April 21st 2007 represents thirty-eight (38) years since that historic declaration of a 'National State of Emergency' by the then government of the day, which effectively suspended all basic fundamental rights of the people of Trinidad and Tobago. Today, thirty-seven (37) years after, the question is yet to be properly answered as to why the government of the day sought to act in the manner in which it acted on April 21st 1970.

Let us revisit Trinidad and Tobago in April 1970. By April 1970, the National Joint Action Committee (NJAC), which was already officially formed just over a year before on February 26th 1969 in Port of Spain, Trinidad, was successful in mobilising large sectors of both Trinidad as well as Tobago. The high point of NJAC's mobilization took place between February 26th 1970 and April 21st 1970 - a period of approximately fifty-six (56) days.


Despite the fact that Trinidad and Tobago had achieved its political independence from Britain on August 31st 1962, yet still by 1970, the government had failed miserably in transforming the society in keeping with the goals and aspirations of an independent nation.


Some eight (8) years after political independence, the colonial legacy remained fundamentally intact, economically, socially, culturally, politically, etc For example, before 1970, the economy of Trinidad and Tobago was dominated by foreigners:                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                           “Political independence was a fact of life for us but the spirit of independence never seemed to match the reality of the political state”.  (Roy Mitchell writing in 1986 about his involvement with Makandal Daaga in the organisation called Pegasus which preceded NJAC in 1960s).


Within the first year of its existence, the National Joint Action Committee was able to firmly establish itself as the people's organisation. The people were organised, mobilised, struggled and demonstrated around community issues, as well as issues of national, regional and international concern. In the words of Roy Mitchell, “another leader had taken charge of the minds of the people. Geddes Leo Granger (Makandal Daaga), was on the lips of every citizen of this country, young, old, rich and poor.” 


In 1970, people from all over the country responded to the call of NJAC. The people went through a tremendous political awakening. They now saw their goal not just in terms of changing a bad government, but changing an entire system based on the exploitation of man.

For a period of fifty six days from February 1970 to April 21st 1970, there occurred mass meetings, demonstrations, rapidly spreading strikes affecting major industries, various other forms of people's protest, open signs of disaffection in the armed forces.


The people were able to make the connection with similar anti-colonial struggles which were taking place throughout the Third World at that point in time. A new language had emerged.  A new ideology had taken hold of the minds of the young and old alike. A new spirit of enquiry was spreading throughout the land. People began questioning everything. Every institution in the land came under intense scrutiny and examination in terms of its relevance to the growth and development of the people of Trinidad and Tobago. A new consciousness was born. In fact a new man and woman was created.


People now referred to each other as Brother and Sister, whether they knew each other or not. Not surprisingly, the lowest period of violent crime in Trinidad and Tobago was during the revolutionary days of 1970. The employed and even moreso, the unemployed brothers and sisters on the blocks started reading books of all types. There developed a tremendous thirst for knowledge. The level of discussions on the blocks were dominated by informed views on politics, international affairs, economics, philosophy, culture, spirituality, values, life styles, health, nutrition, etc.


People now began to relate their problems of poverty (for example), to a history of external domination and the continuance of Imperial control. They recognized that the internal economic and social structures, the imposed patterns of culture, were all set up to serve an international system of exploitation, headquartered in the Western European capitalist countries.


In terms of the structure of business, not only were the Africans and Indians least represented within the business elite, 3:8% and 4% respectively, but those ethnic groupings had accounted for the highest percentage of poor households in the society (88:3% combined). These statistics came from a study done by Acton Camejo, which indicated the reality of the society at the time, a colonial legacy whereby there was a direct correlation between wealth and race, between occupation and colour, where white represented wealth and power and where one's chances of gaining employment in the private sector ( particularly in senior positions) depended on your race and colour.


Most significantly, therefore, NJAC was able to emphasise to the people the absolute necessity of unity particularly of the oppressed masses of Africans and Indians, if genuine national development was to be achieved. NJAC was adamant that in the racially plural situation of Trinidad and Tobago, Africans and Indians, the two major groups, had to overcome the divisions of the past. In fact, the upheaval of 1970 produced the most healthy relationships between Indians and Africans in the society since the period of struggle in the 1930's under Tubal Uriah 'Buzz' Butler.


The best example of this commitment to national unity by NJAC took place on March 12th 1970 when the historic 'March To Caroni' from Woodford Square to the Sugar Cane Fields of Central Trinidad was undertaken, led by the Leader of NJAC and accompanied by thousands of predominantly African men and women from North Trinidad.


The March to Caroni represents one of the proudest moments in the history of Trinidad and Tobago. Never before in the known history of civilization, on such a small island would thousands of people of predominantly one ethnic group, take it upon themselves to march for miles to meet thousands of fellow citizens of a different ethnic group, as a show of solidarity and understanding of the commonality of their suffering and general condition of life. If there is one day that best symbolises 'National Unity Day’  in Trinidad and Tobago, it is undoubtedly March 12, 1970.
Under the leadership of NJAC, the people sought to take their destiny into their own hands, to put an end to the unjust organisation of the society that left15% unemployed according to official figures, another 15% underemployed, wages in most areas of the economy depressingly low, unions strangled by laws, housing critically short, all public utilities shamelessly inadequate. 

The people began to see their struggle as part of the struggle of the entire Caribbean. They understood their relationship to the struggle of other peoples for Freedom. In particular other peoples who experienced the cultural, economic and political subjection of colonial rule and rose up against imperialist forces that still mark out the areas of Asia, Africa, Latin America and The Caribbean as fields of plunder.

There emerged particularly among the youth population in 1970 a genuine desire, commitment and determination to make sacrifices in the national interest. People began putting the national interest above and beyond their personal needs. The whole concept of peoples participation and consultation began taking root in the communities and villages.


At the same time, NJAC extended not just its concerns, but more importantly its activitiesin                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                      the struggle of Labour during this period.

Beginning with the Bus Workers Strike in 1969, the first major blow at the notorious Industrial Stabilisation Act (ISA) of 1965, continuing through 1970 with strikes in the sugar industry, the Water and Sewerage Authority (WASA) and stirrings in every major industry in the country, the presence of NJAC was being felt.


The fact of the matter was that by 1968, the Government was giving effective control of the Telephone Company to a foreign firm and was negotiating the sale of BWIA, the Hilton Hotel and the B.P. Oil Company.              


The events of 1970, however, resulted in the direct reversal of government policy with respect to the national economy. NJAC demonstrated throughout the length and breath of the country calling for national control of the vital areas of the economy, for involvement and participation of the people in determining the economic destiny of the nation, work and housing for the unemployed and homeless and greater social and economic justice. 

The established churches were not to be left out. NJAC called on the established churches to assume a greater responsibility for the suffering of the poor and dispossessed amongst us. The demonstration to the Catholic Cathedral on February 26th 1970 was unprecedented in awakening the church to its social responsibility. As a direct result of this development, the Church began to talk in terms of its social responsibility to the people and as such began implementing projects in depressed communities.


Indeed, one of the most remarkable features of the 1970 revolution was the cultural revival which took place and which brought about greater pride in self to both Africans and Indians. People were now no longer ashamed of their dark skinned complexion and the coarseness of their African hair. Many people began replacing their European names with names of great African and Indian historical figures.


People also began wearing more ethnic clothing, rejecting the fashion and style of the colonial oppressors in favour of beautifully crafted garments from Africa and India. There also developed as a consequence a greater search for African spiritualism which we were told was pagan and demonic. The re-emergence of the Orisha movement was one case in point. Sisters were encouraged to wear their hair natural. There was a total change in our concept of beauty. In other words, the focus of the 1970 revolution transcended the narrow confines of the geographical boundaries of Trinidad and Tobago and instead attempted to clinically attack the essence of the colonial and oppressive nature of the society. 


The result of all of this was that the activities and programmes of action of NJAC leading up to April 21st 1970, impacted positively on the society for it brought many people from different levels of the society into closer positive communication with each other.The nation was now energized as never before. 


The fifty-six (56) days of the 1970 revolution was based on the mobilisation of the masses throughout the length and breath of Trinidad and Tobago. Beginning on February 26th 1970 with the demonstration in support of students in Canada, this demonstration also went to the Royal Bank of Canada and the Catholic Cathedral on Independence Square, Port of Spain.

 
By the morning of April 21st most of the leaders of NJAC were arrested. The police used tear gas to disperse demonstrators who had gathered there, many of them sugar workers from central Trinidad. At that very moment too, the soldiers at Teteron Barracks in Chaguaramas mutinied against the State.  


The error has consistently been made in thinking that once repression and brutality is used to crush the will of the people, then the people would be unsuccessful in their efforts to achieve their objectives. But history has shown time and time again that the human spirit cannot be suppressed nor stifled by man made forms of oppression.


The spirit of the people is unconquerable. Undoubtedly, the 1970 revolution has not ended nor has it failed as some would like us to believe. Those who express such views are strangers to the lessons of the history of civilisation the world over.


No amount of guns, no amount of repressive laws, no amount of enforced jail terms or imprisonment would be sufficient to quell the will of a people to achieve self determination.  


Thirty-eight (38) years after April 21st 1970, the spirit of the people will prevail. Governments will come and Governments will go, but that indefatigable will of the people will prevail in the final analysis.  


The Struggle Continues.

