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Your Excellency, High Commissioner Aloun Assamba; Deputy High Commissioner, Mr. Lincoln Downer and other staff members of the High Commission.  Judge Patrick Robinson, members of the Working Group of Experts on People of African Descent, distinguished guests all, thank you for your presence here this evening. 

I wish to begin my presentation by explaining that the Government of Jamaica, through the Ministry of Youth and Culture, has launched a Legacy Project – a project that is aimed at ensuring that Jamaica 50 will not just be remembered as a cultural celebration in the narrow sense of “culture” but also one that enabled sustainable and tangible activities.   These activities should help to continue the transformation of our post-independence society into a just society and move it away from the atrocities and human rights violations of the colonial past.  This is an ongoing project; and the larger committee has been divided into sub-committees with specific tasks.  I lead the Education Sub-committee and one of our objectives is to lobby for compulsory history education, at least in our secondary schools. I will explain why I think this is important and link it to the objectives of the Programme of Action for the IYPAD and the proposed Decade; for among the proposals is precisely one that speaks to compulsory history education as a way to anchor people of African descent to their past.  
As some of you already know, by United Nations RESOLUTION 64/169, the General Assembly proclaimed the year 2011 the International Year for People of African Descent. The official objective was to “strengthen national actions, and regional and international cooperation for the benefit of people of African descent in relation to our full enjoyment of economic, cultural, social, civil and political rights, our participation and integration in all political, economic, social and cultural aspects of society, and the promotion of a greater knowledge of and respect for our diverse heritage and culture.” 
Those who proposed and subsequently endorsed the International Year recognized that people of African descent have been victims of enslavement, racism and structural discrimination for centuries. That in many countries, our access to opportunities in education, health, employment and justice is still inadequate, making it imperative for various concrete special measures to be used to address such conditions. UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-Moon, in launching the International Year in December 2010, reiterated the unsustainability of such conditions, stating, among other things that: “The international community cannot accept that whole communities are marginalized because of the color of their skin.” When you think about it, it is really downright backward, uneducated and stupid to do so.
As the IYPAD did not fulfill all its objectives, including the expansion of history education, my Working Group, the Working Group of Experts on People of African Descent, located in the Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights, and established following the UN World Conference Against Racism, Racial Discrimination, Xenophobia And Related Intolerance held in Durban, South Africa, in 2001, along with several member states of the UN, NGOs and Civil society groups, have lobbied for the continuation of the work of the IYPAD through a Decade for People of African Descent. And we have repeated our call for compulsory History Education to anchor PAD to our past as a human rights action.

It is in this context that I speak to you this evening.  Because even as we laud the circumstances of history that resulted in the failure of the historical attempts to suppress or even eradicate African culture and history from the landscape so that we could put our culture – especially our sports culture- on show in the UK this past Summer, as well as mark Jamaica 50 with a spectacular cultural show at the National Stadium, there is still work to be done to ensure that we pass on the best of the past to our children and their children. This is an imperative as we plan for the next 50 years.  But success with this mean insisting that our special anniversaries like Emancipation Day and the birth or death dates of our heroes and heroines are observed, not just by a few, but by everyone whether of African descent or not. It means completing the project of iconic decolonization and establishing monuments to our own icons and preventing any more attempts to plant the images of colonizers on our landscape. 
It means insisting that our children see positive images of themselves and their ancestors in the media and in the textbooks; that they hear positive stories about their origins from teachers and parents; 

That is why I want to talk to you now about the importance of history education – revisionist history education that represents a more liberating narrative of self instead of that steady diet of Eurocentric history that so many of us have been taught. I have singled out history education, not only because I am a historian, but also because, according to Marcus Mosiah Garvey, “History is the landmark by which we are directed into the true course of life.” He also tells us that “the history of a race is the guidepost of a nation’s and a race’s identity”; and this identity can best be fostered though history education. And even as we laud the introduction of Garveyism in the Civics programme in our schools in Jamaica, we know that that cannot replace History Education which Garvey himself recognized is important. 
Post-independence governments- if they are not to be labeled pro-colonial- have a responsibility to make Caribbean History mandatory at least in the secondary school system so that our people will have the intellectual ammunition that they need to counter the negative stereotypes about our past and present inherited from colonialist representations that sought to remove power from our race. 
Let me remind this audience that the Caribbean has been affected by a historically constructed image that still influences self-knowledge as well as global attitudes towards its citizens. These images, paraded as ‘truth’ and ‘knowledge,’ were the products of the minds and pens of generations of writers from the North Atlantic System, who appropriated the project of producing knowledge on the Caribbean for overseas consumption.  The early writings produced, especially descriptive accounts of African and Caribbean people, were not all the result of careful research grounded in truth and objectivity. The knowledge produced, had a discrete political purpose: to support European imperialism and “dislodge and disorient” the Caribbean in a similar way that it did Africa and the Orients, following Dani Nabudere’s and Edward Said’s formulations.

 Representations of the indigenous peoples descendants of whom will soon mark Genocide Day, justified their conquest, colonization and conversion. Colonialist writers tried to get us to believe that our ancestors deserved to be in bondage; that they had been enslaved in Africa anyway; that they were suited for hard work anyway; that were not quite human anyway; that they themselves were glad to flee Africa never to return because Africa was too “pop down”; that they had no entrepreneurial skills.  This conversation between Mrs. A.C. Carmichael, a planter’s wife who spent the 1820s in Trinidad and St. Vincent, and an enslaved woman, demonstrates the point. The writer described this ‘Ebo’ woman in St. Vincent as “in manner a perfect savage, yet not rude’ and called her “Q” rather than tell us her name: but we claim the right to call her Queenie:  

 Carmichael: What nation are you of, Queenie?  

Queenie: An Ebo 

Carmichael: Would you like to go to Africa?

Queenie: Misses, me hope never to see dat country no more

Carmichael: And you are now happier than you ever were in Africa?

Queenie: Yes, Misses, Africa one bad country

Carmichael recorded similar conversations with other enslaved people in St. Vincent; and the conversations usually went the same way with the enslaved expressing gratitude to be in the Caribbean and denigrating Africa for one reason or another, from cruel ‘massas’  through inadequate food and clothes to unsavory characters in Africa. Other negative representations of people of African descent functioned to alienate them from the means and markets of production and from the political process in the post-slavery period. 
But we have new historical knowledge to destabilize the Eurocentric history. Indeed, since the 1940s, Caribbean scholars have embraced the awesome responsibility of producing and transmitting knowledge about the region’s history and heritage to a generation disaffected with the colonialist history; a generation that increasingly posed questions such as: whose history gets told? In whose name?  For what purpose? 
.  In the process of providing answers to these questions, history educators had to undertake the task of trying to liberate Caribbean young people from the mental shackles of slavery, instilling in them a sense of pride and identity, grounded in the accomplishments of their free, enslaved and emancipated ancestors. Denying our children this education is in my view a crime against humanity.     
The Task of Reconstruction:

I move now to provide a quick survey of the kind of knowledge that our historians have produced in their attempts to dethrone the old intellectual absolutisms and introduce new 'sociologies of knowledge'.  Influenced by the democratizing appeal of social history, many sought, in Gyatri Spivak's terms, to develop a strategy of reading that spoke to the historically muted subject
; to present "the vision of the vanquished" rather than the "vision of the victors".
 They were conscious that, as the old African proverb says, “Until the lions or lionesses tell their story, the tale of the hunt will always glorify the hunter”. 

So, what is the story of the hunted now? Our historians have taught us that despite what the tourist books say, Caribbean history did not begin with Columbus. People lived in the region before 1492 and indigenous Caribbean society had its own civilization, dynamism and culture. They used the presence of descendants of the indigenous Caribbeans to remind students that despite the effort to exterminate them, indigenous people never collaborated with colonialism, fighting wars of resistance and engaging in Maroon activities as survival strategies. Far from being promiscuous, Kalinago women fought rape and the attempts by Europeans to treat them as loose women. Instead of writing about the indigenous peoples as cannibals, "problems" and "disasters" for European colonizers,
 they taught that Caribbean history should laud them for preventing Europeans from completely establishing their monopolistic economic system in the region.
  Aligning themselves with the project of true emancipation, many negated the association of Africa with slavery, savagery and barbarism.  They made use of Ivan van Sertima's book, They Came before Columbus, to demonstrate the multiple narratives of the black presence in the Americas, in the early period of colonization many being classified as "indentured laborers" rather than ‘slaves’. 

Equally, the historical dichotomization of blacks as powerless and whites as powerful was contested. Their counter-discourse was that many whites started their lives in the Caribbean as enslaved or indentured laborers; and even after the end of white indentured servitude, many remained poor and powerless, sometimes, particularly in urban centers, relying on enslaved people for economic assistance.

Through the use of revisionist works on Africa, they have shown that Caribbean people are descended from ancient civilizations; that their ancestors were not all slaves; that many of those who were forced to cross the Atlantic via the Middle Passage were chiefs, kings, queens, princes and princesses; educators, warriors, scientists, dancers and entertainers. 
We no longer have to look too hard to prove the glorious and free African origins of Caribbean black people; of the role of enslaved people’s agency in opposing the Middle Passage
 and in destabilizing the slave system; to find the political role of enslaved communities of men and women in the Caribbean, who in the context of the wider Atlantic dimensions of the trans-Atlantic Trade in Africans, were its fiercest foes.
Historians embarked on research to reclaim marginalized people's voices and to demonstrate their refusal to collaborate with slavery in the Caribbean. Statements like:

•"I am a Prince....I was much greater in Guinea....".

•"I am a prince.... For the time being, I am in your power, but nothing will ever persuade me to serve you; I would rather end my life by voluntary death".

•"I was much greater in Guinea than you are here....Now you expect me to be your slave...?".  are powerful reflections of positive self-identification by Africans captured for enslavement in the Caribbean.
  

In fact, the role of resistance in ending the slave system is now accepted; and this was despite the severe control mechanisms as illustrated by the Code Noir of the French, the Siete Partidas of the Spanish, the Gardelin Code and the later reglement of 1755 (slave laws) in St Thomas and the laws the English laid down in Barbados and applied to the rest of the Caribbean they colonized.
Caribbean Historians have stressed the enslaveds' search to reconstitute family and African culture; to negotiate terms and conditions of work, even wages, and engage in collective bargaining despite the system of slavery; their search for personal and group economic autonomy through provision grounds; their personal efforts to defeat the monopolistic tendencies of slave society and promote economic and socio-cultural diversification; women's resistance to sexual exploitation, enslaved men's resistance to plantation owners' efforts to negate their masculinity and the anti-slavery actions which brought down slavery within an economic environment of declining importance of the Caribbean to Europe. 

Caribbean historians have told the other side of the abolition story, centering the role of Black activists – not just European humanitarians and politicians - in the campaign to uproot this crime against humanity from the region.  In this regard the self-emancipation project in Haiti, St Croix, Barbados, Guyana, Jamaica and elsewhere has been publicized; and the names of heroes and heroines like Bhuddoe, Nanny, Boukman Dutty, Toussaint L’Ouverture; Sam Sharpe raised to iconic status. This is despite the effort to offer a one-sided view of abolition that centres the European activists and philosophers like William Wilberforce, who never supported the complete abolition of slavery but hoped that the plantations would survive after the ending of the slave trade – if only the enslaved could be treated better by the planters.
We have no shortage of writers telling us about our ancestors’ attempts to create an Atlantic world citizen out of the culture inequality in a world of partners that were not really partners.  We can produce evidence from Eric Williams and others that our African ancestors were fundamental to the industrial development of Europe – a fact left out of the historical narrative of Britain presented during the Olympic opening ceremony, as the organizers were either too ashamed of Britain’s past wrongs or had convenient historical amnesia when they conceived of the presentation.
 I cannot believe it was ignorance, unless it was willed ignorance.  Rather than hammer home the old narrative that European benevolence freed the enslaved, historians have explained the economic reasons for emancipation, For example, we now know that it was declining profits from sugar, the high cost of maintaining their “African Forts” and international and internal pressure that forced governments to move towards emancipation. In fact, the economic benefits of the slave trade had fallen to such a low level that it was not worth the moral and political criticism and outrage.

Whether reflected in the research on colonial, post-colonial or postmodern Caribbean societies, our scholars have intervened in and destabilized the dominant discourse that used to argue that the Caribbean was a place devoid of ideas and intellectual thought. Rather, political ideology and concepts of human rights were already sophisticated in the political philosophies and ideologies of black abolitionists 
 long before the emergence of the philosophical teachings of Marcus Garvey, Aime Cesaire, Franz Fanon or Bob Marley.

Armed with new research findings on women, they taught that black women’s role in the Caribbean was first and foremost that of producers - not reproducers; outnumbering enslaved men in the crucial field gangs.
  They were among the enslavers worst nightmare and we should pause to honor the memory of the women who fought for emancipation alongside the men: Nanny of the Jamaican Maroons who unlike Cudjoe, never signed the Treaty with Britain; Nanny Grigg of Barbados, who along with Bussa struggled to end one of the greatest crimes against humanity in Barbados in 1816; Alida of Suriname, Tula of Curacao, Betto Douglas of St. Kitts/Nevis who in 1825 demonstrated the power of hunger strike while in the stocks. Let us honor Philda, Queen and Aba of Antigua, and Charlotte, Angelique, Tranquille and Calypso of Dominica - all recognized as quintessential rebel women who embodied the spirit of Black women's resistance to systems of domination. We remember those like Whaunica, who were referred to by 18th and 19th century writers on Jamaica as female demons who thwarted the overseers in the field and fomented “petticoat rebellion.”
; Cecile Fatima of Haiti and those who were in the 1848 St. Croix emancipation protest along with Gotleib Bordeaux or General Bhuddoe and Martin King - Rogaine, Mathilda, Say, Sara, Martha, Penny and Rachel.
History is now exposing the fact that slaveholding was not an exclusive white, male project.  Women - freed black, free colored, whites - were enslavers and managers; and they were not all kind and gentle. Some free colored women were described as harsh enslavers, a reason they were among the first to be "dissed" by freed people in 1838. The narrative of Mary Prince who endured slavery in Antigua and the Turks and Caicos Islands demonstrates unambiguously the cruelty of white women who were slave holders or managers.
 
It is also clear that religion did not imply complete distancing from African culture despite the efforts of  the missionaries. 
Black men and women's resistance to Apprenticeship and the inequities of the free order so that they could actualize freedom and pursue what Glen Richards refers to as "perfect personal freedom",
  have been explored. . We now know that freed people’s agency helped to shape the modern Caribbean, making great contributions to the labour movement, trade unionism and party politics. Finally, our historians, by studying the European directed trade in African captives, slavery and the oppressive nature of post-colonial regimes (for let us not kid ourselves that emancipation and independence for some territories have resulted in equitable Caribbean societies, especially for Black people) – gave us the evidence to justify our claim for reparation. You may say that nothing can compensate for the misery and trauma suffered by our ancestors; that we cannot quantify such suffering. But we can at least demand back the compensation packages paid to the enslavers when slavery ended – 20 million pounds in the case of the British Caribbean – which when added to other calculations exceed 7.5 trillion pounds; today’s equivalent of over 21 billion USD in the case of Haiti; 5 million francs in the case of St. Croix.
Conclusion:
In conclusion, it is obvious that modern historians of Caribbean history have attempted to destabilize the hegemonic European knowledge paradigms and discourses and produced knowledge about the region that is designed to anchor its citizens to a more empowering past. The liberation by ‘Creole interpreters’ of Caribbean history of black mind and body from the disempowering language and actions of colonizers is seen as essential to black identity. Let us honor our post-colonial historians, some now passed on, who have provided us with a roadmap to true mental liberation. It is up to us to disseminate this information, if only out of respect for the groundwork they laid.. Marcus Garvey put it well: We have a beautiful history, and we shall create another in the future that will astonish the world. So, let us sing like Bob Marley in his “Babylon System is the vampire”: “we refuse to be what they wanted us to be, [because]… we are what we are”, people who, in Rex Nettleford’s poetic formulation, used “guerilla” or Maroon strategies to seek to proclaim and live a more liberating narrative of self.
Take the history to the Diaspora and to the public spaces also, because as we lobby for the end of Monarchichal system and for the CCJ, we need historical knowledge to make the case.
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