capital, entrepreneurial and organizational expertise, infrastructure, 

limited potential, etc., all of which have been rightly identified as serious problems 

undermining economic development in the third world. Problems associated with 

participation in government, democratic governance, power relations, party politics, 

mobilization, etc. have been identified as the political problems preventing political and 

by extension economic development.  The focus on institutional structures, minimum 

standards of education, inadequate nutrition, poor maternity care, class conflict, limited 

housing, are problems identified as impacting social development.  But few scholars or 

studies have sought to make a deep, thoughtful, penetrating connection between ethnic 

conflict and socio-economic development (Bartels: 1978, Premdas: 1978). Sociologists, 
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economists, historians and other social scientists writing on Guyana have not adequately 

explored the correlation between ethnicity and economic development in any significant 

detail. Some scholars explored ethnicity and political development (Singh: 1988; 

Premdas: 1973, 1974, 1978). But most of the scholarly interest on ethnicity as relating to 

Guyana has tended to focus overwhelmingly on ethnic discrimination, racism, social 

stratification, and social mobility and on the implications of ethnicity on social relations 

and domestic politics (Hintzen: 1989). There is a paucity of literature tying economics 

(lack of development) with ethnicity although there is a significant amount of literature 

on post independence economic policies and on the colonial economy of Guyana and on 

the Caribbean region as a whole (societies that have similar economic history and modes 

of economies) (Erriah: 2011). 

Ethnicity is at the center of politics in divided societies and can lead to serious 

economic problems especially when there is ethnic violence. In the literature the study of 

ethnic conflict and its effect on the economy has not attracted much attention. Low 

investment, low education, lack of resources, scarce capital, lack of technology, and 

political instability explain why some countries have problems developing or growing. 

But ethnic conflict affects all of the preceding factors. How does ethnicity become 

intertwined with or linked to economics and development?  According to the so-called 

ethnic competition model advanced by Olzak (1982) and Nagel (1984), “ethnic 

mobilization is a calculated, rational response to the challenges of modernity to access 

economic resources and national attention”.  These two scholars argue that life in modern 

society revolves around competition for scarce resources (jobs, rising income, credit, 

housing, education, market, and other opportunities) that are highly in demand. 
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Competition occurs along ethnic lines (because the society is historically divided along 

ethnic lines) thereby facilitating the process of ethnic mobilization and open ethnic 

conflict.  Olzak writes: “To the extent that ethnic populations compete with the majority 

or other minority ethnic groups for jobs, the resulting niche overlap leads to ethnic 

competition.  Under conditions of stable or shrinking resources, this competition leads to 

ethnic collective action (an us versus them syndrome)” (1985:76). This description aptly 

describes economic and job competition and even the political situation in Guyana where 

there is stiff racial competition in all spheres of life (SN Mar 29, 2013). 

The recent resurgence of ethnicity (conflict, civil war) around the globe has made 

a shambles of development plans and social peace in many third world countries and 

even in several countries in the so labeled second world of the former socialist countries 

in Eastern Europe where “ethnicity” should not even be an issue in those utopias.  Ethnic 

assertions and ethno-nationalism have devastated all promising plans for social change 

and development that are built on various economic models.  The ethnic variable, 

neglected by development economists and other scholars, has emerged as a very 

important force of change in many third world societies and cannot be dismissed as an 

unimportant or non-factor in social change (Young: 1993; Stavenhagen: 1991; Smith: 

1981). The ethnic variable must now be incorporated in explanations on lack of 

development and in the design of new strategies for development (SN Aug 4, 2014). 

A general examination of the limited literature on economic development and 

ethnic conflict identifies two broad schools of thought about the relationship between 

these variables. One school, identified with and attributed to the left, prevalent during the 

decolonization struggle of the 1950s and 1960s and immediately after independence, held 
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that economic development would inevitably reduce the potential for violent ethnic 

conflict – my description of it as ethnic conflict reduction through development.  The 

argument of this model was based on the belief that colonial rule held back development 

and growth, and with independence, economic growth would be rapid with the resulting 

benefits diffused throughout all levels of society benefiting everyone regardless of 

ethnicity.  As quality of life gets better over time, ethnicity would disappear since people 

are concerned about their own and their family’s well being rather than their ethnic 

background.  People would be more interested in raising their standard of living rather 

than focusing on issues relating to ethnicity and culture.  This school of thought -- ethnic 

conflict reduction through development -- argues that the rise in standard of living would 

shift focus away from ethnic issues and ethnic consciousness and towards their own 

progress to attain a better quality of life (Hope: 1985). Also, economic development and 

ever-rising standard of living would cause people to see issues in (country) nationalist 

terms (what is best for the nation) and not from a more insular ethnic (ethno-nationalist) 

perspective. Proponents of this school of thought (ethnic reduction through development) 

included radical Marxist scholars as well as mainstream political thinkers and 

developmental economists and even politicians who sought office to replace the 

departing British and who did not want to upset the status quo with new ideas to address 

ethnic conflict (Hintzen: 1989).  However, during the first decade of independence 

(1960s thru mid 1970s), empirical observations and economic data reveal that most new 

states did not experience a burst in economic activities although they did experience 

some growth (SN Aug 20, 2009).  In addition, ethnic conflict did not subside as expected 

over time and in fact worsened because the group in charge of the states hogged most of 
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the resources for its members (Glasgow: 1970). While the new multi-ethnic states did not 

immediately explode in ethnic conflicts, as the theoreticians predicted, ethnic tensions did 

remain high and the groups made demands for equity and respect (Hope: 1985), Hechter: 

1995). Also, in virtually all of the multi-ethnic states, political movements in the post-

independence period have remained largely racially polarized with ethnically based 

parties and or ethnic organizations placing unreasonable demands on the state.  Rising 

ethnic tensions in many of the new nations, especially in Guyana, and full-blown ethnic 

civil wars in some, raised doubts about the arguments made by advocates of this school 

of thought (conflict reduction through development). Since independence, there has not 

been adequate development or decline in ethnic rivalry or an end to race based political 

mobilization as argued by the so-called radical or Marxist theorists. If anything, the states 

have become more ethnically polarized with an even more ethnically intense competition 

for power by the political parties that remain almost exclusively ethnic (SN Oct 23, 24, 

2013; May 22, 201)(see also www.systemicpeace.org/conflicttrends.html). 

A second and more relevant school of thought on ethnic conflict and development 

is the opposite of the ethnic reduction model discussed above. It is what is labeled as the 

ethnic persistence model constructed by the Guyanese scholar and popular newspaper 

columnist Dr. Ravi Dev (www.kaieteurnews.com Apr 21, 2013; Aug 26, Mar 25, Jan 15, 

Jan 13 2012; Dec 18, Dec 4, Nov 27, Sep 25, 2011; Nov 23, Jun 25 & May 18, 2008). He 

posits that ethnicity would not disappear even if there were economic growth, rising 

standard of living and expanded development – what is termed as the ethnic persistence 

model. It is noted that when the economy grew, or has grown, competition between the 

groups did not (or has not) decrease (d).  Rather demands on the state for more resources 

http://www.kaieteurnews.com/
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increased and even when the resources were given, through ethnic appeasement or 

otherwise, the antagonists (the ethnic group opposed to the government) found excuses to 

engage in violence.  The advocates of this ethnic persistence school of thought note that 

ethnicity provides people with an identity that they are not willing to easily trade for 

benefits from the state or for higher standards of living or for selective perks. They are 

committed to cultural autonomy and an equitable share of the patrimony of the state. The 

model suggests that ethnicity actually transcends other goals and people are not prepared 

to lose their identity just for small material benefits. Ethnic or cultural identity is very 

important to people and they are not so easily willing to dispense with their ethnic 

background that is tied to their history as a people. They are more interested in the well 

being of the entire group (in addition to themselves) and not just themselves. 

Consequently, they do not feel fulfilled with self-gratification, self-benefits and state 

handouts (ethnic tokenisms) unless those benefits are available to the entire group.  They 

want state policies that allow for self-perpetuation of the group and cultural autonomy 

enabling them to hold on to their cultural practices and identity and not just individual 

benefits. They live for the overall welfare of their group subscribing to a concept of ‘all 

for one and one for all’ not themselves (Rothchild: 1996). People would like to see their 

own individual position improve but they also hold a sense of loyalty to their group. 

Thus, people will or tend to rally behind political organizations that (or leaders who) they 

perceive to be advocating for or representing the interests of members of their own ethnic 

group or delivering resources to their group (Richardson: 1996).  People support the 

“survivability” of their group tying their personal fate with that of the entire group and 

thus rally behind ethnic leaders or organizations (ethnic parties like PPP, PNC, UF in 
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Guyana) for solidarity and or protection (Hechter: 2000, Gurr: 1994; Patterson: 1975). 

The literature on ethnicity shows that the possibility of inter-group conflict is 

greater when groups view their position in society in structural (systemic) as opposed to 

individual terms – the group is more important than the person.  And as this “Ethnic 

Persistence” school of thought suggests, the entire ethnic group will have to be appeased 

with handouts in order to silence the bulk of the membership of the group and not just a 

few of its members (labeled as ethnic tokenism) as politicians learn the hard way by 

attempting to buy out a few ethnics to quiet the rest of their kin. And no amount of ethnic 

brutalization repression, as the world learn from the experiences of Stalin and Hitler, 

regarding the persecution of minorities in the USSR and Germany, can wipe out the 

ethnic and cultural persistence of a group (Patterson: 1983). Even fascist Japanese 

repression of Koreans and other ethnic groups in Asia could not succeed at getting groups 

to abandon their ethnicity. As experiences have illustrated in so many societies, ethnicity 

has persisted everywhere through wars, genocide and ethnic cleansing (Hechter: 2000). 

Advocates of this ethnic persistence school of thought argue that economic 

development policies alone would not pacify an ethnic group or encourage its members 

to subsume their ethnicity to the state.  The group has to directly benefit from the policy, 

accept it as beneficial to them and share in its implementation. The advocates of this 

school argue that policies relevant to "maintaining political stability" (democratic and 

inclusive governance and not repressive policymaking) must be delicately executed in 

multi-ethnic communities especially where one group dominates the society.  The other 

(subordinated) groups must be treated with special care to appease their members so they 

do not feel they have been deliberately hurt (neglected or marginalized) by state policies.  
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Efforts to liquidate them or to force an alien culture upon them will not work (Hechter: 

1995). Once satisfied that they have not been marginalized or hurt by state policymaking, 

members of an ethnic will not partake in or give support to activities that breed ethnic 

conflict with other groups (Ibid). Thus, political stability will ensue allowing for 

investment that promotes economic development leading to rising standard of living. 

This second school of thought (ethnic persistence), as opposed to the first one 

(ethnic reduction through development) that suggests that ethnicity will disappear over 

time, says ethnicity will not disappear even if peoples’ income and standard of living 

rises because of ethnic loyalty. This second school of thought offers a more relevant 

explanation of the persistence of ethnicity and ethnic conflict in developing countries like 

Guyana, Trinidad, Surinam, Sri Lanka, Sudan, Iraq, Liberia, Rwanda, among others 

(www.ethnonet-africa.org/pubs/p95emeka.htm). This phenomenon relates to many other 

nations even developed ones such as Belgium, Turkey, Spain, Canada, and former or 

current socialist countries like the former Soviet Union, Yugoslavia, Ukraine and China. 

Ethnicity has persisted in many of these countries in spite of higher income or rising 

standard of living or in spite of repressive measures (like Russification, Chineseization, 

Serbianization, Turkishization, Burnhamization, Baathization, Japanization, etc.) 

including genocide (wiping other large numbers of people) or to strip entire ethnic groups 

of their cultural and ethnic identity (as for example what the Japanese did to Koreans by 

seeking to erase the Korean language, names and ethnic identity or attempted to do in 

Indonesia and other East Asian societies).  As such, ethnicity cannot be lightly dismissed 

or be swept under the carpet as if it will disappear on its own over time or with 

Burnhamization (repressive, racist genocidal and ethnic cleansing policies of the PNC 

http://www.ethnonet-africa.org/pubs/p95emeka.htm
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dictatorship particularly under Burnham to suppress dissidence and ethnic groups 

opposed to the illegal PNC regime).  Instead, ethnicity must be addressed and understood 

to find a workable solution so that diverse groups in a society can live and work in 

harmony.  And in Guyana, although the conflict has been confined largely between the 

two major ethnic groups, Indians and Africans, there are several minorities, all of whom 

were at one time or another victims of ethnic domination by the ruling dispensation (PNC 

or PPP) and at times had to choose sides for their own survival (SN Aug 19, 2009).  

Ethnic consciousness has persisted among all the groups and they are clamoring for 

(more) resources and a (significant) role in governance. They are even prepared to 

sabotage the economy to get a fair share of the resources. Thus, officials cannot pretend 

that ethnicity will disappear with time even among small minorities. 

 

Section E.  Impact of Ethnic Conflict on Guyana’s Development: 

Does ethnic conflict affect Guyana’s (or any other nation’s) ability to develop? 

Guyana obtained political independence in 1966 but not before the colony experienced 

violent racial conflict between Indians and Africans12 (SN Jun 22, 2013, Dec 10, 2009) 

that left thousands dead and wounded, with psychological trauma, and huge amounts of 

                         

12 Indians (the majority race) and Africans (the minority race) are the major racial groups in 

Guyana.  There are also a few ethnic minorities – Whites, (Portuguese, British), Coloreds or 

Mixed races, Chinese and Amerindians. Indians constitute approximately 51% of the total 

population and tend to support the PPP while Africans who make up about 31% of the population 

tend to identify with the PNC (Table p ix).  The other races make up the rest of the population of 

approximately 750,000. The Indians and Africans have been the primary groups involved in 

ethnic conflict over control of the state.  They are the main contenders for political power. And 

since 1955, the two major ethnic groups, as indeed the others, have supported a political party or 

organization or force that they have perceived to represent their interests or ethnic group. Two 

major political parties have shaped and dominated Guyana's political development since adult 

suffrage was granted in 1953, the People's Progressive Party, founded by Cheddi Jagan (an 

Indian who considered himself to be a Marxist), and the People's National Congress (PNC) 

founded by Forbes Burnham (an African who viewed himself as a moderate socialist but who was 

an ally of Britain and the U.S) (www.inthesetimes.com/article/6309/guyanas_post-colonial_plight). 



- 131 - 

financial losses due to damage of private and government property, infrastructure and 

crops, among other effects. It also triggered capital flight and stifled investment causing 

the economy to contract instead of expanding as other nations did. In examining the data 

and applying empirical observations, it would seem that ethnic conflict has directly 

affected economic development. Consider as an example, a labor union comprised of 

members of one particular race like GAWU (an Indian sugar workers union) or BGLU 

(An African industrial union) or GPSU (an African Public Service workers union).  Such 

an ethnic union can and in fact did engage in political strikes designed to bring down (SN 

Aug 13, 2010) or embarrasses the government of the day controlled by members of the 

other race. Such political or racially motivated labor strikes will inevitably affect 

productivity and as such economic growth and standard of living (KN Jun 26, 2013; Sep 

26, 2010: Horowitz: 1985; https://books.google.com/books?isbn=0810879883). 

Consider as another example, a government (controlled by members of one race) 

denies or limits resources to a particular industry (say like sugar or rice or bauxite) 

critical to the economy in order to effect political (or racial) retribution because it is 

controlled by members from the other race (sugar and rice are controlled by Indians and 

bauxite by Africans) or because this industry employs mostly individuals from a race 

(Indians do not support the ruling PNC and Africans do not support the PPP) that does 

not support the ethnic party in power (KN Jul 7, 2011, Nov 9, 2009).  As in the example 

above, such an ill-conceived state policy will have a negative impact on productivity as 

the ethnic group (Indian) may withdraw their labor and therefore such an act will have 

serious effects on growth rates, development and every aspect of the standard of living of 

the country (Ibid; SN Jul 29, 2009)( see also en.wikipedia.org/wiki/History_of_Guyana). 
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Or consider yet a third example of a racially-polarized country like Guyana, in 

which a government allocates most of its resources in areas where its supporters 

(Africans) live and neglects the infrastructure development of areas (Indian communities) 

which tend to support the opposition.  Again, as in the preceding two examples, the 

affected group will not be motivated to contribute to work hard towards development and 

may withhold labor and productivity.  This will result in negative impact on revenues, 

foreign exchange, growth, development, etc.  As another example, consider if the 

bureaucracy of a nation is of one ethnic group (African in the case of Guyana) and the 

government of another ethnic group (Indian). The bureaucracy may not wish to cooperate 

with the perceived Indian government (Lutchman: 1972). The result would be stagnation 

and lack of development. All of the preceding examples characterize the direction of 

policy making in Guyana over the last five decades (KN Feb 22, 2013; SN Jul 29, 2009). 

In Guyana, there has been the near total absence of a cohesive nation building 

process. Self-rule was granted briefly in 1953 with the coming together of the races for 

national development. But the government was toppled later that year because of a 

perceived communist threat to the status quo colonial order, and as such development 

was stymied.  When the constitution was suspended, the newly installed government was 

unable to effect any meaningful economic change or bring rival ethnic groups together to 

build a nation of shared prosperity because the dominant British kept them divided to 

serve its financial interests. Constitutional rule was restored in 1957, but the society 

became more divided.  Since 1957, with the British granting self-rule, the groups have 

been at each other’s throats ready to cut down each other.  Since 1957, policymaking 

seems geared (with charges from both major groups) to benefit primarily the ethnic group 
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that backs the party in office while the opposing group has been doing everything to 

undermine the success of the policies of the government. The Marxist Indian-backed PPP 

government was sabotaged by the PNC and its African supporters from 1957 thru the end 

of 1964 and again from October 1992 till now.  And the Western-imposed, African-

backed PNC government was undermined by Indians between 1965 and 1992 thru 

economic and politically inspired labor strikes and sabotage of production in (primarily) 

export crops and destruction of government properties to weaken its hold on office. From 

October 1992 thru now, the Africans, led by the PNC, at various times, have undertaken 

measures (such as occupying Georgetown, blocking roads, engaging in violent protests, 

attacking Indians and others, committing ethnic murders, among other depraved acts) at 

various periods that have disrupted economic activities preventing the country from 

realizing its economic potential (KN Dec 22, 2013). 

The PNC government (1965 thru 1992) neglected and left to decline the 

productive (commodified) sectors (agriculture, in particular which had accounted for over 

half of the GDP between all through colonial rule and till this day) of the economy that 

were dominated by Indians (KN Jun 30, 2010). When the PPP took charge of the 

government (1957 thru 1964 and again since 1992), those sectors of the economy 

(agriculture in particular) that were dominated by Indians received favorable treatment to 

resuscitate a collapsing economy that needed life support and that were vital for the 

economic recovery of country. When in opposition, the Africans and their party, the 

PNC, complained that the ruling PPP was assisting its own supporters by favoring 

agriculture. While it was true that the Indian government directed resources (such as 

building infrastructure to assist with rice and sugar production) to those sectors of the 
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economy where Indians dominated, it did so for pragmatic, and not ethnic, reasons -- 

those sectors of the economy happened to be the most productive and that were not a 

drain on the treasury and they were the sectors where Guyana enjoyed a comparative 

advantage.  Also, they were the main foreign exchange earners providing employment for 

most Indians and contributing tens of millions of dollars in tax revenues to the state to 

meet the huge salary payments for African workers employed in the public service.  In 

effect, Africans were the direct beneficiaries of government intervention to rescue 

agriculture. The infrastructure for farm production needed rehabilitation (from their 

collapsed state) because they were neglected by the Black government and the PPP 

administration pursued a wise policy to rescue it to save thousands of jobs not only for 

Indians but for Africans as well because many Africans were employed in the service 

sector of the agro industry (GC Mar 16, Mar 12, 2014; KN Aug 8, 2011). 

So although Africans were actually beneficiaries of assistance under PPP 

governance (1957-64) on farming of low cost food production (SN Oct 1, 2013), the 

African opponents of the Indian government vehemently complained that the PPP 

government was aiding its own Indian supporters and neglecting the Africans (GC Mar 

14, 2014; Feb 11, 2010). This is similar to the instance when Indians complained that the 

African PNC government (December 1964 to 1992) was servicing its own supporters and 

neglecting the Indians during its 28 years rule (SN Sep 10, 2013).  Analogously, leaders 

of African labor unions constantly complained (SN Jul 23, 2014; Dec 17, 2009) the PPP 

aided their Indian affiliated union workers (sugar industry) and willfully neglected 

African union workers (in bauxite industry) when the PPP was (is) in office.  

Specifically, the African union of the bauxite workers accused the PPP of aiding Indian 
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sugar workers during the PPP’s two stints in office, and analogously, Indian unions 

accused the PNC of aiding bauxite workers during its 28 years in office and neglecting 

farm workers. Analogously, the Indian affiliated unions of the PPP complained that the 

PNC assisted African affiliated workers at the expense of Indian workers when the PNC 

was in office (SN Feb 5, 2013; Nov 27, 2009). 

As the preceding examples reveal, people view government policies not in terms 

of their merit but in terms of ethnicity.  Groups don’t view policies according to what is 

in the best interests of the nation or that a given policy will aid national development, is 

in the national interest, and will even benefit them (the complainants). But rather the 

ethnic groups view every policy through ethnic lens – members of a group are convinced 

that a given policy is disadvantageous to them and beneficial to their ethnic nemesis. In 

these conflict ridden plural societies (Rabushka: 1972; Cross: 1971), people feel their 

ethnic group (out group) is made to suffer by the group in power (in group) and is at a 

disadvantage for resources while claiming that the group favored by the government 

tends to receive a disproportionate amount of benefits dispensed by the state at the 

expense of the other groups (Bonacich (1980, 1972; SN May 22, 2010). 

Ethnic conflict in Guyana has become a political dinosaur that has been difficult 

to tame much less to defeat or lay to rest because of outrageous (far-fetched and at times 

unsubstantiated) ethnic claims. As many writers on Guyana have noted, virtually every 

Guyanese is involved in the vortex of race – that is, they are living, breathing and 

thinking race with many crying racism and racialism for almost everything they feel is 

against them even when, objectively speaking, no racism or racialism exists or is 

intended (SN Oct 8, 2013; Sep 10, 2013). Empirical observations reveal that many 
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individuals and some ethnic organizations and the two major political parties, the PNC 

and PPP, have been engaged in racism (racialist practices) because of their hatred for 

members of other ethnic groups who are supportive of another party than theirs (SN Oct 

1, 2013). They have engaged in these practices even when these are against the interests 

of themselves or their groups or organizations or party (SN Aug 10, 2010; Nov 22, 2007). 

The PNC, for example, practiced racism between 1965 and 1992) even when it 

recognized such policy would negatively impact on the economy and severely hurt its 

supporters. But the PNC was obsessed with punishing and repressing Indians regardless 

of the consequences (SN Oct 25, 2007). 

So embroiled and conscious is the population in race matters that people see 

nothing but “a racial tint” in virtually every endeavor and they often make incredulous 

claims and statements about matters they feel affect themselves or their group (SN Oct 8, 

2013, Oct 1, 2013; KN Jan 18, 2012; SN Sep 24, 2010) (see also SN Sep 10, Apr 20, 

2013). Even the issuance of a parking ticket, a police detainment or an arrest of a criminal, 

simply purchasing goods at a market, a civil servant dispensing service, or some other 

routine activity can lead to charges of racial discrimination and prejudice depending on the 

background of the persons involved and the event -- the consumer, vendor, traffic officer, 

vehicle owner, and police officer, civil servant, among other personnel – whether they are of 

different ethnicity. With the attendant and the recipient of service, each being of different 

ethnicity, it can and often leads to charges and counter charges of discrimination. 

Racial talk is inescapable in Guyana and is often encouraged by ethnic leaders. And 

the leadership of every group feels its complaints and demands have merit and are 

legitimately made and should be resolved its way with no or little compromise. Relations 
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are extremely poisoned with racial divisiveness so much so that people view “the other” 

with suspicion and they fail to recognize or acknowledge the decency and humanity of 

someone who is of a different ethnicity.  The other race is (or their members are) of little 

worth in their eyes.  People tend to despise and disrespect members of the other races. 

This renders the state almost ungovernable as people from one ethnic group do not want 

to be governed by members of another ethnic group and take measures to create political 

instability until they get their way. This obsession with race and actions relating thereof 

have posed a serious impediment for nation building and economic development of Guyana 

since the mid 1950s when a multi-racial political movement attempting to unite the working 

classes from among the various ethnic groups against British colonial exploitation 

colonialism collapsed. Racial problems had always been part of the society ever since 

different racial groups were brought in to work on the sugar plantations post slavery (late 

1830s).  But racial conflict was never as pronounced as it was after the collapse of the multi-

racial movement of the mid-1950s during the initial struggle for political independence. 

Political discord and ethnic turmoil have reigned supreme since the mid 1950s 

after the (British-American) toppling of the multi-ethnic government (SN Apr 3, 2008; 

Rabe: 2004).  From then onwards, the nation has failed miserably to realize its economic 

potential as the different ethnic groups have competed to dominate the state rather than to 

cooperate with each other for national progress and development. Since the collapse of the 

multi-ethnic movement of 1950s, there have been perennial ethnic squabbles often 

accompanied by ethnic violence.  As a result, growth and development have been stymied 

resulting in a relatively low standard of living compared with similar developing countries 

that are not plagued with such deep ethnic conflict (SN Apr 21, 2011). 
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Ethnic conflict will impact on the ability of almost any society to develop or 

transform itself economically or socio-politically.  In the Guyana context, and indeed in 

many multi-ethnic states, politics and economics are interrelated and indeed revolve 

around ethnicity.  In these types of societies, economics cannot be divorced from politics 

because the two subject matters are intertwined and policy makers are cognizant of how 

their economic decisions can impact on political support and vice versa. Politicians in 

Guyana (as well as in other heterogeneous societies) are hell bent on pursuing policies 

that tend to consolidate their base (directing resources to benefit their followers) and or to 

increase their support.  At the same time, they may be seeking to weaken support of their 

ethnic competitors (other parties) and or to punish members of other ethnic groups so as 

to discourage them from supporting a competing party or to attract some members (ethnic 

tokens) of the other group (SN Nov 17, 2009).  In the Guyana case, ethnic or racial 

groups are in conflict over control and dominance of the state with the ruling party 

(especially the PNC between 1965 and 1992) penalizing members of the other ethnic 

groups who also are members of opposing ethnic parties (GT Mar 14 & 15, 2014). 

Burnham failed to recognize that his nationalization policy limited his ability to 

keep promises made to his political base to reward them with resources and a higher 

standard of living. He wanted to teach the other ethnic groups a lesson for not supporting 

him in elections and governance and was unconcerned whether his racist policy would 

result in the wrecking of the economy. Productivity and revenues declined after 

nationalization and Burnham was not able to provide a higher standard of living to his 

supporters beyond what they enjoyed during colonial time or fulfill his promises to 

provide higher paying jobs to all of his people. Every White, Indian and Chinese 
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(Amerindians did not support Burnham because he used soldiers against them) and some 

of the wealthy Coloreds who joined Burnham during the pre-independence era to keep 

out Jagan from office expressed regret and abandoned Burnham within his first term in 

office (www.guyanaundersiege.com/Leaders/Burnham1.htm). They complained he was a 

racist whose policies were designed to benefit only his supporters and calculated to hurt 

others by taking over their properties and marginalizing their culture.  And as the non-

PNC supporters withdrew their participation in economic activities, productivity and 

revenues needed to sustain jobs for PNC supporters declined. Burnham and the PNC 

failed to understand that business is the “engine of growth” and one has to create wealth 

before you can redistribute it. Government owned corporations were not creating wealth 

and in fact were sucking wealth out of the country hurting PNC supporters as well. In 

Economics, it is well established that as wealth is created, the business tide would help to 

lift the boats of the working class and poor, government supporters included, to a higher 

level thus spreading prosperity not realized under the PNC’s nationalization policy. 

Economic statistics (World Bank Annual Tables) (SN Jun 25, 2009; Aug 19, 2010) 

revealed huge losses under government ownership of businesses (mid-1970s thru 1992) 

in contrast to what occurred to the same corporations under private ownership prior to 

their nationalization.  The PNC policy of ethnic favoritism had a significant impact on the 

economy in which groups withdrew their labor when discriminated. As the Guyana case 

has illustrated, politics and economics are intertwined and they need to be explained in 

terms of racial conflict (that has been taking place over the struggle for political control 

of the state) (SN Aug 9, 2013; Dec 10, 2009) (www.en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Political_economy;  

www.safehaven.com; oll.libertyfund.org/quotes/350; KN May 5, 2009; Feb 4, 2013). 

http://www.en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Political_economy
http://www.safehaven.com/
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Chapter 5: Ethnic Domination and Decline in Standard of Living:  

The leaders and members of the two major racial groups, Indians and Africans, 

have advocated for control and domination of the state and attendant economic benefits 

that follow for their group – not the sharing of power via an inclusive government and the 

distribution of resources in a manner that would benefit all relatively equitably (Spinner: 

1980). Politics in Guyana since 1957 has been contested over the capture and control of 

the organs of the state. This led to intense political competition between the two major 

parties, PPP and PNC, with intermittent violence especially during elections time 

between members of the two major ethnic groups.  The political battle has had serious 

ramifications on the economy. Political competition in Guyana is in reality a competition 

for ethnic control of the state irrespective of the consequences of the conflict on the 

economy and well being of the society. As such, nation building and development has 

been a total failure primarily as a result of the ethnic conflict (SN Aug 31, 2011). 

The different ethnic groups have been locked in battle since early colonial times 

and have looked at each other on every issue through the prism of race with jaundiced, 

prejudiced eyes and with deep feelings of mistrust unwilling to work together for national 

development in the united effort to take the nation forward (SN Nov 9, 2013; Sep 3, 

2010; Jan 20, 2010). And in many instances, the groups pursued measures that would 

hold back development such as sabotaging industries or engaging in strikes or remaining 

unproductive at state agencies because they did not want the “ethnic” government to 

succeed in its economic policy which might benefit the opposing ethnic group (Hintzen: 

1989; KN Jan 9, 2013). 

Just before independence, when Indians were in control of the state (1957-64), 
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Indians were committed to and worked productively for the development of the nation to 

help their hero Dr. Jagan succeed in his socio-economic and political goals.  In contrast, 

Africans undertook actions to disrupt and undermine the economy staging strikes and 

violent protests and engaging in arson to sabotage industries and bring down the PPP 

government (Seenarine: 2006). After independence, in opposition, Indians (and the other 

ethnic groups that were marginalized by the PNC) gradually withdrew their full 

participation in economic activities at the urging of their political parties and leaders. The 

Indians did not want to assist a Black PNC regime especially since Blacks conspired with 

external powers to force their Jagan government out of office in 1964 (Ibid, KN Jan 4, 

2010).  As the PNC government consolidated its power through electoral fraud in 1968, it 

no longer needed the support of the ethnic minorities aligned with the United Force party 

to govern. The PNC jettisoned the Whites, Chinese and Amerindians with whom the 

PNC had formed an alliance (through the UF) to topple the Indian communist PPP from 

office. Upset with election rigging that denied them political representation, and dumped 

by the PNC, the minorities (Chinese, Portuguese and Amerindians) turned against the 

PNC regime. The Amerindians rebelled in the hinterland (Rupununi region) in an effort 

to form their own nation but were crushed by the Black army (GC Sep 24, 2009; Sep 30, 

2011; SN Feb 15, Jan 18, 2009). 

The PNC, supported by the military and police, and the PPP (though in less 

oppressive ways) with its ethnic majority ruled like medieval dictators undoing many of 

the gains made during colonial rule.  The PNC took away the peoples’ voting rights 

reversing ballot gains made earlier from the colonial masters. The PPP had an in built 

majority of parliament by virtue of the racial arithmetic of an Indian majority, and as 
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such, it did not need to engage in election chicanery to retain power as the PNC did. The 

PNC usurped the peoples’ right to vote forcing them to sign a proxy authorizing party 

agents to vote for them; when the people refused to authorize a proxy, the PNC voted for 

them anyway (KN Sep 10, 2012). The working class was treated like medieval peons 

while the governing Afro-Saxon PNC elite behaved like medieval European overlords. 

The PNC used the security forces to deal harshly against those who advocated political 

demands for gender and ethnic equality, cultural autonomy, and freedom of the press. 

The PNC crushed all efforts at reform. Reformers were harassed and intimidated and 

some like Prof. Walter Rodney and Father Bernard Darke (SN May 2, 6, & 7, 2014) were 

even killed; dissidents were frequently picked up by police and kept in dungeons or 

beaten by goons to accept the government line. Many Guyanese migrated to escape 

extreme hardship and turmoil at home and to benefit from better economic opportunities 

in other societies. The country became almost depleted of skilled personnel to work in 

industries or to service the population.  And not surprisingly, there was very little or 

negative economic growth whereas those countries where Guyanese migrated grew (KN 

Jul 28, 2014; Jul 7, 2011; SN Jan 20, 2010) 

The Portuguese and Chinese contributed significantly to growth in Guyana. But 

the PNC decided to hit the Chinese and Whites where it would hurt them the most – their 

business operations as they had controlled the bulk of the economy (GC Nov 14, Mar 15, 

2014; KN Nov 4, 2014, GT Nov 14, 2014) and dominated trade (imports as well as 

exports) as well as the distribution of goods within the country.  The PNC decimated the 

private sector (KN Jan 7, 2015). The PNC decided to take over foreign owned businesses 

as well as to regulate and control virtually all aspects of the economy including trade and 
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foreign currency transactions, bringing almost the entire economy under state ownership. 

The Chinese and Whites, who had historically dominated most of the manufacturing, big 

mining operations, trading and local business activities, became powerless as their 

economic power withered under the PNC which they had trusted to protect them against 

the threat of a communist PPP takeover (KN Sep 26, 2010). Gradually, the Chinese and 

Whites reduced productivity output and business operations resulting in retrenchment of 

workers and inevitably a decline in revenues to the state.  Most of the wealthy Chinese 

and Whites would eventually pack up during the 1970s and migrate with their capital, 

thus depriving the country of their management skills and money for investment.  Not 

long after the Chinese and Whites emigrated, the Indians (who had dominated the retail 

and other small business activities and agriculture) would follow suit. The Indians cut 

back on their farming and economic activities and began emigrating in large numbers 

during the 1970s resulting in a reduction in food availability, investments and 

management staff crippling the state controlled economy (KN Dec 22, 2013).  The state 

sector had become top heavy and inefficient and was a debilitating drain on the economy. 

The state sector was such a monstrosity that it never inspired profitability (Mandle: 1978; 

KN Apr 17, 2011).  The business and managerial (professional and educated) classes felt 

they could not stay in the country because they could no longer profit from their 

traditional skills and were forced to compromise their integrity to serve political masters 

so they can remain in business (KN Dec 10, 2013; Dec 1, 2013).  Those who were at one 

time contributing productively to the economy migrated taking their capital and skills 

with them (KN Jun 18, 2009). This has hurt the entire economy as jobs could not be 

created and wages fell drastically leading to a dip in GDP.  This resulted in a sharp 
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decline in capable managerial staff to run the economy and there were not sufficient 

government supporters to fill the void. The middle and working classes, feeling the pinch 

of lower salaries, and having to compromise on professionalism, also began to migrate in 

the late 1970s to be followed later on by even the lower class (1980s) to escape a life of 

poverty thus drastically reducing the pool of labor for economic activities to engender 

growth and development (KN Aug 2, 2013; Aug 6, 2009; Jun 13, 2009). 

On the issue of migration, almost everyone with some kind of productive skill 

gave up on the country and migrated – teachers, lawyers, nurses, doctors, engineers, 

electricians, masons, plumbers, & other professionals (KN Apr 15, 2014; Jul 7, 2011).  

For example, during the early 1970s, out of a population of less than 800,000, some 5,000 

were migrating annually (KN Aug 31, 2011). But in the late 1970s, the number doubled 

to some 10,000 migrating a year. During the 1980s, the number zoomed past 20,000 a 

year and the 1990s saw 30,000 migrating annually.  The new century has seen a further 

35,000 migrated annually (KN Feb 12, 13, 2013). That means the country was losing 

about 3% of its population annually and helps to explain why Guyana’s population 

growth was negative or constant during the 1980s till the present at about 800,000. Prof. 

Simona Vezzoli, a Research Officer attached to the University of Oxford, found that in 

1960 Guyana had a meager migration rate of six per cent – 6% of the population born in 

Guyana lived overseas mostly in England. But by 2010, a whopping 56 per cent of people 

born in Guyana lived overseas, mostly in North America (KN Apr 15, 2014). This trend 

was not surprising. The US Embassy reported that during the 1980s thru 2000s, Guyana 

used up its maximum of 20,000 resident visas a year that did not include visitors, students 

and back trackers (migrating illegally).  Large numbers estimated at over 10,000 annually 
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also migrated to Canada where many (particularly Indians) applied for and received 

refugee status during the 1980s. These numbers in the family reunification or 

professional class categories did not include the thousands of illegals who made their way 

to North America every year or those thousands who escaped to neighboring countries 

(Venezuela, Brazil, Surinam, French Guiana) and the Caribbean islands annually. (St. 

Lucia, St. Kitts, Antigua, St. Martin, Aruba, etc. are reported to have over 12,000 

Guyanese.  And Trinidad has over 40,000 Guyanese). The CIA Fact Book (2009) stated 

that net emigration (leaving Guyana) in 1998 was estimated to be about 1.4 percent of the 

population, and in 1999, this figure totaled 1.2 percent – a brain drain with the best talent 

seeking foreign shores contributing to the development of those countries (see Table p 

ix). The World Bank statistics in 2010 revealed that 84 percent of Guyanese with tertiary 

education migrated (KN Feb 12, 13, 2013).  It also noted that birth rates have not been 

keeping pace and with rising death rates, the population has been growing negatively 

since the 1980s. Due to heavy emigration, Guyana’s population is barely growing (or is 

growing negatively). With heavy emigration of Guyanese tertiary graduates (89 percent 

of who work in OECD countries, not the home economy) technology development is 

lagging”. (Source: World Bank, World Development Indicators and computation using 

IMF Public Notice no. 07/53 CAS Code: 11S2) (KN Jul 9, 2013). 

In Guyana, the ethnic groups showed that they were not and have not been 

prepared to work collaboratively to help develop a country under the control of an ethnic 

group that political opponents have felt discriminated against them.  Members who 

claimed to be victims of discrimination during PNC rule between 1966 and 1992 chose to 

migrate rather than subject themselves to the humiliation of constant persecution by a 
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racist regime. In Guyana, clearly, the ethnic groups (in opposition) or their leaders have 

not shown much interest to support activities or policies that would benefit the overall 

nation unless their members are direct beneficiaries of such activities; instead, they 

pursue measures to undermine the group in control of the state to improve their chances 

of capturing the state whenever they exposed the ruling group as unfit to hold office.  

Ethnic leaders are not concerned about the possibility that their actions could impact not 

only the economy but also their own support base that is affected by economic 

contraction. Rather, they seem hell-bent on bringing the economy to a standstill, and then 

conjure up all manner of excuses to blame the ruling dispensation to score points in their 

desire to capture political power. Also, the opposing groups are reluctant to accept any 

arguments or advocacy of policies that show benefits would accrue (trickle down) to 

them (and all groups indirectly if not directly) through benevolent government programs. 

Rather, they are more interested in direct benefits for their groups crying ethnic cleansing 

and discrimination when they don’t get their way even when government is pursuing 

(neutral) policy that is in the best interests of (all groups in) the state and even they get 

special benefits from the state (KN May 8, 2010). 

The members of ethnic groups have shown partisanship towards their group 

interests being overly supportive of any policy or program that they felt would benefit 

members of their groups other and opposed policies benefiting members of other groups.  

The two major ethnic groups did not want to be governed by the other group or to jointly 

share political power refusing to yield a political inch to the other side.  Studies by 

anthropologists (Jayawardena, M.G Smith, R.T Smith, Despres) revealed the negative 

attitudes of both groups towards each other. Africans repeatedly stated they don’t want to 
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be governed by Indians -- “Meh na want to be governed by Coolie”, in Guyanese 

parlance – don’t wish to be ruled by an Indian party (KN Jul 15, 2012). And with regards 

to political office, one group does not want to share power with other groups or parties 

(except briefly when Africans, Portuguese, Mixed, Chinese and Amerindians between 

December 1964 and 1967 collaborated to topple a left wing Indian-based government. 

This is not to say, the ethnic group in control of the state does not have members of other 

groups in its administration, but they are mere token appointments (who have no standing 

in their own group and who accept jobs in order to live) to give a deceptive appearance of 

a multi-ethnic government (KN Jan 8, 2014; May 29, 2011). One group (Africans) had no 

qualms about supporting fraudulent elections to capture and retain political power (to 

secure jobs, resources, and other benefits) for members of its group while the other 

groups tirelessly toiled against undemocratic institutions and launched a campaign for the 

restoration of democratic rule (KN Jan 23, 2014). In winning a democratic election, the 

dominant group refused to form a coalition with the group that rigged elections for 28 

years (KN Apr 29, 2008).  The ethnic antagonisms that resulted from electoral frauds and 

the refusal of one group to back democratic election would lead to the rise of an ethnic 

dictatorship right after independence (1966) during which everyone (including ethnic 

supporters of the dictatorship) suffered by losing basic freedoms and experiencing 

declining standards of living.  But the minority ethnic group did not want to yield state 

power to the majority ethnic group fearing its loss of perks and privileges that come with 

being in control of the state (KN Jun 6, 2009).  Thus, the members of the minority African 

group backed the ethnic dictatorship that remained in office till 1992 (KN Oct 5, 2012). 

The establishment of an ethnic dictatorship impacted on the political and 
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economic development of the country resulting in a serious decline in standard of living 

(KN Apr 4, 2013). The PNC ethnic dictatorship pursued policies (like nationalization of 

businesses and controlling all trade as well as imposing price controls, and withholding 

business licenses making it virtually impossible for members of other ethnic groups to 

conduct business) that geared to benefit their supporters at the expense of the other ethnic 

groups (KN Sep 6, 2009).  Non-supporting ethnic groups (Indians, Portuguese, Chinese 

and Amerindians) were precluded from participation in political affairs. They were made 

victims of racially discriminatory policies and suffered from economic squeeze of their 

businesses and agricultural farms. These groups largely withdrew from involvement in 

national development and the business and professional classes began to migrate. This 

had a telling effect on the economy (KN Jul 7, 2011). 

During the late 1980s and early 1990s in the aftermath of the collapse of socialist 

rule, democratic movements began to sweep the world providing hope that there would 

be a restoration of democratic rule and an opportunity to remove the ethnic dictatorship. 

But the racially polarized nature of Guyanese society made it difficult for a democratic 

transition as the dominant (African) minority ethnic group was opposed to the restoration 

of democracy sensing that democratic rule would end their control of Guyana losing the 

perks and opportunities that come with such control (KN Oct 23, 2013).  Unlike other 

Socialist societies that gave their population freedom, Guyana underwent a painfully slow 

process to restore democratic rule because the ruling party and its supporters were 

opposed to a change in the status quo and free and fair elections.  And when democratic 

elections were introduced in October 1992, the defeated African group refused to accept 

the concept of free and fair elections challenging the legitimacy of the other major  
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(Indian) ethnic group to govern the country (Ibid; KN Jun 3, 2012). Members of the 

defeated ethnic group pursued violent confrontations. The ethnic violence that arose out 

of Guyana’s transition to democratic rule during the early 1990s and thereafter seriously 

affected growth and other aspects of the economy as growth rate declined (KN Oct 22, 

2010). Ethnic violence and political instability frightened away new businesses towards 

investments in the economy or expansions of those already involved in operations.  

Investors withheld their hands waiting for the political climate to stabilize and for the 

new government to guarantee their right to export their profits. When it comes to 

investments and entrepreneurial activities, in general, businesses tend to look for stability 

to carry out their operations unimpeded in order to maximize profits. Once there is 

political (ethnic) violence, businesses guard their investment options cautiously. Investors 

have been wary of pouring money into Guyana. And every time there was political 

(ethnic) violence in Guyana, investors adopted a wait and see attitude (and even cut back 

on production and planned investment or expansion) and the economy suffered with 

declining growth (KN Oct 22, 2010).  Race conflict has hampered Guyana’s progress. 

One can observe a trend that after every period of violence in Guyana – such as late 

1950s, early 1960s, early 1970s, mid 1970s, most of 1980s, early 1990s, mid 1990s, early 

2000s, etc. – growth was affected, GDP/per capita impacted and the standard of living 

declined (countrystudies.us/guyana/55.htm; countrystudies.us/guyana/53.htm 

 Guyana’s economy was stagnant during the late 1950s during the ethnic 

competition for power and when the Indian party was in charge. Growth went down from 

1960 thru 64 when there were rising animosity and race riots, looting, damages to 

infrastructure as well as to properties and crops, and when factories were unable to 
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produce because of sabotage and non-reporting of workers (KN Jan 9, 2011). Guyana’s 

economy started a downward trend under the Indian-supported PPP government with the 

institutionalization of the race conflict in 1960 that impacted on Jagan’s socialist 

development plans. Economic demise continued under the African PNC that took power 

in December 1964.  As any winning party does, the PNC rewarded its supporters (with 

the spoils of office) after winning elections removing Indian professionals from top 

positions in the army, police and bureaucracy and shifting resources away from those 

sectors of the economy where Indians historically predominated (KN Jan 8, 2014) 

towards areas where Africans resided and dominated. The result was Indian and 

Amerindian (rural) areas became increasingly neglected and destitute while African areas 

were built up and modernized (Gafar: 2003; SN Jul 25, 2011). 

During the period between 1965 and 1990, the economy declined substantively 

because of the PNC’s establishment of an ethnic state. The beneficiaries of almost all 

jobs, services, facilities, loans and housing were the African masses who supported the 

ruling PNC party, not very different from what was obtained in apartheid South Africa 

with almost all the state benefits going to members of one race.  This policy discouraged 

Indians and members of other ethnic groups from being a willing participant in 

developmental activity.  Under the PNC dictatorship, the bureaucracy and the armed and 

police forces were almost 95% Africans.  Some 80% of the economy was under 

government control and it was used to institutionalize what academics described as an 

African dependency syndrome (client-patron relationship between an African party and 

its supporters) on the state employing some 80% of working Africans. In this way, more 

than half of the entire African population became dependent on the state – 95% of the 



- 151 - 

armed forces, 90% of the police and the security services, 95% of the bureaucracy, 98% 

of the National Service, 95% of the para-military wings, among other service sectors, 

were African party supporters (Ibid; GT Jan 25, 2015; KN Dec 16, 2010; May 15, 2011; 

Jun 12, 2011; SN May 15, 2012; see also Gafar: 2003; Rabe: 2005). (See also 

www.fao.org/docrep/007/ae392e/ae392e00.htm).  As another example of racially inspired 

policy, the PNC regime seized lands on the outskirts of Georgetown that Indians had used 

to grow rice and vegetables and rear sheep, goats and cattle (GC Nov 30, 2013) resulting 

in a decline in cultivation and animal husbandry – affecting the lives of everyone in the 

process because of reduced food output that led to higher prices. This led to charges of 

racism by Indians exacerbating ethnic conflict resulting in the gradual withdrawal of 

Indians and other non-Africans from economic activities triggering an economic collapse. 

So in response to the questions posed earlier on whether race conflict affects 

development, the evidence proves such a correlation. Going back to the early 1960s, 

Guyana was described as the breadbasket or the jewel of the Caribbean because of its 

economic potential and middle-income status.  Periods of relative ethnic peace and 

political stability, as for example, between 1966 and 1968 and between 1975 and 1978 

were enjoined with moderate growth and prosperity and so were the period between 1993 

and 1997 and between 2006 and 2011. The period around independence in 1966 saw 

growth when there was ethnic peace for the year preceding it. But Guyana would become 

a basket case in just a decade after decolonization (SN Aug 28, 2008) with its economic 

decline attributed largely to ethnic and political conflict in addition to government mal-

administration (journals.sta.uwi.edu/cd/index.asp?action=downloadArticle...60...). 

As analysts have commented, one cannot simply brush aside the role of racial 

http://www.fao.org/docrep/007/ae392e/ae392e00.htm
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conflict in the economic decline of a nation, or dismiss its potential economic effects, or 

disregard its importance in impacting development, or simply pretend that it does not 

exist as many politicians often tend to do (SN Dec 30 & 31, 2014; GC Feb 12, 2013;). In 

fact, researcher Mark Dacosta (2005) suggested racial conflict, among others, as one 

reason for Guyana’s economic regression after independence.  In a cross-country analysis 

of Guyana’s economic performance with fellow Caricom country Barbados (SN Aug 31, 

2011), both of which became independent in 1966, DaCosta (2005) stated that ethnic 

conflict affected economic growth of Guyana. While Guyana regressed after 

independence, Barbados made tremendous economic progress (SN Apr 21, 2011). In 

contrast, Guyana struggled to take off and in fact its economy regressed – because of 

political instability and ethnic conflict.  During the 1950s, for example, there was some 

convergence of per capita GDP in both colonies (between US$180–$190) with Guyana’s 

slightly higher.  Also, during the early 1960s, the GDP per capita for both colonies was 

about the same (slightly under $300). However, by the mid-1960s the figure for Barbados 

had risen to US$469 while that for Guyana remained stuck at US$295.  It happened that 

Guyana was plagued by racial conflict and this affected investment and growth whereas 

Barbados was very stable politically as overseas capital poured in expanding the 

economy and creating jobs that added to revenues and fueled growth.  Comparable GDP 

per capita figures in 2004 showed a similar trend as in the late 1960s with Barbados’s 

GDP per capita rising rapidly while Guyana failing to make progress. The GDP per 

capita for Barbados in 2004 was US$10,000 but less than US$1,000 for Guyana during 

the same period, a tenfold difference in a mere 40 years. Dacosta (2005) pointed out that 

based on a UN Report, Barbados was ranked 30 out of a total of 177 countries in the 
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other groups (Ibid; KN May 29, 2013) (https://books.google.com/books?isbn=0739104489) 

Section G. Jagan’s Agro Policy & African Charges of Ethnic Discrimination: 

After Jagan was installed as Chief Minister following his victory at the 1957 

polls, his government began to develop the rice and sugar industries, controlled by 

Indians, which provided the highest earnings, most hard currency exchange, and critical 

revenues to develop other parts of the economy and which accounted for 50% of national 

revenue and employment (http://countrystudies.us/guyana/53.htm). Rattle-snaked 

infested swamps were transformed into some of most flourishing agricultural schemes 

that the colony had seen and that the Caribbean had never experienced (Seenarine: 2006). 

Jagan had to fight Burnham and the colonial authorities tooth and nail to develop those 

lands (Ibid; KN Mar 31, 2009; GC Nov 25, 2013).  The investment in and development of 

agriculture not only increased food production, but also created employment and 

stimulated the development of parallel commercial and other entities (KN Jun 10, 2013; 

GC May 26, 2012; Aug 14, 2010). But Burnham and PNC leaders accused Jagan of 

favoring his ethnic supporters with his agro-focused policy; Indians dominated the sugar 

and rice industries. The fact is Jagan distributed significant amounts of lands to Africans 

to pursue farming but they were not attracted to farming and the land was not farmed. 

Sugar and rice were the backbone of the economy providing over 60% of revenues to the 

state and agriculture accounted for over 50% of the GDP as well as over half of all 

employment.  Even in 2006 and up till now, Guyana’s GDP originating in agriculture 

remains remarkably large for a Lower Middle Income country and it has been that way 

for decades. It doubled (over 33%) the expected value of 16.6 percent for a country with 

Guyana’s economic characteristics, and more than double her Caricom sister state 
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obtained family sponsorship to migrate to North America or England, going to school or 

obtaining an education was not a priority to them. Many students just dropped out of 

school. There was a high dropout rate among students during the 1980s as compared with 

earlier periods or later periods (KN Aug 31, 2013). Children were kept out of school to 

look after their younger siblings while parents joined food lines that stretched for blocks.  

A culture of children selling cigarettes and sweets or begging on the streets evolved. 

Increasingly, the young were begging in the streets for money to support their families. 

Education was distant from their minds. Children were often forced to fetch water from 

long distances because of shortages in their communities and thus could not attend school 

on a regular basis and when they did, they were often not punctual. Power black outs 

were a daily feature preventing children from studying. Fuel was in short supply to light 

hand lamps that enabled students to study or for families to prepare daily meals.  The 

physical infrastructure of the schools was in total disrepair. Virtually all the schools were 

in a dilapidated state, posing grave dangers to children.  Furniture and books were in 

short supply.  Political and racial affiliation, rather than common needs, determined the 

shipment of supplies to schools with rural and hinterland schools the most neglected. 

Schools located in communities not supportive of the PNC were neglected. Also, teacher 

shortage was common and more noticeable during the 1980s and 1990s than at any time 

in this country as teachers immigrated to other Caribbean territories (KN Jun 13, 2009).  

Equipment for technical and vocational education was almost non-existent. Low salaries 

for teachers (less than US $50 monthly during the 1970s and 1980s and less than US 

$100 a month during the 1990s) were the order of the day. And today the monthly 

teacher’s salary is around US $150. Because of all these problems and the reign of terror 
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that existed during the 1970s and 1980s, the country’s education system became a 

regional disgrace.  The general depression in the education sector was translated into 

dismal results at the Caribbean Secondary Education Certificate (CSEC) examinations. 

During the 1980s and 1990s, Guyanese students performed the worst among all 

Caribbean students taking the regional examinations. Guyana trailed exam pass rates in 

all Caribbean countries when twenty years earlier its pass rate was among the highest in 

the region (GC May 31, 2011 Aug 23, 2010; SN Feb 5, 2011; GT Jan 19, 2015). 

Section H. Failure of Farming, Clothing and Housing Policy 

Another harebrained idea of Burnham was a national program to Feed, Clothe and 

House (FCH) the nation (http://www.mongabay.com/history/guyana/guyana-health.html) 

that also turned into another costly failure to the state.  Tens of millions of dollars were 

invested to promote this idea of self-help that would supposedly lead to national self-

sufficiency in many aspects of life relating to this idea. Burnham told the people to eat 

less, sleep less, work harder and grow more and he offered financial incentives to his 

supporters to undertake the policy initiative.  What resulted were less productivity and 

less food production and the rise of several shantytowns and ghettos among PNC 

supporters. Burnham announced with much fanfare that the state would take the lead in 

farming through a Guyana National Service (GNS) program in which students in all 

schools were taught farming and were required to produce crops in school compounds as 

a practicum. Burnham also required all high school and university students to serve one 

year in GNS where they would to be trained in farming skills and obtain military training 

(SN Dec 10, 2008).  High school students were warned that unless they served in such 

after school national service programs, they would not receive high school diplomas. 

http://www.mongabay.com/history/guyana/guyana-health.html
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Students at the university level had to serve an extended tour of duty at an isolated camp 

in the interior of the country where there were reported atrocities of rape (KN Jul 24, 

2011). Burnham also mandated that public sector workers serve a period of time in GNS 

and to volunteer time on weekend to clean farms. Some were mandated to clean 

Burnham’s personal farm. While Africans signed up, Indians refused (fearing abuses and 

in fact many Indian girls were raped) and protested the policy. Protesters were jailed and 

or terrorized. University of Guyana students were beaten. Those who refused to go to 

GNS were denied diplomas from the university.   The ambitious agricultural program in 

GNS to produce cotton, pigeon peas, onion, potatoes, corn, soya, etc. and pig rearing 

flopped as climatic conditions did not allow for successful production of certain produce 

resulting in losses of millions of dollars annually.  Besides, the African youths and public 

employees had no interest in agriculture.  They were more interested in state employment 

where one simply shows up at the office and hardly performs yet still collects a check at 

the end of the month or engaged in acts of corruption (KN Apr 18, 2011). Burnham 

mandated that all schools grow crops and that all private farms turn over productions to 

the government to be paid less than cost price. Students simply went through the exercise 

to get passing grades, gain access to books and fulfill requirements to get their diplomas; 

but little was produced on such school compounds that would make the country self 

sufficient. The entire program and its bias toward the government controlled public 

servants and party supporters was politicized and was bound to fail without support from 

other groups or parties (KN Mar 20, 2014; May 28, 2012). Yet, the country’s dictator 

continued its national service system claiming it would provide job skills, create 

employment, make Guyana self sufficient, and transform the country into a developed 
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state (KN Jan 29, 2012). The opposite resulted with people virtually starving. People 

simply abandoned their farms or grew just enough for sustenance and secretly harvested 

their produce and sold them in the growing underground economy which had become the 

only avenue to find basic foods (including locally produced staples like rice and sugar) or 

toilet paper, toothpaste, and milk. (KN Jun 19, 2011; Dec 13, 2013; Feb 23, 2014). 

The housing plan was put into effect at a considerable loss to farmland and as 

such the production of food.  Government houses were built on arable farmlands that 

were used for decades by Indians to grow food and from which many Indians earned a 

living (KN Oct 27, 2012). This further reduced food output providing less with which to 

feed the expanding population. The houses were distributed to soldiers, police, 

government bureaucrats and other supporters of the regime enraging opponents of the 

government; non-Africans used the measures biased measures undertaken by government 

as justification not to cooperate with the government.  The housing program benefited the 

government’s African supporters earning the ire of the other ethnic groups that felt that 

their hard earned money was used to fund the construction of the houses that were 

allotted to government supporters (KN Nov 22, 2011). It was noted that the PNC 

supporters were also given loans to purchase houses and vehicles through the newly 

created Guyana National Cooperative Bank (GNCB) and the Guyana Agricultural and 

Industrial Bank. Most of these loans were never paid back and the government lending 

institutions like GNCB, Gaibank, etc. eventually became bankrupt with depositors losing 

their savings (KN Oct 7, 2013).  Supporters of the PNC and officers of the police, army, 

paramilitary, and national service were also given loans to furnish their houses with many 

of the loans never repaid.  The ethnic discriminatory policy pursued by the PNC regime 
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in its loan scheme created a disincentive for Indians and other ethnic groups to work and 

pay taxes since they were not the beneficiaries of government welfare programs, housing, 

generous soft loans, and related handouts.  Indians and other non-ethnic supporters of the 

regime did not want to prop up a regime that oppressed them.  In terms of any work ethic, 

almost everyone did the bare minimum required for a wage as there was no incentive to 

work hard or to implement policies and programs that would strengthen the government. 

And besides, many were waiting for immigration papers to settle abroad or looking 

forward to migrate in search of a better future elsewhere rather than continue living PNC 

humiliation under the humiliating conditions enforced by the PNC (Rampertab: 2001). 

With regards to clothing policy, the government constructed a textile factory, near 

the capital of Georgetown, far from available farmland to grow raw materials, to clothe 

the nation but apparently it forgot it needed cotton and electricity to run it in order to 

produce thread that would be transformed into cloth and stitched into clothing.  And 

when it acquired a power generator, there was a shortage of diesel to run it. Cotton was to 

be obtained from the national service program, located far away, but productivity was too 

low to sustain operation. In addition, the cotton plantations in the interior were soon 

abandoned as National Service, which was designed to engage young Africans in 

agriculture, failed to produce enough cotton to spin into thread and cloth (KN Jun 29, 

May 28, 2012). The young Africans did not want to labor on the land to grow cotton or 

other farm produce preferring instead the urban life where they could obtain a 

government office job or service in the security forces where they could obtain a salary 

without having to produce anything. Not surprisingly, the textile factory never got off the 

ground and became a white elephant covered with tall bushes and the government failed 
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in its drive to clothe the armed services much less the general population (KN Oct 4, Jun 

8, 2011; May 20, 2008; Rampertab: 2001; SN Nov 12, 2010)(GC Jun 28, 2011; see also 

http://www.mongabay.com/history/guyana/guyana-health.html). 

There was no way government directed production at state enterprises would 

succeed because workers’ commitment and motivation was lacking – a result of low pay, 

corruption and cultural reasons. The PNC party supporters were not interested in 

agriculture and they did not demonstrate the kind of discipline (punctuality), efficiency or 

commitment needed for a textile factory.  They were more interested in security or civil 

service office jobs that were promised to them in exchange for supporting the regime (SN 

Aug 21, 2014).  Burnham was forced to generate employment for his supporters who 

were looking to him for jobs since they supported and defended his illegal regime.  They 

were not committed to any development strategies. They were not keen supporters of 

Burnham’s slogans like “making the small man the real man”, “Feed, Clothe and House 

the nation”, and “National Service” (KN Apr 2, 2010). These ideas became empty 

rhetoric since they were absorbing scarce state resources without producing anything of 

value or bringing in revenues to boost the economy or sustain jobs (Ibid). At the rate the 

PNC was spending money without revenues coming in, government policy was bound to 

collapse as there was no way for the regime to sustain huge expenditures to feed, clothe, 

and house its supporters and provide them national service training and employ them in 

make shift jobs (KN Sep 27, 2010).  And the government was spending money on these 

projects at the expense of other groups who were fuming that they were not beneficiaries 

while their tax dollars were funding such projects. Non- supporters of the PNC were not 

even consulted about the elaborate programs or on how their taxes were being spent with 

http://www.mongabay.com/history/guyana/guyana-health.html
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little plowed back in their communities. And with the business class and farmers already 

marginalized, they reduced their economic activities resulting in a further reduction of 

funds into government coffers through taxation (KN Aug 16, 2012). 

In fact, most of the entrepreneurial class was pulverized and forced out of the 

country and compelled to invest their money in Canada and Barbados. It was noted that 

the private sector was seriously marginalized at a time when there was no flourishing 

activity in any of the state-commanded companies; almost all of the government 

companies, except sugar and rice, ran at a loss and these were also discriminated against 

because of the ethnicity of the employees (KN Dec 22, 2009). “The state restricted private 

sector activities that made it impossible to compete with the government owned 

companies. The state was everything and there was limited space even for a beholden 

private sector. Such a system can hardly be described as capitalist” (Ibid). The PPP 

claimed that “The economic system Guyana had under the PNC was state capitalism, 

with a government espousing socialism but practicing capitalism (Pierce: 1984). Under 

the PNC, “the state wielded economic and political power but it was a small band of 

businesses (that catered to supporters of the PNC)” (KN May 14, 2011). The state 

concentrated on national production with a small private sector filling whatever voids 

remained. What existed was a feudal type system, a backward model suited to 18th 

century Europe rather than for a 20th century Guyana.  In this system, the state 

commanded authority and obedience, and a small band of businesses competed to grab 

whatever the state left over to them (KN Dec 1, 2013; Apr 2, 2010; SN Sep 4, 2009) see 

also (http://www.guyanaundersiege.com/Leaders/Burnham1.htm). 

Ever since he acquired power, Burnham’s national development strategies and 

http://www.guyanaundersiege.com/Leaders/Burnham1.htm
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policymaking were shaped by PNC supporters and the Afro intelligentsia; there was 

hardly any meaningful consultation and input from the business elite or leaders of other 

ethnic groups or parties or even from the general population. The development strategies 

were crafted by a handful among the PNC elite and imposed from above. It was top down 

directives. Without peoples’ input and support, such strategies were bound to fail and 

could not successfully guide the economy. Non-supporters of the PNC or members of 

other ethnic groups could not continue to toil in the sun or run factories to produce 

revenues for a government that persisted in its discrimination against and persecution of 

them. With poor governance, bad management, endemic corruption, shady business 

deals, and embedded racism against non-supporters, the economy grounded to a halt. The 

government controlled agriculture, housing, and manufacturing policies failed. Poverty 

spread all over the country including in PNC strongholds (SN Nov 6, 2010; Dec 5, 2008). 

Yet, the PNC bosses continued to prosper much to the neglect of the population. 

Government policies failed to bring about much needed social change to transform the 

nation (SN Aug 21, 2014). As a result of ill-conceived development policy, the economy 

floundered with a drastic decline in growth during the PNC’s tenure in office from 

December 1964 thru October 1992 (Erriah: 91; SN Aug 18 and Apr 21, 2011). 

Section I. Decline in Professional Standards & Make Shift Jobs: 

Under the Burnham’s dictatorship, there was a general decline in professional 

standards in virtually all spheres of government activities (KN Mar 30, 2010; Jun 9, 2013) 

and offices. The PNC government staffed offices based on racial patronage and created 

make shift jobs for party supporters. The behavior of the leadership of the nation under 

the PNC provided a cue about the behavior of its followers at their jobs. The leadership 
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displayed a kind of “I don’t care a damn attitude” that was largely carried over to the rest 

of the government workforce. Election rigging, corruption among the top echelons of 

party and government, and construction of an authoritarian state provided justification for 

workers below to be lackadaisical about their job. Those at the top could not discipline 

those below because corruption was pervasive among those at the top. Thus, government 

workers did the barest minimum to get by so as to receive an official salary. And like the 

top bureaucrats and party henchmen, they also sought self-enrichment through graft and 

other forms of corruption when dealing with the public and the private sector. 

Burnham’s political agenda was overloaded with much of his own will power to 

do whatever he wanted to get back at those who snubbed him, or who felt they were 

superior to him, or did not support him. Burnham proceeded to replace a professional 

bureaucracy with PNC party supporters who were not adequately trained, qualified or 

prepared for their positions (KN Sep 19, 2014; Apr 19, 2009). Those who did not support 

his policy or his party and anyone whose loyalty was suspect were removed from 

positions (GT Nov 14, 2014). Thus, many able-bodied competent staff were removed 

simply based on ethnicity or suspected of supporting another party. Since the PNC had to 

reward its supporters with political patronage that normally come with a change in 

government, it was only natural that Indians were replaced at sensitive positions within 

the state. Indian Judges, for example, were distrusted and as such were terminated from 

employment or denied promotion. The senior most Indian Judge was bypassed for the 

position of Chief Justice in preference to a Black as the government felt Indians could not 

be trusted to provide judgment favorable to the government given the history of 

persecution of those not supportive of the PNC. Indians were also removed from the 
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armed and police forces because of doubts about their loyalty in protecting the black 

regime and they were replaced with PNC supporters.  Abdul Sattaur, an Indian, who was 

head of the Guyana Defense Force was replaced by an African; Indian deputy heads of 

the police force were also replaced with PNC affiliates (GT Jan 25, 2015). Those Indians 

who held prominent positions in the bureaucracy were replaced with ethnic loyalists. The 

few Indians who remained in the civil service or security forces were denied promotions 

and violence was used to intimidate them to leave the force or to accept their second-

class status (GT Nov 14, 2014; GC Nov 10, 2013). A PNC party card became essential 

for access to social benefits, recruitment and hiring to civil service positions, government 

contracts, and such attractive items or services as business permits. By the mid-1970s, an 

estimated 80% of the economy fell under the control of the PNC government whose 

workforce had more than doubled since 1964, becoming replete with PNC party members 

replacing qualified independent civil servants (KN Apr 2, 2011; Nov 10, 2011; 

Rampertab: 2001  http://www.guyanaundersiege.com/Leaders/Burnham1.htm). 

Many party supporters felt that since they supported the PNC government, the 

state owed them a salary and the party had promised them a job if they supported the 

party and attended campaign rallies or showed up at meetings to cheer the “Comrade 

Leader” (KN May 3, 2013; Apr 2, 2010) – a la North Korean dictators of the Kim 

dynasty. The African supporters of the ruling party felt it was their government in charge 

with over half of the African labor force depending on the government for employment 

(some 75% of working PNC supporters were employed by the state during PNC rule).  

Also, government workers were required to attend PNC rallies to show support for the 

regime whenever the dictator held public meetings (KN Aug 30, 2011) and attendance 

http://www.guyanaundersiege.com/Leaders/Burnham1.htm

