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ABSTRACT 

  
FROM MARXIST GUERRILLAS TO RASTAFARI WARRIORS: THE RISE, FALL, 

AND REINVENTION OF THE NATIONAL UNITED FREEDOM FIGHTERS 
 

 
By Bretton T. Alvaré 

 
Doctor of Philosophy 

 
Temple University, January 2011 

 
Doctoral Advisory Committee Chair: Dr. Judith Goode 

 
 

In this dissertation I argue that citizens’ definitions of social justice, and their strategies 

for pursuing it, are structured by material and discursive conditions produced by specific 

state practices.  In this study, based on multi-sited ethnographic fieldwork in the United 

States and Trinidad and Tobago, I explore this argument by examining the process by 

which the members of the National United Freedom Fighters (NUFF) initially resorted to 

violent political tactics and later abandoned them to adopt a state-sanctioned, self-funded 

“development” approach to their ongoing pursuit of social justice. The two different 

phases of the NUFF’ social movement were led by the same actors, in the same 

impoverished region, with the same material development goals.  Through comparative 

analysis of these two phases, and the material and discursive conditions characteristic of 

the two different historical moments in which they emerged, this study teases out the 

specific contextual variables that provoked the NUFF’s initial commitment to and 

subsequent renunciation of violent political action.  I argue that the transformation of the 

NUFF from a guerrilla force inspired by the promise of Marxist revolution into an NGO 



iv 
 

founded on principles of neoliberal subjectivity- self-help, participation in civil society, 

community-based volunteerism, market-oriented social reform, and spirituality 

(Rastafari)- was largely a consequence of material and discursive shifts produced by 

specific neoliberal governing practices instituted during and after the Structural 

Adjustment Program mandated by the International Monetary Fund in the mid-1980s.  

This investigation seeks to produce insights into the future of grassroots political action 

in the developing world by advancing anthropological understandings of the connections 

between culture, state practices, material conditions, and marginalized citizens’ strategies 

for social change.
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

 

In the Spring of 1972, in the wake of a Black Power Revolution that threatened to topple 

the government of the young nation of Trinidad and Tobago, the National United 

Freedom Fighters (NUFF), a small group of young Marxist revolutionaries, launched the 

only guerrilla movement in modern Anglo-Caribbean history to sustain extended military 

engagement in the field.  For three years, the Freedom Fighters lashed out at the most 

visible symbols of oppression in their lives; the foreign-owned banks and corporations 

that controlled Trinidad’s wealth and the agents of the state protecting their interests.  

Frustrated by deplorable living conditions, a dearth of educational and employment 

opportunities, and the perceived ineptitude of the national government, they carried out a 

series of robberies, assassinations, and armed confrontations with police (Bernard 1995; 

Meeks 1999; Millette 1995).  Their daring exploits inspired hundreds of once-peaceful 

young men and women, black and Indian alike, to take up the mantle of revolution and 

join the armed struggle against the devils they held responsible for their downpression 

(extreme oppression). 

In the Fall of 1999, twenty-four years after the police captured the last remaining 

guerrillas, three former brothers-in-arms returned to the site of the NUFF’s conception 

and determined to once again take up the quest for social justice they had started in the 

1970s.   Where before they drew inspiration from the violent tactics of Che Guevara, the 

Mau-Mau, and Mao Tse Tung, they now framed their goals and strategies in terms of the 

spiritual ideology and discourse of Rastafarianism (hf. Rastafari).  Their broadly defined 
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goal, to improve the material conditions and opportunities available to members of their 

local community and afford them some measure of dignity and empowerment, was the 

same as it had been in 1972, but they determined to pursue it in a very different way-by 

creating an officially registered non-government organization (NGO) grounded in their 

Rastafari faith that would expand the economic and educational opportunities of 

community residents by providing them with market-oriented resources and services like 

job placement and computer literacy training.  Having transformed themselves from 

Marxist guerrillas into spiritual Rastafari warriors, they named their new organization the 

National Rastafari Organization (NRO)1. 

This analysis explores a number of issues related to the rise, fall, and reinvention 

of the NUFF.  First, I investigate the events and experiences- both immediate and 

removed- that drove once peaceful Trinidadians to become violent guerillas in the 1970s.  

Why did they commit themselves to militancy while so many other marginalized 

Trinidadians chose to voice their discontent through comparatively non-violent means?  

Assuming that political violence is not simply an outcome of individual pathology, but 

rather the result of a confluence of personal beliefs and external factors beyond 

individuals’ control, I seek to identify the specific material and discursive factors that 

prompted the NUFF’s decision to pursue a program of social change through violent 

revolt.  Second, I explore the process by which, after suffering the injuries of state 

violence, incarceration, and self-imposed exile, some of these men and women eschewed 

armed struggle to adopt a state-sanctioned, self-funded “development” approach to their 

decades-old pursuit of social justice.  Why, in the current political-economic context, did 

                                                           
1 The names of organizations, locations, and individuals have been changed to protect subjects’ identities 
and privacy. 
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they renew their quest for social justice by founding a grassroots2, development NGO 

instead of pursuing some other available strategy for social justice?  What contextual 

factors provoked their departure from violence and subsequent embrace of the NGO 

model for progressive social change?  I link the rise, fall, and reinvention of the NUFF to 

specific shifting material and discursive conditions that disposed the Freedom Fighters to 

espouse different forms of political participation in different historical moments in order 

to enhance anthropological understandings of how social actors both define “social 

justice” and develop strategies to pursue it. 

 

Statement of Central Argument 

This analysis investigates the processes by which social movements resort to and move 

away from violent political tactics.  An ethnographic investigation of the rise, fall, and 

reinvention of the NUFF is of particular value in this pursuit since the NUFF and the 

NRO were founded by the same actors, in the same impoverished region, with the same 

material development goals.  Through comparative analysis of the two different phases of 

the NUFF movement and the material and discursive conditions of the two historical 

moments in which the NUFF and the NRO emerged, this study teases out the specific 

contextual variables that provoked the NUFF’s initial commitment to and subsequent 

renunciation of violent political action.  Rather than treating violent revolt as a special 

case, my approach situates it within a wider spectrum of political action that ranges from 

subtle acts of individual resistance and subversion (Scott 1990) to overt political 

                                                           
2 The term “grassroots” is used to denote small-scale NGOs created and operated by and for the benefit of 
local community members. 
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insurrection and rebellion.  I regard the NUFF’s armed struggle and the NRO’s grassroots 

development project as two different political responses to the same perceived injustices. 

At the historical moment when the NUFF attempted to overthrow the national 

government of Trinidad and Tobago, longstanding oppressive material conditions had 

already fomented deep-seated discontent whose expression went far beyond covert, 

passive modes of resistance.  Inspired by the discourses of the American Black Power 

Movement and other ongoing struggles for social justice elsewhere in the Caribbean and 

Latin America, tens of thousands of lower class workers and unemployed citizens, under 

the leadership of student organizations and radical trade unions with the necessary 

“tactical power” (Moore 1987; Wolf 1971) to mobilize these sufferers3(chronically 

impoverished, marginalized citizens with little hopes for the future) and channel their 

discontent into collective political action, had for the previous two years (1970-1972), 

engaged in widespread marches and demonstrations that amounted to a Black Power 

Revolution4.   

The Black Power Revolution of 1970 represented a popular response to the 

“betrayal of the hopes and aspirations” the People’s National Movement (PNM) regime 

created when it assumed control of the government in 1956, six years before Trinidad and 

Tobago officially won its independence from Great Britain (Hudson-Phillips 1995:617).  

By discursively constructing the state as a loving “mother” duty-bound to provide for the 

welfare of all “her children”, Trinidad and Tobago’s first Prime Minister, Dr. Eric 

                                                           
3 “Sufferers” is a Rastafari term used to describe chronically impoverished individuals with little hope for 
the future.  I have incorporated it into my analysis because this is the term my informants preferred in 
interviews and conversations. 
4 In Trinidad, the term “Black Power” had a very different meaning in than in the United States, where it 
referred exclusively to African-Americans.  Because of the island’s unique demography, the term “black” 
was applied to people of both African and East Indian descent.  For a full account of the 1970 Black Power 
Revolution see Ryan and Stewart’s edited volume (1995). 
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Williams, created a high-level of expectation among the populace, which, due to the 

economic realities of the post-colonial era, was nearly impossible to meet.  As much as 

Williams’ administration may have wanted to dramatically improve the material well-

being of the population, it inherited an economy that was almost entirely dependent on 

the ceaseless appeasement of foreign-owned, multi-national petroleum corporations and 

financial institutions, and the domestic elites that guarded and oversaw their operations.  

Popular opinion held that the economic policies the PNM put in place subordinated the 

welfare needs of the people to the interests of foreign capitalists, putting the regime in the 

crosshairs of Black Power leaders who sought to oust the PNM and create a “people-

centered” state.   

As masses of African and Indian sufferers began to look beyond long-standing 

racial divisions and unite in massive demonstrations, marches, and strike actions, 

intimating the possible emergence of legitimate class consciousness and class conflict, 

the government responded by declaring a national State of Emergency.  The State of 

Emergency eliminated peaceful avenues of political participation available to citizens 

while simultaneously ushering in an era of brutal police harassment and repression.  The 

Black Power Revolution peaked when a number of junior officers in the army refused to 

obey Williams’ order to enforce the State of Emergency and declared their loyalty to and 

solidarity with the sufferers.  Although they were soon forced to surrender, the army 

mutiny engendered a widely perceived weakness of the ruling regime (Griffin 1997; 

Hintzen 1989; Meeks 1999:435).   

It was in these circumstances that the young men who founded the NUFF decided 

to abandon non-violent collective action and resort to guerrilla warfare.  In this material 
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and discursive context, these radical Black Power activists “localized” (Friedman 1990) 

globally-circulating Marxist discourses advocating violent class struggle and came to 

regard armed revolution as the most effective strategy available for achieving social 

justice.  The NUFF’s goal was to overthrow the PNM regime in order to free the people 

of Trinidad and Tobago from the grips of the foreign capitalists who controlled the 

national economy, but despite their noble intentions, the Freedom Fighters were never 

able to draw the popular support necessary for their rebellion to succeed.  After three 

years of military engagement, the NUFF were finally defeated by the full coercive power 

of the state.  Having suffered the horrific consequences of an unsuccessful guerrilla 

campaign, the surviving Freedom Fighters discarded the romantic visions of armed 

struggle that had inspired them to rebel.  Even still, the most dedicated among them 

refused to abandon their quest for racial and social equality.   They determined to 

continue the NUFF’s fight for social justice, but through non-violent means.    

In the historical moment (2004) when the Freedom Fighters renewed their 

struggle for progressive social change under the banner of the NRO development NGO, 

the discursive conditions in which they were enmeshed had changed dramatically.  Just as 

the recession, stagflation, and fiscal crises of the 1970s laid the groundwork for the 

political ascendance of neoliberalism in Britain and the United States (Harvey 2005:19; 

Edelman and Haugerud 2004:17), Trinidad’s economic collapse in the 1980s paved the 

way for the national adoption of neoliberal discourses and policies.  In the wake of the 

economic crisis, neoliberalism, “a theory of political economic practices that proposes 

that human well-being can best be advanced by liberating individual entrepreneurial 

freedoms and skills within an institutional framework characterized by strong private 
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property rights, free markets, and free trade” (Harvey 2005:2), was discursively 

constructed as the antidote to the failed socialist policies of the 1970s.   Specific 

“neoliberal governing practices” (Kingfisher and Maskovsky 2008: 122) transformed the 

terrain the NRO’s leaders had to navigate in their ongoing pursuit of social justice, 

disposing them to take their struggle to new, emergent arenas beyond the scope of 

conventional models of collective political action.   

Although oppressive material conditions and widespread civil discontent persisted 

in their community and the NRO’s leaders possessed the “tactical power” (Moore 1987; 

Wolf 1971) to revolt, the perceived weakness of the state and the sustained campaign of 

police harassment that had driven them to armed struggle in 1972 were no longer present.  

Furthermore, the feelings of class-based collective belonging that had emerged during the 

Black Power Revolution, and which the NUFF considered prerequisite for the success of 

guerrilla warfare, had been shattered by the penetration of neoliberal discourses of 

multiculturalism that reified culturally derived notions of racial difference (Hale 2002).  

Finally, the Freedom Fighters’ perceptions of state responsibility had fundamentally 

changed following the government’s emphatic disavowal of the social welfare 

responsibilities it had assumed in the 1960s and privatization or abandonment of the 

wide-reaching state sponsored social welfare programs it had created in the 1970s 

(Rogozinski 2000; Henry 1993; Hintzen 1989; Premdas 1993).  Whereas before the PNM 

regime’s failure to deliver on its promise to construct a maternal welfare state had made it 

the NUFF’s primary target, two decades of neoliberalism had since convinced the 

Freedom Fighters to hold non-state actors accountable for the living conditions they had 

to endure. 
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The transformation of the NUFF from a guerrilla force inspired by the promise of 

Marxist revolution into an NGO founded on principles of “neoliberal subjectivity” 

(Kingfisher and Maskovsky 2008)- self-help, participation in civil society, community-

based volunteerism, market-oriented social reform, and spirituality (Rastafari)- was 

largely a consequence of material and discursive shifts produced by specific neoliberal 

governing practices instituted during and after the Structural Adjustment Program (SAP) 

mandated by the International Monetary Fund (IMF) in the mid-1980s.  These sent 

national inflation, unemployment, and poverty rates to record levels, privatized state-

controlled industries, and eliminated the government subsidies and state-run social 

welfare programs on which the sufferers depended for survival, while simultaneously 

transferring the accountability for social welfare and material uplift from the state onto 

the citizens themselves; responsibilizing them to address their own social problems and 

assume control of the social development of their own local communities by founding 

and administering private NGOs.  In this neoliberal material and discursive context, even 

impoverished, marginalized citizens with little education and scarce administrative 

experience, like the former Freedom Fighters who created the NRO, decided that the best 

way to improve their own lives and the lives of their fellow sufferers was to launch their 

own grassroots NGOs.  The national government actively encouraged this trend by 

making ever-increasing budget allocations to the NGO sector and trumpeting the inherent 

beneficence of a vibrant, supposedly autonomous civil society.   

The fiercely impassioned, yet untrained revolutionary social activists who 

founded and operated the NRO sought to construct a radical NGO with a socially 

progressive mission and unique organizational structure informed by their own particular, 
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faith-based vision of social justice.  But as they attempted to pursue their social 

development goals, they soon realized in order to achieve their primary objectives they 

had to first register with the appropriate government agencies; recruit and maintain staff; 

network with foreign contacts, local community leaders, and other NGOs operating in the 

region; develop a formal organizational structure; adopt bylaws; access elite technology; 

and, most importantly, raise the funds necessary to do the work (Richard 2009:172; 

Schuller 2007:80).  While the NRO’s leaders initially regarded these activities as trivial 

and largely independent of their primary mission, they ended up consuming the majority 

of staff members’ time and energy and, as has been observed elsewhere in similar 

neoliberal contexts, eventually led to the “death” or “failure” of their organization 

(Adkins and Kemper 2006; Edelman 1999: 187; Petras and Veltmeyer 2007; Riles 2000; 

Schuller 2007). Like the NUFF’s, the NRO’s movement for dignity, equality, and 

improved material well-being was also ultimately defeated by the state, but rather than 

mobilizing the police and armed forces, the state relied on subtler “technologies of 

power” (Cohn and Dirks 1988, Foster 1991:244, Williams 1989:435) to shear the 

organization of its “radical excesses” (Hale 2002:496), effectively preventing the 

Freedom Fighters from realizing their enduring vision of social justice. 

Ultimately, both the NUFF and the NRO encountered more failure than success in 

their pursuits, but there is a great deal to be learned from the histories of failed social 

movements (Adkins and Kemper 2006; Schuller 2007).  They reveal much about the 

potentials of specific approaches to affect social change and constitute a “reservoir of 

experiences that marks the tactics and worldview informing future efforts” (Edelman 

1999: 185).  This investigation of the causes and consequences of the rise, fall, and 



10 
 

reinvention of the NUFF seeks to produce insights into the future of grassroots political 

action in the developing world by advancing anthropological understandings of the 

connections between culture, material conditions, and marginalized citizens’ strategies 

for social change.    

 

Fieldwork Methods 

The fieldwork on which this project is based took place during four years (2005-2009) in 

the communities of former NUFF guerrillas living in Trinidad and the United States.  

Research was divided into two phases- the first phase focused on documenting the 

NRO’s recent foray into NGO-based social activism and the second phase focused on 

gathering archival and life-history data on the NUFF’s armed struggle in the 1970s.  

Phase one commenced in March of 2005 when I first came across the NRO’s online 

publication, The Liberator, which the NRO’s founders used to outline an ambitious local 

development agenda and draw support from members of the online “mediascape” 

(Homiak 1999) of Rastafari web communities and message boards.  After obtaining 

informed consent and reviewing the existing anthropological literature on NGO activism, 

neoliberalism, and development, I began collecting data on the historical context in which 

the NRO’s discourses, practices, and organizational structure emerged and evolved.   

In the summer of 2005, I traveled to the NRO’s headquarters in Trinidad to 

conduct grounded observation and structured interviews with the NRO’s administrators 

and members.  During this initial three-week trip, I observed the organization’s 

administrative and staff meetings and assisted them with program implementation in their 

local community.  Upon my return, the NRO’s leaders requested my services as an 
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advisor to the organization’s board of directors.  This position enabled me to document, 

by monitoring its publications, internal communications, and administrative meetings, the 

evolution of the strategic processes by which the NRO recruited new administrators and 

members, reached out to other Rastafari organizations in Trinidad and the wider 

Caribbean and, interacted with state and private funding institutions, and implemented 

services to the local community of South Village.   

Due to their small size (approximately 12 staff and administrators spread between 

Trinidad and the US) and lack of institutional affiliations, the majority of the NRO’s 

efforts were directed toward fundraising and the maintenance of what they jokingly 

referred to as their “phantom budget”.  Therefore, in addition to reviewing any grant 

applications the organization submitted to the Trinidadian government and monitoring all 

solicitations of online donations, I conducted participant observation at every fundraiser 

the NRO staged from 2005-2008.  The NRO’s development work was confined to the 

local community in Trinidad but fundraising was conducted at various locales in the 

Northeastern US and took the form of Rastafari cultural performances featuring reggae 

artists, lecturers, ital food buffets, and craft sales where white and brown-skinned Rastas 

paid a small required donation to enjoy an “authentic” Rastafari cultural experience.   

I followed the modest profits from these fundraisers back to Trinidad where they 

were used to fund the NRO’s local service projects, which included the establishment of 

computer literacy classes, local waste management solutions, community recreation 

programs, a small storefront operation, and a free True-brary (the NRO’s leaders refer to 

theirs as a True-brary to distinguish it from the typical English “lie-brary”) featuring 

Afro-centric literature.  Between 2005 and 2008 I made several trips back and forth 
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between the Western Massachusetts and Trinidad, conducting interviews and participant 

observation at the NRO’s two bases of operations.  During this first phase of research, I 

spent approximately two months “on the ground” during three trips to the NRO 

headquarters in Trinidad and made a half dozen shorter trips of 3-5 days in length to the 

NRO US headquarters in Western Massachusetts.  In December 2006, I was a part of the 

NRO’s delegation to the week-long Annual Meeting of the Caribbean Rastafari 

Organization in St. Vincent.  Taken together, these 3+ years worth of interviews, 

participant observation, and textual analysis yielded a substantial body of data regarding 

the NRO’s evolving discourses, practices, and organizational structure.   

The second phase of my research involved gathering interview and archival data 

on the rise and demise of the NUFF revolution.  As I spent time in Trinidad working with 

the NRO, it became apparent that many of the adults supporting the organization's 

development projects were former NUFF members.  Through my work with the NRO, I 

developed personal relationships with a number of these Freedom Fighters and, in some 

cases, their families as well.  Before I began collecting life-history interviews, I 

conducted an extensive review of the existing literature on the Black Power Revolution 

and the role the NUFF played in it.  I then returned to Trinidad in April 2009 and spent a 

week doing intensive archival research at the National Archives in Trinidad in order to 

reconstruct the material and discursive context in which the NUFF emerged.  Armed with 

sufficient background knowledge, I then spent the next two weeks conducting extensive 

life-history interviews with Ras Indra and Ras Cudjoe, two of the former guerrillas who 

went on to found and administer the NRO.  At the urging of these, my key informants, I 

also went on to interview a number of persons of interest who were identified as having 
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been affiliated with the NUFF, albeit as non-combatants or flatsmen (NUFF term for 

individuals not directly involved in combat but who played the critical role of providing 

the heightsmen (guerillas fighters) with supplies, gathering intelligence, furnishing police 

with misinformation, arranging transportation and accommodations, spreading 

propaganda, caring for the wounded, etc.).  These interviews, along with additional 

interviews with Cudjoe were conducted in Trinidad during a final two-week field trip in 

January of 2010.  During this final trip I also travelled with Cudjoe to visit the sites where 

the NUFF trained, planned, and carried out their operations.  Not only was I able to 

gather detailed photographic data from these sites, but revisiting them helped spur 

Cudjoe’s memory and he provided me with additional details that enhanced the 

information I had gathered in the formal interviews.  After concluding phase two of my 

research, I personally audio-taped and transcribed all of my original interviews compared 

my data with the interview data from the only three serious pre-existing studies of the 

NUFF (Bernard 1995; Meeks 1999; Millette 1995).  This body of interview and archival 

data provided the basis for my analysis of the NUFF’s practices, ideology, and 

organizational structure and the discursive and material context in which they emerged in 

the 1970s. 

My fieldwork was very much a collaborative effort in which Ras Cudjoe, and Ras 

Indra were intimately involved.  At each stage of the development of the research project, 

I conferred with them on the direction the dissertation research should take and how they 

best thought to go about it.  They helped me construct the dissertation proposal drafts I 

submitted to the graduate school and various granting institutions.  They reviewed 

transcripts of our interviews and offered additional commentary and suggestions of 
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questions to explore in future interviews.  They helped me identify and make contact with 

additional interviewees in South Village.  When I went to the national archives and began 

sifting through old newspaper articles, Indra came along to guide me, directing me as to 

what articles and reporting trends to pay special attention to.  Cudjoe exposed me to 

Bernard’s (1995) study of the NUFF and went through it with me, painstakingly noting 

the inaccuracies and exaggerations that resulted from the author’s overreliance on 

information gathered in police interrogations.  After all, if they were going to allow me to 

tell their story to the world, they were going to make sure I did it right.   

When I began my fieldwork, I was solely concerned with investigating the ways 

neoliberalism was defining the trajectory of the NRO’s current development project.  I 

knew nothing of the National United Freedom Fighters or the role the community of 

South Village had played in the Black Power Revolution.  It was Ras Cudjoe and Ras 

Indra who insisted that in order to understand the NRO, I would have to also study the 

NUFF, since they experienced both movements as part of a single lifelong struggle for 

justice, dignity, and equality.  Ultimately, they served as both informants and advisers in 

this research project.  As a young, white, middle-class, graduate student from a quiet 

Pennsylvania town, they saw me as more deserving of guidance than fear or scorn.  To 

them, I was a misguided youth who had suffered the dual misfortune of having been 

cursed with the skin of the oppressor and brainwashed by an extensive mis-education 

(deliberately racist, Euro-centric education designed to preserve the status quo) devoid of 

the life-giving teachings of Rastafari.  My university degree and race and class positions 

were not assets or privileges, but liabilities; handicaps to be overcome.  They asked only 

that I display respect and a willingness to learn; to see beyond what I had read about 
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Rastafari in books and attempt to develop an appreciation for the Rastafari principles they 

lived by.  Compared to what they were in a position to give me, I had very little to offer 

in return, but they were certain that a time would come when I could be of use in their 

struggle for social justice. 

Being conscious of the extractive nature of ethnographic research, I felt deeply 

obligated to “give back” to Ras Cudjoe and Ras Indra in any way I could; to attempt to 

repay them for the wealth of knowledge and information they were so graciously giving 

me.  I wanted to be more than a passive ethnographic observer of their social activism so 

I did my utmost to help them advance their cause.  I accepted any responsibilities they 

were willing to offer me.  At first, these were quite modest; digging ditches on the NRO 

land, helping prepare meals, and assisting in the setup and cleanup of NRO activities.  As 

our relationship grew, I gradually took on a larger role in the organization; writing 

articles for the NRO’s online newsletter, directing fundraisers in Philadelphia, serving as 

a featured speaker at NRO events, and accompanying Cudjoe to the annual meeting of 

the Caribbean Rastafari Organization  as an NRO representative.  Eventually, I was given 

the honor of being nominated the NRO’s vice-president, although it should be noted that 

this was a largely symbolic act associated with state compliance (see chapter 7).  

As much as I wanted to assist Ras Indra and Ras Cudjoe in their endeavors, I had 

reservations about accepting a decision-making role.  At times when I thought they might 

be taking a misstep, I would voice my opinion but stop short of insisting they change 

their plans.  This was their show and I wanted to let them to run it on their terms.  After 

all, it was not as if I had any prior experience administering a transnational NGO, and 

given their positions as Rastafari elders, it was not my place to question their vision.  We 
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were all essentially learning as we went along so I had no reason to think my interference 

would help. When the organization began to unravel, I did what I could to try keeping it 

afloat, like attempting to mend relationships and encourage a positive attitude among the 

staff, but to no avail.  Like the rest of the NRO staff, I spent a lot of time thinking about 

things I might have been able to do differently to prevent the organization’s dissolution, 

but upon further reflection I came to realize that the causes of its failure were largely 

structural; produced by the formal process of NGO-based social activism itself (see 

chapter 7).   

Although the NRO no longer exists, I continue to maintain my relationships with 

Ras Cudjoe and Ras Indra and still travel regularly to see them.  As so often happens in 

cultural anthropology, the individuals I relied upon as informants have become my good 

friends.  I came to them as both a researcher and a student, not only of Rastafari ideology, 

but of a way of life, a mode of existence of which I had no firsthand knowledge.  They 

are quick to recognize that while in many ways I remain their student, I have also 

assumed the role of their storyteller.  This dissertation represents my attempt to tell their 

story, a story in which I feel privileged to have played a small role.     

 

Theoretical Significance 

This project furthers anthropological understandings of why social actors commit 

themselves to insurrection in certain social contexts but not others by integrating a 

number of established anthropological theories of resistance and rebellion.  Drawing on 

Scott (1990) my study reveals the ways the oppressive, exploitative material conditions 

of the 1960s and early 70s drove disempowered Trinidadians to first question and later 
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resist and subvert the authority of the Trinidadian state in their everyday lives.  I then 

illustrate how these passive forms of resistance escalated to the level of outright rebellion 

when radical trade unions and student organizations with the necessary “tactical power” 

(Moore 1987; Wolf 1971) took the initiative to inspire an “ideological transformation” 

among the oppressed, generating a “class consciousness,” which, as Gramsci (1971:377) 

argued, is a necessary precondition for revolt.  Advancing Goodwin’s (2001) argument 

that the elimination of peaceful avenues of resistance contributes to the potential 

emergence of political violence, my research suggests that the Trinidadian government’s 

attempt to restore order by outlawing public gatherings and enhancing the powers of the 

police played a major role in driving radical, but hitherto peaceful Black Power activists 

to seriously consider armed struggle.  Finally, by specifically focusing on how the 

Freedom Fighters’ perceptions of state power shifted in the wake of the army’s refusal to 

enforce the state-mandated State of Emergency, this analysis draws attention to the ways 

a perceived weakness of the state can encourage armed struggle among the oppressed 

(Skocpol 1994; Wickham-Crowley 1992).  

This study asserts that despite the proliferation of anthropological descriptions of 

“state retrenchment” (Gill 2000), “imaginary states” (Ferguson and Gupta 2002), 

“nongovernmentality” (Jackson 2005), “apparent states” (Fouron and Glick Schiller 

2001), and the “erosion” or “decline” of state sovereignty (Held 1996), states remain at 

the center of contemporary social and political struggles for social justice by establishing 

the discursive and material terrain on which such struggles are waged.  I argue that state 

discourses and policies, and the material conditions they produce, shape discontented 

citizens’ definitions of social justice and their strategies for achieving them.  Contributing 
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to recent anthropological discussions of state power, I regard the state as more than a 

hierarchically structured bureaucratic apparatus; it is a constructed entity “produced 

through bureaucratic practices, people’s interactions with officials, and public cultural 

representations” (Sharma 2006:62) whose effectiveness relies on particular imaginative 

and symbolic devices (Ferguson and Gupta 2002:984).  My discussion of the rise, fall, 

and reinvention of the NUFF illustrates that throughout Trinidad’s independent history it 

has not only been the direct actions of the bureaucratic apparatus, but citizens’ 

estimations of the power and capabilities of the state that enable it to rule (Fouron and 

Glick-Schiller 2001:211-214).  In other words, my research advances the claim that what 

the state actually does is, to an extent, less significant than people’s imaginings of what it 

might do; as such imaginings play a larger role in guiding the trajectory of self-directed 

action than actual state coercion.    

As has been observed elsewhere in the “global south”, the implementation of 

neoliberal policies in Trinidad has opened up new spaces for social and political activism 

and an ever-growing number of “quasi-autonomous NGOs”, dedicated to a wide range of 

activities are now operating within these spaces (Edelman and Haugerud 2005:27; Barry 

et al. 1996; Fisher 1997).  The experiences of the NRO confirm that instead of a rolling 

back or retreat of the state, “neoliberal governing practices” involve a transfer of 

operations of government to non-state entities (Ferguson and Gupta 2002:989; Kingfisher 

and Maskovsky 2008: 7).  Consequently, NGOs, like the NRO, have expanded their 

scope of operations and taken on new roles and responsibilities, including the provision 

of social services and the establishment of formal channels for social protest (Edelman 

and Haugerud 2005:27; Edelman 1999; Fisher 1997).  By focusing on neoliberalism’s 
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limitations and contingencies in a specific political-economic context I hope to maintain 

neoliberalism as a valuable conceptual tool while avoiding the trap of treating it as a 

totalizing, unitary force. 

This critically engaged ethnographic study of the reinvention of the NUFF will 

contribute to the literature on the roles NGOs play in the workings of modern forms of 

power.  Drawing on Foucault’s notion of governmentality5, my research will investigate 

the social technologies by which citizens become governed not only by public and private 

institutions and agencies, but also through mechanisms of self-regulation, like 

“empowerment” (Ferguson and Gupta 2002:289) and “participation” (Sharma 2006:62-

63).  This ethnographic analysis of the NRO’s discourses, practices, and organizational 

structure will reveal the ways the material and discursive basis for social and political 

action has fundamentally changed, in accordance with the new forms of power and 

governance that characterize contemporary life.  In the current moment, new forms and 

practices of activism, like NRO’s faith-based development program, are occurring 

outside the boundaries of traditional collective political social action, but they 

nevertheless remain rooted in historical material processes of which social actors are 

acutely aware (Edelman 1999).  This study uses a political economy approach to reveal 

the similarities between the NRO’s “new” social justice movement and the NUFF’s “old” 

one, and thereby seeks to avoid the preoccupations with the politics of knowledge and 

representation, and the cultural shaping of power relations that plague recent 

                                                           

5 For discussions of neoliberal governmentality in which nongovernmental actors assume 
functions of state power, see Barry et al. 1996, Burchell 1996, Burchell et al 1991, Ferguson and 
Gupta 2002, Hindess 2004, and Rose 1996. 
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anthropological analyses of development in neoliberal contexts (Edelman 1999; Edelman 

and Harugard 2005). 

The research presented here also provides a much needed addition to the 

relatively scant literature on “faith-based” development NGOs.  While ethnographic 

studies of NGO practices abound, the NGO literature has tended to ignore one particular 

type of NGO: the religiously-driven or “faith-based” NGO (FBO). Not enough work has 

been done on “how religious ideas factor into the discourse of development” (Bornstein 

2005:3).  The limited writing that has come out recently on faith-based international 

development has focused on FBOs in Africa (Bornstein 2005; Hearn 2002; Ter Haar and 

Ellis 2006) and Asia (Tomalin 2006), with little being written on FBOs in Latin America 

and the Caribbean (see Hefferan 2007; 2009).  As with other FBOs, religious beliefs 

inform the ways the NRO planned, conceptualized, and implemented its development 

projects (Bornstein 2005: 2).  Indeed, these former guerrillas saw their conversion to 

Rastafari in the years following the NUFF’s defeat as the critical turning point in their 

lives; a moment when they reordered their ideas about the sources of and solutions to 

poverty and inequality.  Rastafari inspired them to renounce violence and renew their 

struggle for social justice in spiritual terms.   

A number of scholars have described Rastafari as a religious basis for political 

struggle (Barrett 1997; Besson 1998; Campbell 1987; Chevannes 1994; Edmonds 2002) 

but the NRO represented the first example of a legitimate, registered development NGO 

founded and operated by Rastafari bredren (devoted brethren, pl. or s.).  The NRO 

engaged in very different types of activities than those typically associated with Rastafari, 

and their development goals departed from the traditional calls for legalization of ganja 
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(marijuana, which is considered a sacrament), repatriation of Africa, and reparations for 

slavery.  Its leaders combined globally-circulating development discourses with specific 

Rastafari religious discourses regarding self-improvement, self-reliance, and 

entrepreneurship, heavily influencing their strategies for improving their local 

community, which were centered on the establishment of a community learning center 

for local residents.  In what seems to embody an inherent contradiction, the NRO’s 

learning center exposed residents to anti-capitalist, revolutionary literature while 

simultaneously pursuing a rather narrow agenda of community development intended to 

train and prepare individuals for participation in the labor market (Alvaré 2009).  My 

research investigates the contextual material and discursive factors implicated in the 

complex process by which the Freedom Fighters who ran the NRO dramatically 

transformed both their definition of social justice and their strategies for pursuing it. 

Through grounded, comparative analysis of the material and discursive transitions 

surrounding the rise, fall, and reinvention of the NUFF, this study reveals the strengths 

and weaknesses of the different political strategies the Freedom Fighters employed in 

pursuit of their development goals, connecting them to specific structural conditions that 

remained largely unseen to the social actors themselves.  My analysis also demonstrates 

how “faith” can rouse divergent forms of political participation from the same actors in 

different political economic contexts.  The NUFF guerrilla struggle required faith in the 

inevitability and transformative power of Marxist class conflict, while the NRO’s 

development work was inspired by faith in and commitment to the principles of Rastafari.  

This ethnographic investigation explores how faith, opportunity, and discontent can 

intersect to inspire vastly different strategies for social change among marginalized 
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populations in different material and discursive contexts. It attempts to illustrate how 

personal convictions manifest in political practices, demonstrates the range of political 

actions social actors can take in different life stages and political economic contexts, and 

highlights the process by which violent social actors can come to embrace less 

destructive methods for social change.    

My informants’ conversions; from politically disinterested youths, to Black Power 

activists, to violent Marxist guerrillas, to pragmatic Rastafari bredren, to NGO 

administrators; and their attendant reevaluations of their earlier definitions of social 

justice and strategies for achieving it, coincided with and were produced by their entrance 

into new “social fields” at different points in their political lives (Bourdieu and Wacquant 

1992:126).  Each of these processes of conversion involved their learning a new set of 

cultural practices with new guidelines for evaluating and reacting to future events, 

strategizing and accommodating to new situations, and innovating social practices 

(Seidman1998:154).  Each time they were drawn into a new social field- whether it was 

that associated with the traditional collectivist politics of the Black Power Revolution, the 

violent insurrectionism of the NUFF, the cultural resistance of Rastafari, or the faith-

based development works of the NRO- they found themselves “fall[ing] into” new 

patterns of thought and action and acquiring new dispositions toward the various 

strategies for pursuing social justice available to them at the time (Bourdieu 1990:90).  In 

other words, with each conversion, they acquired a new habitus; a new “system of 

acquired dispositions functioning on the practical level as categories of perception and 

assessment... as well as being the organizing principles of action” (Bourdieu 1998), 

which led them to revise their former way of thinking about, and working toward social 
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justice.  When I asked them to reflect on earlier episodes of political action in their lives, 

they did so according to their current dispositions, which had shifted by virtue of their 

departure from the social field they occupied when those actions originally took place, 

inclining them to dismiss their earlier actions as misguided, no matter how inescapable 

they seemed when the undertook them.  By examining Indra and Cudjoe’s conversions in 

these terms, it becomes possible to identify how the changing structural conditions in 

which they waged their 30-year campaign for dignity, equality, and justice compelled 

them to drastically transform their political goals, as well as their strategies for pursuing 

them, sending them on a journey from violent, Marxist guerrillas bent on the total 

reorganization of society, to peaceful, pragmatic Rastafari warriors with a modest 

program of community uplift.   

 

Chapter Outline 

At the suggestion of Ras Cudjoe and Ras Indra, this analysis proceeds chronologically 

from the period immediately preceding the Black Power Revolution (1970) and the 

emergence of the NUFF (1972) through the period when the organization reinvented 

itself as the NRO (2005-2008).  Chapter 2 discusses the material and discursive context 

in which the Black Power Revolution that gave rise to the NUFF emerged.  Chapter 3 

describes the rise and fall of the NUFF.  Chapter 4 recounts the process by which scores 

of Black Power activists and former Freedom Fighters converted to Rastafari in the late 

1970s and moved their struggle for social justice into the spiritual arena.  Chapter 5 

describes the material and discursive implications of Trinidad’s transition to neoliberal 

governance in the 1980s.  Chapter 6 ethnographically analyzes the reinvention of the 
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NUFF as the NRO.  Chapter 7 chronicles the ultimate dissolution of the NRO.  Chapter 8 

contains my concluding remarks. 

 

Brief Statement on Trinidad’s Demography 

Given this study’s focus on the significance of the material and discursive context in 

which struggles for social justice are waged, it is important to briefly discuss Trinidad’s 

unique multi-racial demography, as this very much shaped the course of historical events 

described herein.  This study deals specifically with the population of the island of 

Trinidad, the larger and more populous of the two main islands that, along with a number 

of smaller landforms, comprise the Republic of Trinidad and Tobago.  The distinct, 

multi-racial character of Trinidadian society is a product of the island’s tumultuous 

colonial history.  At the time when the island was first claimed by the Spanish in 1498, 

Trinidad was inhabited by members of several Native American tribes, most notably 

Caribs who occupied the northwest part of the island.  More than four centuries of 

colonialism following this initial discovery brought a wide variety of ethnic groups from 

around the world to the island, some free, some in chains.  In 1808, 11 years after the 

island was annexed by the British, the population of 31,478 persons reflected a huge 

diversity of races and cultures; 2,476 were whites, of whom less than half were British, 

nearly one-third French, and nearly one-fifth Spanish; 5,450 were “free Negroes” 

overwhelmingly French in sympathy and politics; 1,635 were descendants of the island’s 

mostly Carib native inhabitants; 22 were Chinese; and 21,895 were enslaved people of 

African descent (Williams 1942:67-68).   
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The labor shortage created by Emancipation (1833) compelled the white planter 

class to import East Indian indentured workers to toil on their sugar and cocoa 

plantations.  Between 1838 and 1917, half a million East Indians arrived in Trinidad and 

neighboring British Guyana (Khan 1999:252).  The colonial government employed a 

divide-and-rule strategy, segregating Trinidad’s African and East Indian populations and 

pitting the island’s two largest ethnic groups against each other (Kiely 1996:53).   

Over time, British colonial policies produced a system of racial stratification 

organized along geographic and occupational lines, confining severely impoverished low-

caste and “untouchable” Indo-Trinidadian agricultural workers to the rural areas and 

concentrating slightly less poor Afro-Trinidadian industrial workers in the urban slums in 

Port of Spain and San Fernando.  As was typical throughout the British West Indies, a 

miniscule population of white elites controlled the political and economic life of the 

colony and maintained policies designed to limit the growth and influence of a small 

ascendant middle class of light-skinned blacks, Syrians, Chinese, and high-caste Indo-

Trinidadians who sought to advance themselves through education, civil service, and 

entrepreneurship.  The deep-seated ethnic and racial divisions forged during the colonial 

era have persisted throughout Trinidad’s independent history; fragmenting the population 

and hindering the development of legitimate class consciousness (Kiely 1996:83).   

This analysis details how both the NUFF and the NRO struggled to promote 

inclusion and class-based solidarity in a country where political battles continue to be 

waged along racial lines.  Special attention is paid to the ways local and national 

definitions of race- and class-belonging shifted over time according to the specific 

material and discursive contexts in which they were deployed.    



26 
 

 

Figure 1- Statues of Marcus Garvey and Mahatma Gandhi stand side by side on the promenade in 
San Fernando reflecting Trinidad's unique African-Indian cultural divide 
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Figure 2- Map of Trinidad and Tobago 
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CHAPTER 2 

THE 1970 BLACK POWER REVOLUTION 

 

In March of 1961, as Trinidad and Tobago stood on the brink of attaining independence 

from Great Britain, Dr. Eric Willams, the Oxford-educated historian who would soon 

become the nation’s first Prime Minister, addressed a capacity crowd at Woodford 

Square in the capital, Port of Spain, and triumphantly declared, “Massa day done!” 

(Williams 1998:725).  Williams promised to usher in a new era of self-governance in 

which a highly centralized state apparatus, under the stewardship of his PNM regime, 

would guarantee the welfare and security of the people.  Accordingly, the PNM’s mission 

statement, “The People’s Charter”, called for the construction of a massive “welfare 

state” to ensure that the health, education, housing, and food needs of the population 

would be met (Hintzen 1989:45).  Williams pledged that, unlike “massa”, the 

independent Trinidadian state would be like a loving “mother” providing for all her 

“children” (Williams 1962: 281) regardless of their race, class, or ethnicity (Warner 

1993: 279).   
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Figure 3- The "University" of Woodford Square where Williams delivered his famous 
"Massa Day Done" speech 

 

Unfortunately, Williams’ new government did not live up to his promise.  Despite 

all of its black populist rhetoric the PNM represented the narrow interests of entrenched 

white elites and a relatively small Afro-Trinidadian middle class, and therefore appealed 

to racial sentiments only in order to garner the political support of the Afro-Trinidadian 

poor and working classes, which was necessary to propel the regime into power (Hintzen 

1989:46; Ho 2000:15; Kiely 1996:94; LaGuerre 1988:195-198; Ryan 1972: 370, 374-

382; Taylor 1993:256).  The PNM was composed of members of the small, ascendant 

black middle class that had begun agitating for political power in the late 19th century.   

Unable to improve their status by acquiring property, its members had instead learned to 

advance themselves through formal education (Kiely 1996:57).  In the decades leading up 

to independence, success in the education system enabled this small number of Afro-

Trinidadians to become upwardly mobile professionals-printers, doctors, lawyers, 
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teachers, civil servants- and to acquire a share of the status and power once monopolized 

by the white upper class (Singh 1994:3).  Williams himself, who earned the privilege to 

study at Oxford by winning one of three highly coveted annual “island scholarships”, 

epitomized the experience of black middle class mobility.  “Greatness, Trinidad style, 

was thrust upon me from the cradle,” Williams recalled, “My father knew that what he 

had never been able to achieve with his brains, he might with his loins.  The island 

scholarship for his son became the dream of his life” (Comitas 2008:222).  The white 

ruling class restricted the growth of this black, educated middle class by severely limiting 

the educational opportunities available to the public.  While a few talented, well-groomed 

Afro-Trinidadians, like Williams, were able to ride their educational success to upward 

mobility, the vast majority of the non-white population in late colonial Trinidad was 

denied access to secondary education, and consequently, confined to a lifetime of manual 

labor, un- and under-employment, and the poverty that went with them.        

The PNM’s racialized political rhetoric and promotion of Afro-Trinidadian 

derived national symbols, like the steelband, calypso, and Carnival, were intended to 

secure the political support of the black lower classes the party pretended to represent and 

belied the regime’s public overtures for interracial Afro-Indian solidarity and equality 

(Yelvington 1993:13).  Although the PNM may have been responsible for enshrining the 

national mottos, “every creed and race finds an equal place” and “together we aspire, 

together we achieve”, the regime continuously employed racially discriminatory policies 

and practices that victimized Indo-Trinidadians as part of a larger “divide and rule” 

strategy intended to preclude the emergence of an interracial class consciousness among 

the working and lower classes that might threaten the interests of traditional elites or the 



31 
 

ascendant Afro-Trinidadian middle class (Hintzen 1989:19; Tanikella 2003:163).  As a 

result, black members of the working and lower classes were made to identify with the 

PNM, even though, in practice, it represented the interests of the middle and upper 

classes.      

Upon taking office, Williams knew that in order to maintain control of the 

government, the PNM would have balance the welfare concerns of the black lower 

classes with the interests of traditional elites and the Afro-Trinidadian middle class.  On 

the one hand, the regime had to placate the multinational corporations who controlled 

Trinidad’s oil industry, which at that time accounted for 81% of the country’s exports and 

more than 30% of government revenue (Hintzen 1989: 136; T&TCSO BOP 1951-

1959:7).  These revenues were critical to the Afro-Trinidadian middle class as they were 

used to finance the expansion of the domestic private sector and to provide members with 

government jobs.  On the other hand, the PNM had to ensure that the material conditions 

of the Afro-Trinidadian lower classes did not deteriorate to levels which might incline 

them to withdraw their support for the party.  Williams believed that increased foreign 

investment held the key to both since it had the potential to spur the development of 

related industries that could create much-needed jobs and, in the long-term, be turned 

over to the entrepreneurial middle class (Craig 1982). 

The policy was an utter failure.  Despite a massive increase in direct foreign 

investment during the 1960s, the economy stagnated, jobs never materialized, and the 

material conditions endured by the majority of the population worsened significantly.  

The nation’s youth, who perhaps had the highest expectations for the post-independence 

era, were among those most negatively affected by the PNM’s disastrous social and 
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economic policies.  Crowded into the urban centers of Port of Spain and San Fernando, 

tens of thousands of young, unemployed Afro-Trinidadians, drawing inspiration from 

external events and ideologies in the United States, Caribbean, and Latin America, 

formulated a philosophy of Black Power that portrayed the government as lackeys of 

powerful foreign interests and custodians of a national socio-economic hierarchy 

predicated on white supremacy.  Under the leadership of radical trade unionists and 

student activists based at the University of the West Indies in St. Augustine, Trinidad’s 

sufferers launched a Black Power revolt, which, with the support of sympathetic elements 

of the armed forces, nearly succeeded in removing the PNM regime and installing a 

Marxist-socialist government that would nationalize the foreign-controlled petroleum and 

sugar industries and turn them over to the people.  It was only by declaring a national 

State of Emergency, arresting the Black Power leadership, and enlisting the aid of the 

armed forces of the United States and Venezuela that the PNM regime was able to defeat 

the attempted coup and regain control of the country. 

This chapter argues that the Black Power revolt was a direct response to the social 

and economic policies of the 1960s and the material and discursive conditions they 

produced.  By discursively constructing the newly independent Trinidadian state as a 

guarantor of welfare, racial equality, and enhanced educational and employment 

opportunities with a highly centralized bureaucracy in which even the minutest decisions 

were reviewed by the Prime Minister, the Williams regime assumed direct responsibility 

for the material well-being of the citizenry.  Given the degree to which Trinidad’s 

economic fortunes remained in the hands of foreign-owned multinational oil corporations 

and financial institutions, the discursive and practical production of such popular 
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imaginings of the state proved catastrophic for the PNM.  As a result of its decision to 

reinforce the economic policies of the recent colonial era, which focused on creating a 

favorable environment for foreign investment, the regime exercised relatively little 

control over the economy.  Yet due to Williams’ autocratic style of governance and 

discursive construction of a maternal welfare state, the people perceived the economic 

stagnation of the 1960’s, and the poverty, unemployment, and racial inequality that went 

with it, as a direct outcome of the PNM’s failure to transform the exploitative colonial 

political-economic system.  Not surprisingly, when they were mobilized by students and 

union leaders with the tactical power to organize collective political action, the working 

and lower classes directed all of their energies toward the total removal of the PNM.  The 

same promises of prosperity, equality, and self-determination that enabled Williams and 

the PNM to gain control of the government in 1962 had, in the context of the dismal 

material conditions of that prevailed in 1970, put them in the crosshairs of a Black Power 

Revolution.       

 

Massa Day Done? 

In the years leading up to independence, the PNM regime gained the full support of the 

black lower classes by promising to usher in a new era of self-determined development 

and prosperity, but upon taking office, the new government opted to reinforce the British 

colonial economic policies of the 1950s by continuing to pursue the Lewis model of 

economic development, which focused on attracting foreign capital for the expansion and 

diversification of heavy industry and domestic manufacturing by offering investors 

generous incentives (Henry 1993:66; Jeffers 1980:87-88; Kiely 1996:91; Ryan 
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1972:116).  Economist W. Arthur Lewis, who outlined his theory in “The 

Industrialization of the British West Indies” (1950), was himself a contemporary of Eric 

Williams and helped develop the regime’s first Five Year Development Program (1958-

1962) (Pantin 1995:672).  The first Five Year Plan stated unequivocally that, “What the 

government has to do is create a framework which is favorable to investment and try to 

persuade as many persons as possible, here or overseas, to create new opportunities” 

(Government of the Republic of Trinidad and Tobago (GRTT) 1958:4).  The PNM’s 

persuasion took the form of major incentives, including duty-free imports, machinery, 

raw materials, income tax holidays, and special depreciation allowances, which the 

regime used to entice foreign investors (Jeffers 1980: 88-89).  The plan, therefore, 

represented little more than a “framework of priorities designed to provide for servicing 

the programme of privately financed industrialization” (Ryan 1972:385) and actually 

“ignored the two main prescriptions of Lewis for export manufacturing and agricultural 

development” (Pantin 1995:672).  The government did not seek to engage in any direct 

participation in the economy and instead limited its activities to infrastructure 

development, including developing new industrial sites, roads, electrical grids, water 

sources, and training programs, with the aid of loans from the United States and Great 

Britain (Craig 1982; Henry 1993; Hintzen 1989:137; Jeffers 1980:89; Vertovec 1990:92).   

The PNM regime hoped that given the country’s ready supply of cheap labor and the 

massive incentive program, foreign capital would bring technology, markets, and jobs 

and create an industrial sector that nationals could take over within a reasonable time 

period (Farrell 1974:364). 
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Williams’ decidedly pro-West and pro-capitalist stance and his option to keep the 

economic fortunes of the country in the hands of privately owned foreign firms 

headquartered in Great Britain, Canada, and the United States outraged radical members 

of the trade union movement, general public, and even his own party.  One of the 

founding members of the PNM, CLR James, for example, saw this strategy as a 

capitulation of his earlier anti-colonial stance. “Dr. Williams,” James wrote, “was going 

to show the oil companies where to get off.  He was the mortal enemy of the American 

State Department and the Colonial Office.  But now he is finished with all that” (James 

1962:162).   The influential intellectual Lloyd Best went further, suggesting that that the 

PNM’s economic development program represented an extension of the “Afro-Saxon” 

mindset of the 19th century: 

Accustomed to advancing by denying our own worth, we have found it easier to rely on 
outside help in our quest for change…instead of breaking the metropolitan stranglehold 
on the economy which had kept the West Indian people in chains from the start, Willams 
and the PNM adopted the Lewis prescription of industrialization by invitation.  We hoped 
for economic transformation by borrowing capital, by borrowing management, by 
kowtowing before every manner of alien expert we could find.  We failed to see that this 
kind of dependence in our territorial context amounted to nothing but obsequiousness, 
servility, and in the last resort, to a shattering vote of no-confidence in the population of 
Trindad and Tobago [Best 1970:4]. 
 

By keeping with the Lewis model of economic development adopted by the colonial 

office, the regime drew the ire of radical elements within the country who had hoped the 

PNM would abandon the economic policies of the colonial past. 

Due to existing economic realities, Williams and the PNM were not really in a 

position to “tell the oil companies to get off”.  Despite its political independence, 

Trinidad’s economy “remained a petroleum economy in the sense that its rhythm of 

development was determined by what happened in the oil industry” and its economic 

fortunes were, therefore, very much in the hands of powerful foreign-owned oil 
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companies (Ryan 1972:387).  In order to survive, Williams knew the three major multi-

national corporations operating in Trinidad- BP, Shell, and Texaco- had to be placated.  

From their perspective, Trinidad’s oil industry, which accounted for only .5% of global 

crude production, was of minimal importance to the world market (Hintzen 1989:134).  

Had the PNM attempted to expand domestic control of the industry and conditions 

become less favorable for the multi-nationals, they could have easily used their political 

influence to cancel the special arrangements Trinidad enjoyed with foreign markets, like 

the United States, or, worse still, pulled up stakes and left completely.  Any such move 

would have been devastating for Trinidad.  Trinidad’s economy was dependent on the 

guaranteed market provided by the US, and given that the total costs and expenses of the 

oil industry exceeded the entire budget of the state and the local population did not 

possess the requisite skills and technology for running the industry, nationalizing the 

petroleum industry was simply not an option.  Lacking the human and financial resources 

to promote economic diversification through direct state intervention in the economy, the 

Williams’ PNM regime had little choice but to leave the nation’s economy in the hands 

of the foreign-dominated private sector (Henry 1993:67).  Accordingly, a 1964 

Commission of Inquiry into the industry suggested that the government “guarantee to the 

multi-nationals that… they would be able to continue operating with the least possible 

risk to their investments while enjoying generous profit margins” (Hintzen 1989:132). 

Looking back on the economic policies of the 1960s, Williams once stated that “If 

foreign investment were a key to happiness, this [Trinidad and Tobago] would have been 

a happy place” (Parris 1976:1).  By 1969, Trinidad’s oil, banking, real estate, and 

manufacturing industries had become completely dominated by foreign capital, but the 
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material conditions the Lewis model produced were anything but happy.  Increased 

foreign capitalist investment during the 1960s intensified, rather than alleviated, uneven 

development, unequal income distribution, racial discrimination, and urban deprivation 

(Kiely 1996:104-109).  Between 1958 and 1972, the pre-tax income earned by the 20% of 

the households with the lowest income declined from 3.4% to 2.2% of total income, 

while the top 20% of households recorded an increase in their share of total income from 

48.6% to 55.2% and the income of the top 10% of households jumped from 33.3% to 

37.8% (Henry 1975:75).  By 1972, 35% of the country’s households were living below 

the poverty line (Pantin 1995:670).  “The industrial revolution that most Caribbean 

reformers seemed confident would follow upon their attempts to induce private foreign 

investment had not been forthcoming by 1970” (Ryan 1995:40).  Aligned as it was with 

the interests of foreign capitalists, it is not surprising that the PNM regime sought to 

blame the nation’s economic troubles on radical trade unions, like the Oil Workers Trade 

Union (OWTU) and the All Trinidad Sugar Estates and Factory Workers Union 

(ATSEFWU), for promoting anti-capitalist politics and taking strike actions to secure 

excessive wage gains that discouraged development (Regis 1999:70). In reality, the true 

causes were the utter failures of the Lewis model and the import-substitution program 

that followed it. 

The PNM’s program of “industrialization by invitation” had failed to deliver the 

goods to a citizenry who, from the date of independence had expected their material well-

being to improve dramatically (Kiely 1996:108).  From 1956, when the PNM first 

assumed control of the government, until 1970 the growth rate of the GDP steadily 

declined (see table 2-1).  Worker unrest over low wages, poor conditions, and 
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discriminatory hiring and promotion practices was constant.  Between 1960 and 1964, 

there were 230 strikes involving 74,574 workers and the loss of 803,899 man days 

(Millette 1995:64).  In 1965, after 9 years of declining GDP growth, the government 

faced nationwide strikes in every sector of the economy, leading the PNM to declare a 

State of Emergency and hastily pass the much maligned Industrial Stabilization Act (ISA) 

to put an end to the strike activity.  The ISA created an Industrial Court to handle labor 

disputes, gave the Minister of Labor jurisdiction in questions of union recognition, and 

drastically curtailed trade unions’ ability to strike.  In spite of the reduction in labor 

unrest caused by these coercive measures against the unions, the negative GDP growth 

trend continued through 1969, when the GDP registered only 2.6% growth and petroleum 

production experienced a decline in real growth of 11.5% from the previous year 

(Hintzen 1989:80).   

Table 1: Macroeconomic Indicators 1962-1969 
 

Compiled by author 
 

Year 1962 1963 1964 1965 1966 1967 1968 1969 
% Rate of GDP 
Growth 

6.3 8.7 4.7 3.3 1.8 6.3 12.7 2.6 

% Unemployed 14 - 14 14 14 15 15 13.2 

Oil Production 
(In Millions of 
Barrels) 

48.9 48.7 49.7 48.8 55.6 65.0 66.9 55.4 

Oil Revenue % 
Total Current 
Revenue 

28.5 26.7 25.1 23.7 22.8 24.6 28.2 22.1 

Direct Foreign 
Investment in 
US $ Millions 

73.4 100.7 57.7 197.4 42.6 45.9 - - 

 

As the conflict between the government and the radical trade unions intensified, 

Trinidad’s unemployment problems threatened to reach disastrous proportions.  The 
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massive foreign capital investment for which the PNM had so desperately clamored 

failed to produce the desired results in the domestic job market. Between 1965 and 1969 

the number employed in oil and sugar production, Trinidad’s two largest and most capital 

intensive industries, actually declined by 3% (Kiely 1996:113).  From 1967- 1971, the 

official unemployment rate stood at 14% (though the true unemployment rate was 

actually 18% (Farrell 1980:50)) and only 71% of the labor force was fully employed on a 

year-round basis (Henry 1993:67; Kiely 1996:108).  It was estimated in 1970 that the 

number of new jobs needed to cater for the incremental labor force at the beginning of 

each year was 15,000 and that the new industries created by “industrialization by 

invitation” had only created 14,000 jobs in the nearly twenty years of their existence 

(Millette 1995:67).  The lack of economic opportunities led to a significant increase in 

the rate of out-migration of both skilled and unskilled workers.  In 1960, total outward 

migration stood at 100.  Between 1962 and 1968 the rate increased exponentially, with 

16,401 unskilled and 10,912 professional and skilled workers emigrating (Stewart 

1995:728).  Unemployment was most pronounced among the youth, who comprised 62% 

of the total population (Craig 1982). As of 1970, one in five youths aged 20-24 was 

unemployed and the rate for school leavers aged 15-19 stood at a staggering 30% (Kiely 

1996:108).  

These youths were among the more than 60% of primary school graduates who 

found themselves left out of a secondary education system that remained the exclusive 

domain of the very smart, who competed for a few scarce scholarships, and the very 

wealthy, whose parents could afford to pay prohibitive tuition fees to private secondary 

schools (Comitas and Smith 2008:239).  Williams and the PNM, recognizing that the 
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general population had long regarded education as the key to upward social mobility in 

Trinidad, frequently publicized their lofty plans to improve the curricula and make free 

secondary education available to all (Comitas and Smith 2008:237; Henry 1993:67; 

Hintzen 1989:45).  By putting education in the political spotlight, Williams and the PNM 

created “inordinately high expectations concerning the contributions of the state 

educational system to the enhancement of social mobility, the development of the 

national economy, and the reduction of unemployment” (Comitas and Smith 2008:269).  

Such unrealistic expectations made the situation all the more disappointing for the masses 

of youth who were excluded from secondary education altogether and, consequently, 

relegated to lives of perpetual un- and under-employment.  Despite all of the talk of 

extending secondary educational opportunities to all, the PNM did little to alter the elitist 

education model established during colonialism, which communicated a message of 

failure to a large proportion of its participants by virtue of its incapacity to carry them 

past the primary level.  Not only were the majority of youths unable to continue their 

education past primary school, but the education they did receive at the primary level was 

completely irrelevant to their lives.  Even if the Lewis model had succeeded in creating 

jobs, the youth would have had difficulty filling them since the Euro-centric primary 

school curricula did nothing to prepare students for participation in the labor market 

(Comitas and Smith 2008:224; Ryan 1995:48-49). 

 
 

From the Limes to the Blocks: The Emergence of Black Power in Trinidad 
 

Throughout the 1960s, as agricultural employment declined and people flocked to the 

cities in search of jobs, the portion of the population living in urban areas swelled from 
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36% to 53% (Kiely 1996:108).   Ever-increasing masses of unemployed youths, seething 

with discontent, found themselves concentrated in the nation’s two urban centers; Port of 

Spain in the north and San Fernando in the south.  With little room for advancement 

through participation in the formal economy, these un- or irregularly employed youths 

spent their days liming together.  Liming is a primarily male activity that basically 

involves “hanging out” in a public group setting in an atmosphere of leisure and 

relaxation, perhaps on a street corner, stairway, or sidewalk (Eriksen 1990).  While much 

of liming was devoted to “smoking and joking”, limes (small groups of people engaged in 

liming) also served as social networks that both sustained and were sustained by the 

existence of a vibrant informal economy (Hamid 2002:14).  Limers (individuals who lime 

regularly) would accept and offer small work to one another or pool their capital to form 

micro-credit associations.   

As conditions for the youth worsened during the 1960s, limes gradually became 

the exclusive property of young people not selected for educational advancement and 

without the means to participate in the ascendant consumerist culture embraced by the 

middle and upper classes.  These disillusioned young men spent most of their time on the 

streets and, with no educational or employment opportunities in sight, took on attitudes of 

having failed and been failed by “the system”.  Money was their major preoccupation and 

most individuals devoted their energies to hustling for subsistence.  Hustling was a form 

of day-to-day survival in which individuals employed a wide variety of petty money-

making schemes in an attempt to scrape together enough cash to get by until the next 

hustle presented itself.  Hustling could refer to illicit activities, like pimping, petty 

larceny, bootlegging, pick-pocketing, burglary, or gambling, or legitimate, albeit 
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temporary and usually informal, economic activities, like temporary wage work, 

performing odd jobs, or itinerant vending (Hamid 2002:20).  Competition and violence 

marked all of these pursuits and since no single hustle provided enough to survive on a 

consistent basis and the success rate of any given hustle varied from day-to-day, to be 

successful, hustlers had to become innovative, and multi-talented. 

As the decade wore on and more and more young, black, urban, unemployed 

males were forced to turn to hustling to survive, the limes began to assume an overtly 

grassroots political function.  The discourses of the limes became politicized and turned 

to focus on the common social problems plaguing participants.  In the eyes of the 

unemployed youth, the Lewis model’s failure to create jobs signified that the PNM 

government was “at best misguided and at worst betraying the interests of the nation as a 

whole” (Sutton 1983:126). The politicization of the limes was shaped by external 

influences including, the Black Power Movement and the wider civil rights struggle in 

the US, anti-Vietnam War protests, new fashions in African-American music, revolutions 

sweeping across Latin America, the importation of radical literature, and the 

popularization of marijuana-use (Hamid 2002:21; Milette 1995:73-74).  Unemployed 

limers began to abandon rum-drinking, gambling, and violence for marijuana-fueled 

discussions of the radical ideas of Frantz Fanon, Aime Césaire, Eldridge Cleaver, Stokely 

Carmichael, and Malcolm X.  On the street corners in Port of Spain and San Fernando, 

articulate, charismatic leaders began to use these external events and foreign ideas to 

formulate their own Black Power ideology with its own attendant critique of persistent 

racism and classism in Trinidad, which they disseminated to all those in attendance.  
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Differentiating themselves from the limes of their fathers’ generation, these groups of 

Black Power supporters instead referred to themselves as “blocks”. 

The education youths received “on de block” contrasted sharply with the lessons 

they had learned in primary school, which, as part of the PNM’s nationalist project, 

deliberately omitted discussions of racial inequality (Comitas and Smith 2008:279-282).  

“On de block”, attendees were made aware of the racial nature of the post-colonial power 

structure and their position within it.  Leaders criticized the black PNM government for 

perpetuating the white power structure to the detriment of the people.  In his poem, 

“White Power”(reprinted below), Lasana Kwesi identified the ways religion, education, 

the media, and local economic and cultural realities worked to perpetuate notions of 

white supremacy within Trinidad’s African and Indian descended population.  As was the 

case for thousands of other unemployed Afro-Trinidadian youths, it was “on de block” 

that Kwesi finally learned to recognize and articulate the racial injustices to which he had 

been subjected throughout his life: 

Since ah small 
small small small 
Ah reading white people 
Holy Book 
White people comic book 
History book, story book 
Latin, French and English book… 
 
Since ah small 
Small small small 
Ah seeing Jesus white 
He mother white 
He daddy white, 
A for apple white 
Twirly white 
Twisty white 
The bank man white, 
The store man white 
The priest white 
Tarzan white. 
Phantom white 
Hannibal white dey say. 



44 
 

The T.V. white, 
The film stars white white white. 
 
Since ah small 
Small small small 
Ah praying white 
Ah dressing white 
Ah talking white and 
They name meh white [Constance 1996] 

 

Like Kwesi’s poem, the carnival performances of 1970 also echoed the critiques 

of white supremacy occurring on the blocks.  Resisting attempts by the PNM to de-

politicize and de-historicize their art form for nationalistic purposes, calypsonians 

continued to act as the voices of the masses and issued scathing critiques of persistent 

racial injustice (Ho 2000:8, 14-15; Tanikella 2003:163; Warner 1993:277-281; 

Yelvington 1993:13).  In his calypso, “Massa Day Done”, legendary calypsonian, the 

Mighty Chalkdust, used a recent incident in which a white couple was debarred from a 

Port of Spain social club to highlight the failure of the PNM to enforce the principles of 

racial equality on which the nation was supposedly founded: 

We used to boast about our land 
Saying that we have integration 
We told the word that our country 
Is an example of love and racial harmony 
All that’s now a fake 
The Country Club issue made us wide awake 
But that’s a drop of water my friend 
In our ocean of discrimination 
 
Country Club is a joke there are many more 
Our banks give us loans based on our colour 
To get certain lawyers to defend you in court 
The colour of your skin or prestige is your passport 
Massa in hotel drinking rum and he doing well 
And the poor man catching he tail 
And if he thief they throw him in jail 
 
Lat’s face the facts brother look around 
Some youths have jobs others have none 
To get a job our girls have to sin 
While in most stores and banks 
You see one race and same skin [Constance 1996]   
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These and similar accusations derived from and reinforced observations and experiences 

of racial discrimination and race-based inequality shared by lower class Afro- and Indo-

Trinidadians throughout the country.   

The appalling reality of white supremacy laid bare on the blocks and in the 

calypso tents seemed everywhere apparent.  After a decade of independence, the white 

descendants of the Spanish criollos, the French creoles and the British merchant and 

planter class, who since independence had barricaded themselves in their mansions, 

exclusive social clubs, and prestigious secondary schools, continued to control the 

commercial life and political activity of the country (Regis 1999:74).  Despite all of the 

divisive racial rhetoric the PNM employed at election times, the regime actually did very 

little to alter Trinidad’s existing racist social hierarchy (Sutton 1983:120).  The expanded 

education and employment opportunities the government secured for the small, black 

middle class did nothing for the majority of Afro-Trinidadians who were forced to 

compete for scarce employment in low-wage occupations.  Members of the white and 

Chinese ethnic minorities benefitted the most from the PNM’s protectionist trade policies 

and dominated the managerial positions in the private sector (Hintzen 1989:59) (see table 

2-1 below).  A study of the business elite (defined as executive and managerial staff in 

private firms employing over 100 persons) in Trinidad in 1970 revealed that the racial 

discrimination evident in the private sector in 1960 (Harewood 1971) remained largely 

unchanged (see table 2-2). Although whites and “off-whites” made up less than 2% of the 

population, they comprised 68% of the business elite (Camejo 1971:300).  Conversely, 

mixed, Afro-, and Indo-Trinidadians, who constituted 83% of the total population, 

combined to comprise only 18% (1971:300).  The remainder of Africans and Indians 
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lucky enough to have jobs comprised the more than 76% of the labor force employed in 

low- and unskilled occupations (Hintzen 1989:18).  

Table 2: Distribution of Occupations by Race from 1970 National Census  
Source: Trinidad & Tobago, Central Statistical Office 1973 

 I II III IV V VI VII VIII  

African 11.0 9.7 4.2 5.5 35.4 6.1 8.7 19.4 100% 

Indian 8.2 9.8 6.9 25.4 31.0 8.6 3.0 7.2 100% 

White 38.8 43.5 5.5 0 10.2 1.2 0 0.8 100% 

Chinese 15.6 46.1 21.4 1.3 5.2 2.6 0 7.8 100% 

Mixed 11.9 27.3 10.1 7.9 24.6 5.6 4.1 8.2 100% 

 
Job Classification: 
I = Professional and technical staff 
II = Administrative, executive, managerial, and clerical staff 
III = Commercial, financial and insurance staff 
IV = Farmers, fishermen, hunters, loggers, and forest workers 
V = Craftsmen, production, process workers and laborers 
VI = Transport and communication staff 
VII = Construction workers 
VIII =Service worker 

 
Table 3: Color Distribution of the Business Elite as of 1970 

(Source: Camejo, Acton. 1971. Racial Discrimination in Employment in the Private Sector in 
Trinidad and Tobago: A Study of the Business Elite and the Social Structure. Social and 
Economic Studies, 20(3): 300) 

 COLOR 

RACE Very Fair Fair Light 
Brown 

Brown Black Total 

White 111 13 - - - 124 

Off-White 15 20 1 - - 36 

Chinese - 20 - - - 20 

Mixed - 4 20 - - 24 

Indian - - 2 4 3 9 

Negro - - 2 4 3 9 

Total 126 (55%) 57 (23%) 28 (12%) 16 (7%) 6 (3%) 233 (100%) 
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Shut out of the business elite and suffering the ill-effects of permanent 

unemployment or low-wage employment, Afro- and Indo-Trinidadians were over-

represented among the ranks of the poor and dispossessed.  The national poverty rate 

stood at a staggering 35%, but the numbers were higher among those who identified as 

African and higher still among the Indian population, who, concentrated as they were in 

low-wage the agricultural sector, provided more of the poor more than any other ethnic 

group (Craig 1982; Vertovec 1990:92).  A household sample of 2,744 persons in 1971-

1972 established that whereas Africans and Indians accounted for 84.7% of the sample 

population, they constituted 88.3% of the poor (Henry 1975:9).  By contrast, whites, who 

made up 1.31% of the sample, constituted only .31% of the poor (1975:9).    

By 1970, the slow rate of economic growth, conflict in industrial relations, and 

the PNM’s poor record in job creation had combined to create a highly combustible 

situation (Henry 1993:68).  The dismal economic and social reality which the majority of 

the population endured contrasted sharply with the lofty expectations Williams had 

created when he had discursively aligned himself with the masses and triumphantly 

announced “Massa day done”.  Thanks to the lavish inducements the regime had created 

to attract foreign capital, “massa” was in fact doing quite well.  Average annual capital 

outflows for the period 1956-1967 (TT$106.5 million) far exceeded the average annual 

rate of foreign investment (TT$78.4 million) indicating that as the population languished 

under the burdens of poverty and unemployment, “massa” was extracting enormous 

profits from the exploitation of the island’s resources (Millette 1995:67).  Instead of 

departing from the economic policies of the colonial era and wresting control of the 

island’s resources from the hands of foreigners and bestowing it to the people, the PNM’s 
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development strategy, focused as it was on external capital and markets, represented a 

perpetuation of the outward looking genuflecting spirit of the plantation era (Ryan 

1995:41).  Meanwhile, Williams, who had at independence pledged to transform the 

Trinidadian state into a guarantor of welfare for the people, had since 1966 almost 

completely withdrawn from public life, further contributing to the sufferers feelings of 

abandonment (Sutton 1983:125).   

By 1970, the youths on the blocks in Port of Spain and San Fernando had come to 

the full realization that un- and under-employment were all black, that the plantation 

mentality remained, that the industrial boom had worked to the benefit of foreign 

investors and their white domestic allies, and that the government had done very little to 

destroy the social, political, and cultural value systems that supported the plantation 

system (Ryan 1995:42).  The main supporters of the PNM in 1956- the black proletariat, 

progressive intellectuals, and the urban unemployed- were by 1970 its chief critics (Kiely 

1996:114).  All that was needed was a spark to ignite their revolutionary spirit and an 

organized leadership to channel their energies into productive collective political action.   

 

The 1970 Black Power Revolution 

In February 1970, the urban population of the island of Trinidad exploded in a Black 

Power Revolution that threatened to overthrow the democratically elected PNM regime.  

It began on the 26th of the month when a coalition of revolutionary student organizations 

based at the University of the West Indies in St. Augustine, the National Joint Action 

Committee (NJAC), under the leadership of Geddes Granger led 250 persons through the 

streets of Port of Spain to protest against the ongoing trial in Montreal of eleven mainly 
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black West Indian students who had been arrested a year earlier for occupying the 

computer center at Sir George Williams University (see Belgrave 1995:119-132).  They 

targeted the power bases of the local white establishment, including the Roman Catholic 

Cathedral and Chamber of Commerce, and symbols of foreign capitalist domination, 

specifically the Royal Bank of Canada and the Canadian High Commission.  Granger 

deliberately chose these various institutions for protest action in order to demonstrate the 

NJAC’s theory of Black Power, which suggested that the basis of the globally reaching 

white power structure, the source of black oppression in Trinidad, was not only 

economic, but also political and cultural. 

Granger and the rest of the NJAC leadership mobilized the sufferers by 

transforming the philosophy of Black Power articulated on the blocks from grassroots 

social commentary into a coherent program for revolutionary collective political action.  

Two official NJAC publications, Slavery to Slavery (1971a) and Conventional Politics or 

Revolution?(1971b), formalized the ideology of Black Power first articulated on the 

blocks.  Having emerged in response to the material deprivation of the black, urban poor 

this ideology identified the economic system, first and foremost, as the “major instrument 

of the oppressors in our society… founded on the calculated dehumanization of the Black 

man” (NJAC 1971a:1) by an “alliance of foreign and local white capitalists” (NJAC 

1971b:5).  The NJAC called for the people to wrest control of the economy from these 

entrenched interest groups.  “It is obvious that we, the people Black people of Trinago, 

cannot handle our problems unless the economy is in our hands,” they wrote, “We do not 

want Crumbs, we want the Whole Bread” (NJAC 1971a:11).  Mobilized by the 

suggestion that “you have nothing to lose but your servitude” (NJAC 1971b:12) 
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thousands, and later, tens of thousands of sufferers would rally to support the NJAC in 

the struggle for Black Power. 

The NJAC made it clear that their immediate goal was to use “unconventional 

politics” to overthrow the PNM regime.  They described Trinidad’s political system as 

functioning “as an arm of the economic system” and therefore an instrument of 

oppression, with the Cabinet itself acting as “merely the rubber stamp for the White 

power structure” (NJAC 1971b:3-4).  Dismissing the PNM regime as mere lackeys of 

entrenched white interests, the NJAC suggested that “all the institutions which developed 

to represent the interests of oppressed Black people have become the absorbed by the 

White establishment, largely through leadership” (NJAC 1971b:17).  Highlighting the 

need for total systemic change, the NJAC insisted that “the government can only make 

decisions on the administration of the system not decisions which will affect its nature” 

and therefore, liberation and equality “ha[d] to come from the total rejection of this 

system” (NJAC 1971b:19).  Williams himself was identified as embodying the 

contradictory “Afro-Saxon” plantation mentality plaguing Trinidadian society, “a man 

who spoke the language of the grassroots with an Oxford accent, who boasted in his 

blackness but measured himself by white standards” (NJAC 1971b:25).  It was the 

portrait NJAC painted of a “totally corrupt, comprador government in bed with foreign 

‘white’ interests which needed to be removed by any means necessary” which brought 

Trinidad’s masses of unemployed from the blocks into the arena of collective political 

action (Meeks 1995:50).  Removing the PNM, the NJAC asserted, would enable the 

sufferers to achieve their primary goals, including the reorganization of the economic 

system to alleviate poverty and unemployment, the termination of the clientelist 
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relationship with the Europe and North America, the restructuring of the education 

system, the destruction of Afro-Saxonism, and the decentralization of decision-making to 

allow more widespread popular political participation (Ryan 1995:48-49).    

The “February Revolution” was not a spontaneous uprising.  For a year prior to 

the first march through Port of Spain, the NJAC had worked feverishly to disseminate 

their philosophy of Black Power to blocks throughout the country with dozens of weekly 

newspapers and nightly “political education” classes.  They organized the frustrated 

masses and gave them direction (Craig 1982).  Nearly fifty block areas where meetings 

were regularly held were represented on the General Council.  Thus, Granger (who later 

changed his name to Makandal Daaga) recalled that “When I went into the Square in 

1970 to Speak, we were well organized.  So when the fools were talking about 

spontaneity, I knew that when I raised my hand, all of them would march” (Daaga 

1995:192). 

The day after the first demonstration on February 26th, the government attempted 

to nip the Black Power Revolution in the bud by arresting Granger and eight other leaders 

on charges of unlawful assembly, conspiracy to commit breaches of peace, disorderly 

conduct in a divine place of worship, and assaulting a police officer (Sutton 1983:120).  

This only served to further galvanize the population in their opposition to the regime.  On 

March 4, when Granger and the other leaders were released, more than 10,000 people 

marched through Port of Spain to protest against their detention.  Other local Black 

Power groups based on blocks in and around Port of Spain and San Fernando, like the 

Black Panthers, the African Unity Brothers of St. Ann, the African Cultural Association 

of St. James, the Afro-turf limers from San Juan, the National Freedom Organization 
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from Arouca and the Southern Liberation Movement from San Fernando, joined the 

NJAC in leading the marchers from Woodford Square, site of Williams famous “Massa 

Day Done” speech, to Parliament, through the business district, and past the Chamber of 

Commerce to the slums of Shanty Town in the eastern part of the capital (Meeks 

1995:146-148).  

 

Figure 4- The “Red House” in Port of Spain, the seat of the Parliament, was a focal point of the Black 
Power demonstrations of the 1970s 

 

Support for the Black Power movement was clearly growing at an exponential 

rate among the nation’s unemployed.  On March 5, supporters who gathered outside the 

trial of the nine NJAC leaders had to be dispersed by the police with baton charges and 

subsequently rioted through Port of Spain’s commercial district.  The following day, the 
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NJAC led a crowd of 20,000 on a march from Port of Spain  to San Juan, five miles away 

(Sutton 1983:121).  As their numbers swelled, Black Power supporters began to act 

independent of the NJAC leadership, taking matters into their own hands and attacking 

banks, businesses, and the homes of prominent politicians with Molotov cocktails (Meeks 

1995:150).  Dave Darbeau, another NJAC leader (who later changed his name to Khafra 

Kambon), recalled the escalation: “the atmosphere was now an atmosphere of violence” 

(Kambon 1988). 

Conspicuously absent from the demonstrations was any significant representation 

of the masses of sufferers who identified as East Indian.  Despite NJAC’s broad 

definition of the term “black”, which was meant to include both Afro- and Indo-

Trinidadians, and their calls of “Africans and Indians Unite”, many Indo-Trinidadians 

refused to identify with the slogan of Black Power and ended up feeling alienated from 

the movement (Meeks 1995:155).  Concentrated in the rural sugar belt, most Indo-

Trinidadians were loyal to the Democratic Labor Party (DLP), whose leader, Bhadase 

Maraj, was openly hostile to Black Power ideology.  His cultural hegemony over Hindus 

was a major factor in the lack of support NJAC won from the Indo-Trinidadian 

community (Kiely 1996:122).   

The ethnic scapegoating and racial antagonism that dominated partisan politics 

since the PNM took office had effectively split the oppressed African and Indian majority 

and precluded the possibility of legitimate class-based political action.  Writing in the 

midst of the revolt, Brinsley Samaroo noted in the March 21st issue of the radical OWTU 

newsletter, The Vanguard, that “The Trinidad Indian feels hardly welcome in a power 

demonstration when he knows that the clenched fist is really borrowed from the Black 
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Panthers of the US, a purely negro group, or when he sees the local advocates of power 

wearing Dashikis.”  Indo-Trinidadians were not going to support a Black Power 

Revolution when they believed it would merely replace one African-dominated 

government with another. 

Despite its reliance on symbols and discourses imported from the African-

American Black Power movement, the leaders of the NJAC knew that in order to achieve 

their goals they would need to foment inter-racial class solidarity.  The philosophy of 

Black Power contained in NJAC’s Conventional Politics or Revolution? stated 

unequivocally that “African-Indian unity must be the basis for a new society”.  At 

meetings, Granger attempted to emphasize that material deprivation, endured by Afro- 

and Indo- Trinidadians alike, not racial hatred was the driving force behind the 

movement: 

A man tell me I marched because I hate white people!  I never marched because I was 
black: I marched because I saw people hungry!...This is what caused people to walk on 
the streets; not because they hated the white people; not because they hated the 
Chinese…They walked because the economic realities of the day was such that these 
people ad everything in their hands while my people were on the streets and talking about 
my country with their pockets empty and their throats dry” [Daaga 1995:185].  

 
Deliberate attempts were made to draw the support of Trinidad’s Indian 

population.  On March 12, NJAC organized a long march from Port of Spain to Caroni, 

the heart of Central Trinidad’s largely Indian sugar belt, to raise awareness of the plight 

of plantation workers.  Before setting out, participants recited a pledge “to create 

brotherhood and unity between brother and brother, between the two black races of 

Trinidad and Tobago” and “to hold responsible those forces at work to divide the two 

races” (Trinidad Express 3/13/1970).  Although very few of the 6,000 marchers were 

Indian, the successful, peaceful demonstration sent a signal to the Indian community that 

the Black Power leadership and its supporters wanted to build bridges (Meeks 1995:157). 
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On March 23rd, Williams and the PNM, fearing the increasing intensification and 

radicalization of the movement sought to appease the demonstrators with a number of 

concessions, including the institution of a 5% unemployment relief tax, the appointment 

of a commission of inquiry to examine the charge of racial discrimination in businesses, 

and purchase of 51% of the shares of the Bank of London and Montreal.  James Milette 

of the relatively moderate United National Independence Party captured the general 

mood which followed Williams announcement of the concessions in an article he wrote 

for the April 1 issue of the Trinidad Express, “In the circumstances it was to be expected 

that [Williams’] speech should have abounded with half truths and vapid prophecies.  But 

was it really to be expected that the government would continue to pretend that it had the 

right to govern?”   

In the two weeks following Williams’ speech, the NJAC leadership worked 

arduously to build new alliances in order to give the movement sufficient strength to 

confront the government.  The most important outcome of these efforts was the official 

declaration by the OWTU on April 4th that it would join the Transport and Industrial 

Workers Union (TIWU) in supporting the NJAC.  With the support of the island’s largest 

and most powerful trade union, the overthrow of the PNM regime seemed imminent.  The 

appearance, on April 9, of over 30,000 people to participate in the highly politicized 

funeral procession of Basil Davis, a young Black Power demonstrator who had been shot 

by police 3 days earlier, made plain the massive popular support the Black Power 

movement had gained among the working classes and unemployed. 

As more and more workers joined the movement, waves of strikes swept across 

the country, affecting every single manufacturing and industrial enterprise, including 
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government services.  Most significant was the strike action by East Indian sugar workers 

at four factories and three of the largest estates, who broke with the DLP to throw their 

support behind the NJAC.  The strikes signified an emerging link between East Indian 

workers and the Black Power movement that the PNM considered too dangerous to 

ignore (Harvey 1974:47).   

On April 20th, on the eve of a planned general strike by sugar, oil, transport, and 

electrical workers, the regime declared a State of Emergency and arrested the majority of 

NJAC and other Black Power leaders and shipped them to Nelson Island (Constance 

1996:31).  Among those detained and charged with sedition were NJAC leaders Granger 

and Darbeau, NJAC public relations office Clive Nunez, president-general of the OWTU 

George Weekes, and OWTU education and research officer Winston Leonard (Brown 

1995:572).  Under the State of Emergency the police were given unrestricted powers of 

search, seizure and arrest, all public meetings were banned, and a dusk-to-dawn curfew 

was put into effect.   The PNM regime called up the 750-man Trinidad and Tobago 

Regiment to enforce the State of Emergency but a mutiny broke out when a number of 

junior officers refused to comply with the order.  

Soldiers Raffique Shah, Rex La Salle, and Mike Bazie “refused to take up arms 

against their ‘black brothers’ and took over the army base at Teteron Bay on the North 

Western tip of the island (Meeks 1995:168).  They proceeded to lead a mutiny within the 

ranks of the Regiment and hold a number of senior officers hostage.  Although they were 

not connected to NJAC or the general Black Power movement in any tangible way, many 

of the soldiers hailed from the hottest beds of Black Power activity in East Port of Spain 

and Morvant-Laventille and were also known to attend mass meetings at the “People’s 
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Parliament” in Woodford Square, the site of Williams “Massa Day Done” speech (Brown 

1995:567).  They had heeded the call for non-compliance contained in the April 4 issue 

of The Vanguard which suggested that “What you do or do not do will decide the result 

of the present struggle of the black masses of this country.  Whatever you do, do not ever 

come out against your black brothers who are fighting in your interests as well” (Brown 

1995:567).  Recalling the decision to mutiny, Shah later stated that: 

Trained as soldiers, one of our duties would have been to quell uprisings.  But 
we felt that the Government had reached to the point where they no longer 
commanded a majority by 1970.  We felt that more so, they could not order the 
army to suppress the people, because our loyalty is to the people…when the 
government becomes unpopular we are not supposed to go out and oppress 
people on behalf of the government. So we took a stand… We would take over 
the army and ensure that it would not go out and terrorize our people. 

 
Not only did the mutineers refuse to comply with the order to put down the rioters 

that had flooded the streets after the declaration of the State of Emergency, but Shah led a 

convoy towards Port of Spain with the intention of removing the government and taking 

control of the country (Constance 1996:32).  They were stopped in part by a 

confrontation with the Coast Guard in which one soldier, private Clyde Bailey, was 

killed.  Although they commanded superior artillery, the mutineers opted not to return 

fire and instead returned to their barracks.  

That the PNM regime was legitimately fearful of the success of a potential army 

coup was evidenced by their decision to put an evacuation plan into effect for the 

members of Cabinet (Hudson-Phillips 1995:620).  The coup never materialized.  

Following days of tense negotiations with representatives of the government, with 

Venezuelan and US warships on standby in the Gulf of Paria, the rebel soldiers were 

arrested on charges of mutiny and treason and detained at the Royal Jail in Port of Spain.  

Even if the Regiment had been successful in overthrowing the PNM regime, it is unlikely 
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that they would have been able to maintain control of the government in the face of a 

joint US-Venezuelan military intervention (Meeks 1995:171).   

The declaration of the State of Emergency, the arrest of the Black Power and 

radical union leadership, and the defeat of the mutiny effectively enabled the government 

to regain control of the population (Sutton 1983:128).  “The revolutionary movement, 

demoralized and without leadership, seemed to crumble and disintegrate as though it had 

never really existed” (Meeks 1995:173).  Workers returned to their jobs and, in 

compliance with the State of Emergency, refrained from further strike activity.  In the 

months and years that followed, the PNM regime enacted a strategy to prevent any 

resurgence of revolutionary activity  by making a number of concessions and “demagogic 

openings” to the left while simultaneously pursuing a relentless campaign of state 

repression- public order acts, further declarations of states of emergency, banning of 

foreign militants and militant black literature, excessive police brutality, surveillance and 

detention of regime opponents- to keep domestic militant elements in line (Ryan 

1995:48-49).  In the wake of the Black Power revolt, the government made efforts to 

ensure that citizens were made acutely aware of the power of the state; “newspaper 

editors, calypsonians, opposition politicians, and concerned citizens all felt the might of 

the State through threats, loss of work, prison terms, searches, detentions, and physical 

and mental abuse” (Constance 1996:41).   

 
Conclusion 

 
The Black Power Revolt of 1970 represented a popular response to the “betrayal of the 

hopes and aspirations” created by the PNM regime when it assumed control of the 

government in 1956, six years before Trinidad and Tobago officially won its 
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independence from Great Britain (Hudson-Phillips 1995:617).  In discursively 

constructing the state as a loving “mother” duty-bound to provide for the welfare of all 

“her children”, Williams had created a high-level of expectation within the populace that, 

due to the economic realities of the post-colonial era, was nearly impossible to fulfill.  As 

much as Williams may have wanted to dramatically improve the material well-being of 

the population, he inherited an economy that was almost entirely dependent on the good 

graces of foreign-owned, multi-national petroleum corporations and financial institutions 

and the domestic elites that enabled and oversaw their operations.  Williams had 

purportedly come to power in defense of the black, poor and young, but in order to serve 

their interests he also had to assure powerful foreign and domestic actors that their 

interests would be protected (Meeks 1995:157).  He soon learned that balancing these 

competing interests was an impossible task.  Unable to do both, he relegated his 

commitment to ensuring the welfare of the people secondary to his efforts to strengthen 

and diversify the political-economic system established during the colonial era.   

Persistent unemployment, poverty, and a lack of educational and economic 

opportunities produced widespread discontent within the population, especially among 

the masses of unemployed youth concentrated in the country’s urban centers.  

Recognizing that their interests had been subordinated to those of the establishment, these 

sufferers, under the leadership of intellectuals and labor leaders in a tactical position to 

organize their discontent into collective political action, rose up against the regime, 

which, as a consequence of its discursive assumption of the role of guarantor of welfare, 

they held immediately responsible for their material deprivation.  However, their 

imported revolutionary philosophy of “Black Power” alienated the Indo-Trinidadian 
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population from the struggle for social justice, and fragmented as they were along long-

established racial and ethnic lines, the working and lower classes failed to unite in their 

efforts to overthrow the regime.   

The government’s aggressive campaign of appeasement and repression put an end 

to the mass demonstrations, but it failed to address the underlying causes of discontent- 

poverty, unemployment, racial inequality- which persisted unabated.  Protests and strikes 

continued throughout 1971 as workers, students, and marginalized citizens defied the 

government’s attempts to silence public dissent.  Constance recalls that 1971 “was a time 

of political frame-ups and illegal lock-ups… police harassment became the order of the 

day as searches, sanctioned and illegal were the new fad” (1996:36).  To demonstrate 

their total loss of faith in the political system, the population boycotted the 1971 general 

elections and launched campaigns to have the jailed mutineers from the Regiment freed 

from prison.  By October, the Black Power demonstrations had again gathered so much 

momentum that the PNM regime was forced to declare a second State of Emergency and 

re-arrest and detain Granger, Darbeau, Weekes, Nunez, Leonard, and the rest of the Black 

Power leadership. 
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Figure 5- Headline informing readers of the declaration of a second State of Emergency in October 
1971 

 

After the expiration of the second State of Emergency, Darbeau, Granger and the 

other NJAC leaders, under constant police harassment, opted to confine their ongoing 

struggle for social justice to the cultural arena.  Compared to the strikes and marches they 

organized from in 1970 and 1971, the blockoramas (massive block parties featuring 

steelbands, calypso, reggae music, ganja-smoking, and Afro-inspired fashion trends) to 

which they later turned their attention posed little threat to the regime or the structure of 

the oppressive political-economic system on which it relied.  As such the government 

permitted and even encouraged them in these pursuits, though it should be noted that the 

enforcement of anti-marijuana laws provided police with a convenient pretense to disrupt 

any gatherings that threatened to disrupt the status quo (Hamid 2002:94-96).  Yet while 
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the States of Emergency and subsequent period of state repression essentially reduced 

Granger and the NJAC to cultural event planners and promoters, it led the more radical 

elements within the movement to embrace even more extreme, violent political tactics 

than the nation had witnessed in 1970.  In outlawing traditional collective political 

participation, the government reduced most Black Power supporters to a state of 

submission, but it also drove the boldest and most determined among them underground 

where they would continue to pursue the goals of the Black Power Revolution through 

armed struggle. 
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CHAPTER 3 

THE RISE AND FALL OF THE NATIONAL UNITED FREEDOM FIGHTERS 

 

Although most of the popular agitation of the Black Power revolution of 1970 was 

centered in the urban areas of Port of Spain and San Fernando, the revolutionary spirit of 

the movement swept like wildfire across all of Trinidad.  Due to their longstanding 

association with the radical OWTU and shared sense of belonging to a proud tradition of 

resistance stretching back to the labor unrest of 1937, the youths on the blocks in the oil 

town of South Village were among those most receptive to the NJAC’s and labor unions’ 

calls for revolutionary political action.  As the NJAC gradually succumbed to the state’s 

campaign of repression and turned its energies to staging blockoramas in Port of Spain, 

block leaders from South Village determined to directly confront the state and advance 

the struggle for Black Power to its violent conclusion.  

 In the forest outside town, they gathered to form the National United Freedom 

Fighters, a guerrilla force that would constitute the violent arm of the ongoing Black 

Power movement.  For three years, the Freedom Fighters lashed out at the most visible 

symbols of oppression in their lives; the foreign-owned banks and corporations that 

controlled the island’s wealth and the agents of the state protecting their interests.  

Frustrated by deplorable living conditions, a dearth of educational and employment 

opportunities, and the perceived ineptitude of the national government they launched a 

series of robberies, assassinations, and armed confrontations with police (Bernard 1995; 

Meeks 1999; Millette 1995).  From 1972-1975, their daring exploits inspired hundreds of 

once-peaceful young men and women, black and Indian alike, to take up the mantle of 

revolution. 
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This chapter chronicles the rise and fall of the NUFF by tracing the relevant 

details of the lives of two guerrillas, Ras Indra and Ras Cudjoe, who came of age on the 

blocks of South Village, the official birthplace of the NUFF and site of some of the 

Freedom Fighters’ most daring operations.  Born in 1955, these revolutionaries grew up 

during the economic stagnation and political turbulence of the late 1960s and, before 

joining the NUFF, were among the tens of thousands of unemployed youths who 

participated in the Black Power demonstrations of 1970.  Relying on data gathered from 

life history interviews, written autobiographical statements, and informal interviews with 

other local NUFF members and supporters, this chapter details how Indra’s and Cudjoe’s 

shared experiences of poverty, racism, and exclusion disposed them to support the NJAC 

and later take up arms against the government, risking their lives to pursue the vision of 

social justice contained in the NJAC’s Black Power philosophy.   

The goal of this chapter is to explore the process by which, in the midst of a brutal 

campaign of state repression, a number of Black Power activists from the blocks of South 

Village eschewed the NJAC’s program of non-violent political action to launch a 

sustained armed confrontation with the forces of the state.  Why, in the current political-

economic context, did they resort to armed struggle? What political, economic, and 

cultural factors converged to dispose these seemingly ordinary Trinidadian youths to seek 

to sacrifice family, normality, limb, and ultimately life in pursuit of social justice?  In 

other words, why did they “become political” and what contextual variables precipitated 

their practical transition from the traditional collective political action of the NJAC to the 

armed struggle of the NUFF?  What events disposed them to first gravitate toward and 

later abandon violent politics?  I argue that these Black Power activists’ decisions to 
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engage in, and later abandon guerrilla warfare were influenced by a number of material 

and discursive factors produced or aggravated by state social and economic policies 

enacted before and in response to the Black Power Revolution of 1970.   These policies 

were instrumental in establishing the material and discursive terrain on which Black 

Power activists’ struggle for social justice was waged, and, consequently, heavily 

informed the goals, discourses, structure, and practices of the NUFF.    

By discursively constructing the state as a guarantor of welfare that would lift up 

the poor and dispossessed and usher in a new era of prosperity for all, regardless of race 

or ethnicity, Prime Minister Eric Williams and the PNM regime established an 

exceedingly high level of expectation among the lower classes.  As a consequence of the 

PNM’s public assignment of the full responsibility for the social and material well-being 

of the population to the state, the sufferers held the government directly accountable for 

the material conditions in which they lived, even if these were produced by external 

political and economic factors beyond its control.  Therefore, when the Freedom Fighters 

initiated their armed struggle their immediate efforts were directed toward removing the 

PNM from office in order to construct a socialist state.  

The negative consequences produced by the failure of the Lewis Model of 

economic development were especially pronounced among the African and Indian lower 

and working classes and functioned to promote among them the emergence of the kind of 

class consciousness that is a prerequisite for outright revolt to occur (Gramsci 1971:377).  

In South Village, where the Indian and African populations lived together in squalor and 

poverty, directly exploited by white foremen, managers, and engineers residing on 

luxurious, segregated “plantations” built for them by foreign-owned oil companies, an 
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interracial class consciousness that inculpated white, foreign capitalists for greedily 

exploiting local labor and natural resources had long been encouraged by the OWTU. 

Throughout the town’s history, class consciousness disposed the local population to 

frequently take, sometimes violent, political action against their exploiters- the oil 

companies and their local allies in government and private industry (Craig 1990; Kiely 

1996; Singh 1994).  In continuing to adhere to the Lewis Model of economic 

development first implemented by the British, publicly lauding the inherent beneficence 

of foreign capital investment, and passing the ISA to protect foreign-owned companies 

from trade union activity, the PNM discursively and practically aligned itself with the 

interests of the oil companies profiting from the sweat of the people and the blood of the 

land.  The Black Power philosophy promoted by the NJAC and the radical union leaders 

made the lower and working classes aware that imperialism was the cause of their plight 

and that the PNM’s policies were directly responsible for the persistence of that 

imperialism in the post-independence era.  Given the PNM’s policy position, it is not 

surprising that when, after over a decade in office, the regime’s promise to provide 

universal welfare and eliminate racial discrimination remained unfulfilled, unemployed 

and impoverished South Villagers joined with exploited wage workers and, under the 

leadership of members of the NJAC and radical trade unions who commanded the 

“tactical power” (Moore 1987; Wolf 1971) to mobilize them and channel their discontent 

into collective political action, attempted to remove the PNM from power first through 

largely peaceful means and later through armed struggle. 

The transition from traditional collective political action to armed revolt by Indra, 

Cudjoe, and hundreds of other radical youths within the Black Power movement was 
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instigated by a series of repressive policies implemented by the state in reaction to the 

events of 1970.  First, by outlawing all public meetings and demonstrations, the State of 

Emergency closed off virtually all forms of peaceful political participation available to 

the people.  Armed revolt, while also illegal, represented an opportunity for dedicated 

individuals to continue their struggle for social justice in an atmosphere characterized by 

“state terror” (Meeks 1999:426); unconstitutional searches, excessive harassment, and 

warrantless arrests at the hands of the police.   

Second, the PNM regime’s decision to call up the army regiment to enforce the 

official State of Emergency in1970 revealed, in the subsequent mutiny, the weakness and 

fragility of the state.  If the emergence of insurrectionary politics depends heavily on 

people’s perceptions of state power (Skocpol 1994; Tilly 1978; Wickham-Crowley 

1992), then the perceived weakness of the state that emerged among the radical 

supporters of the Black Power movement following the declaration of the State of 

Emergency functioned to embolden them to directly challenge the police and armed 

forces responsible for enforcing the state’s authority over the people.  

 Finally, the government’s attempts to repress the Black Power movement through 

the use of force helped legitimize and substantiate the parallels being drawn between 

local events and other ongoing violent class struggles around the world.  In the face of 

indiscriminate state violence against the mobilized population, the globally circulating 

discourses that came out of these foreign struggles, including those advocating guerrilla 

warfare, provided an ideological context that could be easily applied to the local 

situation.  As the state’s campaign of repression wore on, “local groups hear[d] their own 

sentiments echoed in far flung communities, [and] what [was] at first only radical fringe 
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opinion, bec[ame] gospel” (Meeks 1999:426). They came to view their own local 

struggle as a component of a larger global struggle of the oppressed against the 

oppressor, of good against evil.  Instead of attempting to regain control of the country by 

eliminating the root causes of the unrest, the government decided to crack down on the 

participants themselves, inadvertently driving many of them to conclude that, under the 

circumstances, “armed revolution [was] the only solution” (1999:426). 

Ultimately, the NUFF failed in their bid to overthrow the PNM and create a 

socialist state.  The state’s aggressive propaganda campaign, along with some of the 

NUFF’s own unsavory tactics, prevented the Freedom Fighters from earning the broad 

popular support of the masses.  Their defeat confirmed the maxim that “without the 

consent and active aid of the people, the guerrilla… [can] not long survive” (Taber 

2002:12).  The NUFF’s lack of sufficient popular support enabled government agents to 

hire a number of informers to infiltrate the organization.  Information obtained from 

informers and illegal searches of thousands of citizens’ private property led police to the 

highest ranking members of the NUFF, all of whom were subsequently captured or 

killed.  Once the senior leadership was eliminated, the backbone of the organization was 

effectively broken and the younger members, operating in independent, mostly isolated 

factions, soon succumbed to the brutal tactics of the special Flying Squad created to 

destroy them.  When the NUFF began to unravel, the local power brokers- trade union 

leaders, government ministers, and Opposition Party leaders- who promised to aid the 

guerillas instead betrayed and abandoned them to be hunted by the army and police.    
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Material Deprivation and Interracial Class Consciousness 

For youths like Indra and Cudjoe, the decision to join the NUFF’s armed struggle against 

the Trinidadian state came in response to nearly a decade of poverty, unemployment, and 

racial discrimination; a decade defined by frustration and disillusionment with the 

government’s failed economic and social policies.  The false hopes generated by 

independence and boosted by the PNM regime’s lofty promises had been dashed.  The oil 

industry may have been booming in the fields surrounding South Village, but the local 

community was rife with poverty.  Cudjoe, raised by his single mother, remarked that 

South Village was “a poor, struggling town.  Although it rich with oil, all the oil coming 

out from here and the people ain’t benefit nothing from it.”  He recalled how he and his 

neighbors were at the mercy of local landlords, living under constant threat of eviction 

for lack of rent: 

I always try to explain to some people dat much a people in South Village had moved a 
lot.  And it’s not because dey wanted to move or dey didn’t looking to settle.  It was hard 
times and de small rent dat de landlords and landladies used to ask for, sometimes you’d 
have a back rent of three months and dey ask you to leave de house.  So your mother or 
father might get a month’s rent and go and get another house might be cheaper or another 
little room.  And you pay a little two, three months up front.  You might make an 
agreement to work.  Some of dem used to have land and so you could cutlass a piece of 
land or go and pick some coffee or some cocoa or whatever to pay off de rent.  But when 
it not these people who has land and has jobs and anyting like dat, you have to leave de 
house.  So you find a lot of us live here one year and live down dey two years but it’s in 
de same South Village area.  Most times, too, if your mother was a single parent she 
might have to do[sexual] favors to get dis place.  You know what I’m talking?   So we 
was moving [around] from [local suburb], to South Village, back to the heart of the 
area...I’ve lived in half de houses in South Village!  

 
Indra also recalled an upbringing marked by poverty: 

 
Money was scarce a lot of times you know.  You couldn’t go to the market to buy food 
all the time.  There was plenty of stuff around you just had to have money to buy it.  So 
everything… materially we didn’t really have a whole lot.  There was a time I remember 
we had stuff when my father was working regular and then it come where he wasn’t 
working at all for a long period of time and it was tough you know... The pay was only so 
much.  The pay was only enough to put food on the table…Yeah we were dirt poor. 
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Indra’s father worked in the oilfields as a machine operator and pipe-fitter, and 

was therefore among the highest paid wage-earners in town, yet he could barely afford to 

feed his large family.  He and the other oil workers were constantly striking for higher 

wages, better working conditions, and the cessation of discriminatory hiring and 

promotion practices by their employers; Texaco, British Petroleum (BP), and Shell, the 

three major companies operating in the area.  The strategy of withholding wages was 

commonly used to break strikes and force employees to return to work: 

Indra: [South Village] was booming but people were poor.  Even though people were, for 
the most part, oilfield workers, poverty seemed to be quite normal and somewhat 
accepted by most people.  There were plenty of unemployed people because there were 
plenty of strikes for better wages and better working conditions and all kinds of stuff like 
that 
 
BTA: Was your Dad part of that? 
 
Indra: Yeah.  They would go on strike all the time.  And then they would go back to work 
for a little bit of time and then they would go on strike again… These strikes were 
nothing new to us people of the village; they had been going on since the discovery of oil. 
The people had grown accustomed to the shutdowns and the walkouts…I remember my 
father and many of my friends’ fathers constantly being out of work, money for food and 
basic necessities became a luxury that few could afford, many times as I recall, we were 
sent to bed after dinner which sometimes consisted of crackers and bush tea, the 
vegetables that we ate were grown round the house, sometimes on rare occasions I was 
sent to the market to buy some things with not more than $2.00. 
    

Poverty went hand in hand with alcoholism, which, as Indra recalled, was also 
rampant: 
 

I grew up in an environment dominated by poverty and alcohol; the latter 
seemed to be everywhere.  In South Village there were ‘rum shops’ every two, 
three doors on the main road…On Thursday evenings when the oilfield paid 
their workers, the housewives would all be lined up under Mr. Kim’s shop to 
collect the pay packets from their husbands, lest it all got spent in the rum shops. 

 

In the face of crushing poverty, members of the community had to pull together to 

help each other survive the hardships that seemed to plague them at every turn.  
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Obtaining credit at Mr. Kim’s grocery, for example, was “a normal and customary 

practice”.  

Recognizing their common suffering and directing their frustration against a 

common oppressor- personified by the highly-paid foreign white workers brought in to 

oversee, manage, and engineer the surrounding oil “plantations”- residents partially 

overcame the deeply ingrained ethnic and racial divisions that prevented the emergence 

of class consciousness at the national level.  Although South village was originally 

settled by East Indian indentured workers brought in to replace the labor formerly 

extracted from African slaves, the discovery of oil in 1917 attracted workers from all 

over the Caribbean, especially Grenada, and by the time of independence in 1962 it was 

roughly half “Indian” and half “African”, with small Chinese and white minority 

populations.  Indra, who identifies himself as “Indian”, remembered that, growing up, 

ethnic slurs were common, but the diverse community was nevertheless united by 

residents’ common class identity: 

It was a bit confusing when kids on both sides of the ethnic divide would recite their 
popular little songs.  The Africans would sing, “Coolie, Coolie, come fuh roti, all de roti 
done.”  And the Indian kids would sing, “Nigger is ah nation, damn botheration, give 
dem ah kick, an send dem in de station.”  We even had one for the Chinese: “Chinee, 
Chinee, nevah die, flat nose an chinky eye.”  The thing was, we all played together, and 
shared our food at lunch time while at school, and we ate each other’s houses, some of us 
even slept over at each other’s houses at times. Many strong bonds were built in those 
years, despite the “little” songs and despite the past history on how we all came to be 
there.  Regardless of that, all the parents looked out after each others’ kids; they knew 
which kid belonged to which parent. We couldn’t pass an adult on the street and not say 
“Good morning” or “Good afternoon, Mr. or Miss so-and-so.”  If we did, you would hear, 
“Wha happen boy, yuh is too much man now tuh seh good morning?” And when you got 
home, you would hear about it. 
 

According to Indra, Indian-African unity was most apparent during the union meetings 

and strikes staged by the oil workers: 
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Indians and Africans banded together against one common enemy during these 
demonstrations, racial remarks were not heard, instead words like brother and sister and 
family were heard, they shared their scanty food supplies with each other…during the 
days when my father and his friends and oilfield workers used to strike, there was no 
Indian-African nothing.  They were brothers and sisters.  They shared their food.  They 
would look after each other’s kids and there was no…. there was no nigga and coolie, it 
was brother and sister and everybody looked out for each other because times was tough. 
 

It was not difficult for the sufferers in South Village to observe that the horrid living 

conditions and poverty they endured contrasted sharply with the affluence of the white 

managers, engineers, and overseers who lived in gated communities constructed for them 

by the oil companies.  While Indra’s and Cudjoe’s families lived in squalor in “the 

barracks”, a series of tenements located in “the ghetto” of South Village that lacked 

running water and “housed upwards of ten families under one roof”, the white population 

enjoyed the generous shelter and amenities of “the quarters”: 

Indra- We never see white people back then.  White people does only drive through 
South Village.  Maybe on Sunday you might see a white man and he wife and two 
children at the market. 
 
BTA- But I thought you said South Village had more white people than any other part of 
the island because of the oilfields? 
 
Indra- Yeah but they wasn’t living in the village.  When these corporations came in they 
buy the land and bring in their own engineers, their own technicians, they build the 
bungalows and quarters for the workers before they get here.  And then they bring in all 
of the foremen and machine operators from America.  It was a gated community. 
 
Cudjoe- It have its own power supply, its own hospital, own school and all dem living out 
dey getting electricity, water, gas, all free.  So dey never have to come down to the 
village. 
 
Indra: Yeah them was like geologists and overseers and people like that; drillers and 
office people. 
 
BTA: The more technical… 
 
Indra: Yeah more technical. Dey had some dirty ones, and when I say dirty ones dem 
would go out in the oilfields and on the rigs.  Dat kind of ting you know.  And they lived 
in the gated community.  They live in the big bungalows you know?  Them bungalows 
were built for them. 



73 
 

 
Figure 6- A Renovated House in "The Quarters" 

 

 
Figure 7- One of the large bungalows built to house foreign workers and their families 
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Figure 8- The ruins of the head overseer’s mansion overlook the oilfields and remain visible 

throughout the village 
 

 
Figure 9- Tennis courts, now overgrown, were just one of the luxuries afforded the nearly all white 

residents of the exclusive gated communities constructed by the oil companies 
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Sufferers from South Village made extra income doing chores or task work for 

the small, segregated white community on the oil company compound.  Indra was 

exposed to white privilege at an early age when he accompanied his grandmother there to 

scrub floors: 

[It] was an extremely large gated compound with guards armed with shotguns; they had 
the “esteemed” name of Estate constables. Many Indians and Africans from the village 
were employed by these white families to care for their children and to take care of their 
properties. I remember going with my grandmother to work for one family who had a 
couple of small children.  She used to go to every day and scrub floors and all kinds of 
stuff.  I remember going with her.  I was a small boy and I remember going and fetching 
the hose and the water and staying downstairs and playing under the house.  We wasn’t 
allowed to go upstairs and inside the house.  On one occasion as I can recall, there was 
this half broken metal airplane in the yard, I picked it up to play with it, only to be 
screamed at by the white lady, my grandmother in turn scolded me very sternly, that I 
was never to touch the white people’s things, I believe now that this was my first 
encounter with white racism.  
 

Cudjoe, w ho identifies himself as “African”, also recalled racist attitudes among some, 

though not all, members of the white community: 

De black workers used to have a kind of respect for de white man.  And some of dem 
white men would… abuse dat, you understand?  A man would do a day’s work and even 
if it was a good piece of work he [the white employer] will tell him he must do it half 
over again.  But dey was also dem who really care about dey workers and dey would talk 
shit, lime, give you a cigarette, give you food.  It even have some who would buy lunch. 
 

Although they lived in close proximity to one another, ordinary South Villagers rarely 

interacted with residents of the small white gated community.  They lived, worshipped, 

resided, recreated, ate, and shopped in segregated spaces.  When they did interact, it was 

not as equals: 

Indra: We never saw white people shopping in the village, they had their commissary 
inside the Apex field, later on it became the HI-LO supermarket, a trip there was 
equivalent to a trip overseas, we had to dress up and look like the little white kids in our 
shorts and socks with our shirts tucked inside our pants, here we came in contact with the 
white folks, I can still remember the looks that we were given, no one said anything, no 
greetings, no friendliness of any kind, it’s as if we had gone to a place we didn’t belong. 
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The class divide separating the Indian and African sufferers from South Village’s affluent 

white minority, was also a racial divide.  Certainly the racial divisions that split 

Trinidad’s African and Indian majority at the national level were not completely absent in 

South Village, but the racial divide between Africans and Indians must have seemed 

insignificant compared  to the deep, irrevocable gulf that seemed to separate their world 

of experience from that of the privileged white population.  The sense of deprivation 

shared by the African and Indian sufferers in South Village fomented a common class 

identity that overshadowed their primary racial identification, especially when they 

banded together to win concessions from the oil companies.  Even those not directly 

employed by the oil companies supported the workers’ strike efforts since they lived off 

of the wages they spent in town.  Yet the sufferers still experienced and expressed their 

discontent in racial terms- perceiving powerful white oppressors and their brown-skinned 

lackeys as profiting enormously from the collective misery and exploitation of black 

African and Indians.   

Despite all of the PNM regime’s divisive, racialized political rhetoric, the system 

of political patronage the regime created and its adoption of an anti-labor stance had 

made victims of the whole town, uniting African and Indian alike.  Therefore, it was 

against this regime, this guardian of the discriminatory political economic system that 

benefitted “the white establishment” at the expense of the African and Indian majority, 

that the sufferers would direct their political energies during the Black Power revolution 

and ensuing guerrilla struggle. 
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Figure 10- The building that housed the former commissary and later Hi-Lo supermarket- one of the 

few spaces where African and Indian South Villagers interacted with members of the white 
population. 

 

 

NJAC Mobilizes Youths “On De Block” 
 

Prolonged material deprivation and the existence of a latent class consciousness 

united the sufferers in South Village in opposition to the PNM regime but these cannot 

explain why they eventually resorted to violent political tactics, as opposed to some other 

form of political participation, in their struggle for social justice.  For all of their anger 

and frustration, South Village’s sufferers lacked the “tactical power” (Moore 1987; Wolf 

1971)- the education, material base, and autonomy- to organize themselves into a unified 

body with a coherent political agenda.  In contrast to the oil workers who, under the 

organizational leadership of the OWTU, comprised a highly organized collective political 

force, South Village’s gangs of unemployed youths were wont for leadership and 
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direction from individuals in a superior tactical position.  This leadership came from 

middle class students who carried the NJAC’s philosophy of Black Power from Port of 

Spain to the groups of youths who, paralyzed by a lack of educational and employment 

opportunities, gathered regularly on the blocks of South Village searching for answers to 

the daily problem of survival.  Fueled by a powerful combination of banned revolutionary 

literature, ganja, and foreign and domestic revolutionary political discourses, these 

dispossessed youths would come to comprise the most radical wing of the Black Power 

movement, who, following the second State of Emergency would split from NJAC to 

pursue a campaign of outright guerrilla warfare. 

By age 13 (1968), both Indra and Cudjoe left school and entered into 

apprenticeship programs to learn marketable skills, including baking, carpentry, and auto-

repair.  But they soon realized that with little chance of securing a legitimate job, they 

were better off learning to make a living in the informal economy by hustling on the 

streets.   

Indra: I was apprenticing in a garage.  I didn’t really learn anything.  I didn’t like it, it 
was too dirty and I was the dirtiest kid in the yard.  But that was a normal procedure 
around that time.  Kids like myself, we had to go learn a trade in order to secure work in 
the oilfield or secure work as we grow older.  I never did like it, den I left dat garage and 
went to a next garage where I was doing body-straightening and painting and stuff, cars.  
I didn’t like that very much neither.  Everyday I used to leave to go to work but I never 
went.  I start going to hang out with Cudjoe and dem guys, start going in de bush 
everyday because dey would leave home to go learn trade too but they never went either.  
So we’d all play hooky from going to learn the trade. 
 

For the most part they engaged in petty capitalism; hunting iguanas in the bush to sell the 

meat, growing avocados and plums to peddle at the market, doing odd jobs.  Once they 

left school, they quickly realized that the limited formal education they had received was 

completely irrelevant to their lives: 
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Indra: They taught me that skill to read and write but I didn’t actually learn to read now.  
They were teaching that but I didn’t learn to read and write there.  I know how to do 
certain things.  They taught me the alphabet, basically.  But I learned to read and write 
outside of school because I read a lot of comic books.  I like comic books and I like sign 
painting and so that’s how I learn to write.  They taught me the basics in school.  Because 
I didn’t go to school long enough to actually become a school educated person, if you 
understand what I’m saying.  I learned basic stuff in school and half of the stuff they 
taught us; to read and stuff was really irrelevant to living you know.  But that’s what we 
had to learn because of colonialism.  Dis was a colonial ting.  It was racist because I was 
being taught about Jack and Jill.  Jack and Jill went up the hill to fetch a pail of water.  I 
was being taught about Santa Claus.  We were being taught about snow for instance.  
Snow doesn’t have anything to do with racism. What’s racist is the fact that snow 
belonged to another environment.  So it was environmental racism.  We were being 
taught this because we were in the tropics.  We ain’t never seen snow, we probably ain’t 
never going to see snow.  So it was irrelevant.  All of the history we were taught was 
Henry Morgan, Franics Drake, Cortes, etc.  We were not taught about our own people, 
for instance.   
 

Only teenagers, Indra, Cudjoe, and the other unemployed youths of South Village found 

themselves on the streets, faced with a hard truth that was later articulated to NJAC 

leader Geddes Granger (aka Maakandal Daaga) by a local youth attending a Black Power 

literature discussion: 

I was speaking to this group- about sixty three of them in a drain in South, and after 
rapping for about an hour, one young fellow got up and said, ‘Brother Daaga, I want to 
ask  you a personal question…What do you think is the hardest thing to do?’  I really did 
not expect that… I then told him I didn’t know.  He said, ‘Daaga, it may seem simple to 
you but the hardest thing to do is nothing.’  I remained dumb for three minutes, and there 
is not a single year in my life that I have not remembered those words.  You know how I 
knew he was correct?  I knew he was correct in jail [Daaga 1995:189-190]. 

 
With no prospects for further education or legitimate employment, the unemployed 

youths of South Village organized themselves into blocks with up to thirty members.  

Together, they passed the time analyzing how they had come to occupy the unenviable 

position of have nothing to do and discussing what they could do to change it. 

On the blocks, the youths’ real education began.  The lessons they learned from 

older peers contained considerably more “truth” than the ones they had received in 

school.  These were lessons gleaned from real-life experiences, not printed in textbooks.  

The block was the place where one learned to hustle, the place where one became a man.  
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For Cudjoe, establishing oneself on a particular block represented a kind of rite of 

passage into adulthood: 

[In school] we had thought dat we was getting top of de line teaching because we love 
what we was learning; a lot of fairy tales you know?  But after you reach on de block 
now and you start to hear from de people who had lived it, who coming to tell you most 
of de truth.  On de blocks everybody give dey opinion of what dey tink.  You smoke herb 
[marijuana], you sit down, you buy a little juice or whatever and everybody….in foreign 
some people might say dey learn in libraries and Hyde park and parks and whatever, you 
know?  But in South Village de block was like de park.  And de block was referred to by 
people as a university because what you didn’t know in school or dey never taught you in 
school you learn on de block.  And it’s a traditional ting.  Before my time, my fathers 
used to sit dey and dey going on de corner and lime or dey go somewhere and lime but it 
was de same block.  It’s just in our time we called it de block… and it’s a traditional ting 
dat when you reach a certain age you’re actually sitting on de block.  Whatever your 
influence from dey…. Dat is where your first adult experience come from.  Who’ll drink 
rum, who’ll smoke ganja, who run girls, who gamble… Dat was after leaving school, 
after going on de block you choose: you either become a rum drinker, you either start to 
do private work, you either open a little business; everyting started in South Village from 
on de corner… Usually a man comes out on de streets first before he make up he mind 
what he want to do because home know nothing about out here.  It’s not to say like now 
you’re going to school and you have a degree in someting so you know.  “I did dis 
through school and I coming out to do dis, to get a job in dis field.”  It wasn’t like dat. 

 
On the blocks, youths, like Cudjoe and Indra, were schooled by their older peers in how to 

seriously study their situation and consider their prospects for the future.  They learned 

how to hustle a living by shifting between multiple informal economic activities - both 

legal and illicit.   

Ganja, which served as both a key source of income and a palliative for the daily 

despair and disheartenment of having nothing to do, was a part of everyday life on the 

blocks.  Ganja-use was pervasive among Indo-Trinidadians during the indentureship 

period (1843-1915) but it subsided in the wake of prohibition and remained virtually 

absent in Trinidad until the 1960s (Hamid 2002:xli).  Its resurgence among unemployed 

youths in the 1960s occurred amidst a global climate of rapid social and political change 

during which a number of popular symbols of an idealized “African” culture, including 

hairstyles, clothing, political rhetoric, and reggae music, diffused to Trinidad from abroad 

(2002:26-27).  A local elder, recalling the block where Cudjoe and Indra got their 
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education, insisted that “Dem boys used to smoke ganja ALL DAY! All day dey smoking 

big spliffs (joints).”  Purchasing ganja from rural East Indian farmers, rolling it into spliffs, 

and reselling them individually was a way for block members to make money.  Cudjoe 

remembered, “After leaving school, after going on de block we started selling ganja.  We 

used to go in tde country and buy a little pound of ganja at $40 a pound or whatever and 

den we’d start selling little joints.”  In addition to generating much-needed income and 

linking block members together in a relationship of mutual economic inter-dependence, 

trafficking also enabled the block to maintain a steady supply of ganja to smoke 

communally to cope with the frustration and disenchantment that characterized members’ 

daily lives.  Ganja became the basis for a “culture of therapy and repair” (2002:14) 

emerging among those alienated from the consumerism promoted by the middle and upper 

classes.  Where the rum-drinking, “bacchanal” culture that characterized their fathers’ 

limes typically bred violence, indolence, and idleness, the “ganja complex” created an 

atmosphere of calm and “togetherness” among users, stimulating high-minded, articulate 

philosophical discussions (Hamid 2002:37).  Instead of escaping reality, the youths used 

ganja to search their minds for profound truths about the political economic system 

holding them down.  In day-long, ganja-fueled gatherings on the blocks, they discussed 

ways to improve their dim prospects for the future. 

For remedies to their common affliction of poverty and unemployment, they drew 

inspiration from a number of sources, including the revolutionary political discourses of 

the radical trade union movement, to which they had been exposed since childhood. Like 

all South Village residents, the youths on the blocks were steeped in their hometown’s 

revolutionary history and saw themselves as belonging to a revolutionary tradition 
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stretching back to 1937, when local oil workers under the leadership of militant OWTU 

organizer Tubal Uriah “Buzz” Butler launched the largest violent labor uprising in 

Trinidadian history (Neptune 2007:41-42).  Butler rose to prominence by denouncing the 

accomodationist practices of the “responsible trade unions”.  Insisting that “the time for 

begging and bootlicking” was over, Butler advocated the use of violent political action 

against white employers who in his opinion had, in response to years of non-violent 

protest action, adopted the attitude of “ignore the niggers: these blacks only bark, they 

cannot bite” (Ryan 1995:34).  South Village achieved considerable notoriety in June 

1937 when, following a sit-down strike at the nearby Apex oilfields, the police attempted 

to arrest Butler as he addressed a throng of supporters at South Village’s main junction.  

The mob refused to let Butler be taken and rushed the police, scattering them into the 

night.  One of the fleeing officers, Corporal Charlie King, fell with a leg injury a few 

hundred yards away and found himself surrounded by a swarm of angry residents.  

Within minutes the crowd doused King with kerosene and, cheering, burned him alive, 

right there in the street.  When a detachment of 40 armed police arrived to quell the revolt 

and recover King’s body, Butler’s supporters stoned and fired upon them, killing a Sub-

Inspector Bradburn and forcing the police to retreat without the fallen corporal.  It was 

only the next day that a detachment of the Trinidad Light Horse was able to enter the 

town to recover King’s charred remains (Singh 1994:166).  For two weeks, the strike that 

originated in South Village spread to workers from every industry and ultimately 

engulfed the entire island.  Arresting Butler became the governor’s top priority but 

although police conducted a house-to-house search for the labor organizer in the South 

Village area and even forced 2,500 residents to march from their homes to a company 
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compound for questioning, the villagers never disclosed the whereabouts of their beloved 

leader and he was able to successfully evade capture (Singh 1994:171-171). 

 

 
Figure 11- A statue of Butler stands in front of the OWTU building in South Village known as 'The 

Hall of the Revolution" 

 
Figure 12- About a hundred yards away, a nondescript stone monument marks the spot where Police 

Corporal Charlie King was burned alive when police attempted to arrest Uriah Butler during the 
labor uprising of 1937 
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Figure 13- Cudjoe and Indra's block convened on the corner of 'Charlie King Junction' in the 

shadow of the ‘Hall of the Revolution’ 
 

The militant discourses of the radical trade union movement contained 

prescriptions for how to define and pursue social justice, which the youths drew upon in 

formulating their own political strategies.  Like most local youths, Indra began to 

internalize them at an early age:    

At times we would all attend the trade union meetings that were held on “Charlie King 
Junction” outside the trade union building.  This building belonged to the Oilfield 
Workers Trade Union and has a statue of Mr. Butler on a pedestal at the front of the 
building. The conversations were usually about the unfair working conditions in the 
oilfields and unfair treatment of the workers by the white bosses. Very few of my friends 
ever actually became oilfield workers. I never did, although I did manage to get a couple 
of weeks clearing brush from the pipelines but these conversations and demonstrations 
helped to form the basis of my present beliefs, as it did for many of my childhood friends.  

 
Although Indra and his friends were never officially members of the radical OWTU, they 

appreciated and respected its leaders’ fiery, anti-imperialist, class-based social critiques 

all the same, and innovatively applied them to their own situation.   

In addition to looking to South Village’s past and present militant trade unionism, 

block members also drew on the revolutionary political discourses then circulating 
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around the globe in formulating their analyses of the situation in Trinidad.  Cudjoe 

recalled how the American Black Power movement and other foreign struggles for social 

justice shaped their own worldview: 

At dat time, Trinidad was going through a little crisis.  De world in de Sixties, we know 
of de American struggle, we know of de English struggles, we know most of de world 
had little turmoil, little uprising and whatever.  And Trinidad is considered…dey say dey 
have two apple in de world.  America de ‘Big Apple’ and Trinidad de ‘Small Apple’ and 
Trinidad does pattern everyting dat happening in America and try to put it into dey 
lifestyle…And at de time wit Angela Davis and dese breddas in America…de Black 
Panther movement and whatever.  You find dat de youths was influenced by dem a great 
lot.  So at dat time de trend in Trinidad was to be Black Power. 

 
Indra offered a similar recollection: 

 
We were already hearing about civil rights movements in America and Dr. Martin L. 
King, Kwame Ture [Stokely Carmichael] the Black Panthers and other revolutionary 
groups. I believe it was the same year that Mr. Ture was banned from entering Trinidad 
by Dr. Eric Williams, the Prime Minister. One of the local newspapers carried the story, 
the talk around the village was that the Prime Minister was crazy, “How could he ban a 
man who was born here?” Kwame Ture by that time had become something of a legend 
in Trinidad. During that time we were being treated to an influx of African-American 
movies and music, far cry from the colonial John Wayne and Charleston Heston and the 
likes of Jim Reeves.  White America and England had suddenly ceased to exist for us. 
Some of the shouts were “Fuck the queen, burn de flag.” 

 
These external events provided important referents for the militant Black Power 

philosophy that emerged on the blocks in South Village as block members linked their 

own experiences with those of other similarly disempowered groups around the world.  

On the blocks, the significance of these foreign political struggles was “localized” 

(Friedman 1990)- re-interpreted and re-signified according to local political-economic 

realities.  The unemployed youths in South Village saw that they were not alone in their 

suffering, not alone in their unbearable situation of having nothing to do, and, most 

importantly, they saw that there was something that they could do about it, just as their 

parents and grandparents had in 1937. 

 The NJAC was instrumental in bringing these external events to the youths’ 

attention and suggesting parallels between their hapless situation and those endured by 
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other oppressed peoples around the world.  Older youths with the means to regularly 

travel to NJAC meetings being held throughout the country, carried pamphlets and 

literature back to the blocks where they became the subject of intense debate.  Indra 

remarked on the profound impact these revolutionary writings had on the “politicization” 

of the youths on his block: 

Indra: …we started reading and stuff like that.  Revolutionary politics intrigued a lot of 
young kids, like myself. 
 
BTA: How did you first encounter revolutionary literature?  Did you check it out of a 
library? 
 
Indra: No library.  I’ve never been to a library in Trinidad not to this day.  We started 
picking up little pamphlets that NJAC would throw out and pass around.  Little Xerox 
pamphlets when Xerox machines first appear on the scene.  We’d get a lot of little Xerox 
things and the first book I actually come across was The Wretched of the Earth by Frantz 
Fanon.  No, that was not the first book.  It was a book called Venceremos.  It was a book 
about the Cuban Revolution.  I don’t know if it was Che Guevara who wrote that I can’t 
remember.  We had gotten a copy of that somehow, borrowed it from somebody.  It was 
underground and all those books were considered “subversive” at the time.  They were 
not allowed.  So I don’t know who it came from, all I know it came on the block that we 
were and we were little kids at the time 14 or 15… 
 
BTA: So NJAC was what woke you up to it? 
 
Indra: Yeah. They woke a lot of us up to cultural revolution. 
 
BTA: Do you think that events going on in other places in the world influenced you guys 
too? 
 
Indra: Yeah I would say that the American Civil Rights movement had a lot to do with 
that.  And the African cry for freedom against Apartheid in South Africa and all dem 
things in the black world that was influencing us. Yeah. 
 
BTA: How did you hear about them?  On TV? 
 
Indra: Well a lot of underground papers was passing around so you’d hear about a lot of 
stuff.  As kids curiosity you know.  And den there were older kids than us and stuff 
would get filtered down.  Most of us were not good readers and had a hard time with a lot 
of the words, we had to employ the use of a dictionary. 
 

Unlike the youths isolated by poverty on the blocks of small communities South Village, 

the leaders of the NJAC were in a tactical position to obtain, reproduce, and distribute 
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revolutionary literature around the country.  The NJAC’s publications became the focus 

of youths’ daily rap sessions on the blocks and primed them for participation in the 

demonstrations and rallies that would sweep the island from February-April 1970.   

Although the major demonstrations and marches of the 1970s took place in San 

Fernando and Port of Spain (see chapter 2), the NJAC was holding literature meetings 

and small rallies all around the country, including South Village, in order to mobilize the 

people to revolution (Daaga 1995:192).  The first Black Power rally Indra ever attended 

was hosted by the NJAC in the car park (parking lot) across from the local market: 

Around January or February of 1970 my father asked me to accompany him out to the car 
park to listen to the NJAC organization, there were a lot of people gathered for the 
meeting, I do not recall all of the speakers who were there, I do recall the shouts of 
“Black Power!” and “Power to the People!” and “Indians and Africans Unite!” echoing 
through the night, lots of police were around with guns. Later in the month of February 
the newspaper carried a story about the arrest of NJAC leaders. 
 

Cudjoe’s decision to support the NJAC also began in the wake of a local event organized 

in South Village: 

My brother was in NJAC as an active member in de early days, my biggest, eldest 
brother. One day we was moving from one house to another house in a place called 
[name withheld] where we had moved. We was coming back to de junction to de place 
dey call “de ghetto”.  We get a place dey.  And while de truck was parked and we were 
stowing up tings on de truck dey it have a march coming from San Fernando to South 
Village.  While we was loading de truck de march came up.  And de guys, knowing my 
brother, being a part of dem, dey end up loading de truck and we was in de center of de 
march going down de road.  Our truck was in de center of de march and plenty men was 
on top de truck holding down.  And when we reach where we was going dey offload 
everyting and put in everyting and put it inside where we going to and den de march 
continuing but de men who was on de truck dey help us.  After dat I first following up 
NJAC, going to dey meetings, going to dey marches and processions or whatever. 
 

Although, on the blocks of Port of Spain and in other working class communities, like 

South Village, tightly knit groups of young, unemployed males “had elaborated a politics 

of resistance to society and its status quo long before the 1970 Revolution…Prior to 
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1970, this transcript of resistance remained fragmentary and contradictory” (Meeks 

1999:433-434).  Indra admitted as much, stating that: 

[While] there were many young men and women in our age bracket all over Trinidad and 
Tobago doing the some of the same things we were doing, I don’t think we were all fully 
aware of the magnitude of the cultural revolution taking place at the time.  Being in rural 
South Village had its disadvantages as far as real time communication went. 
 

The NJAC’s leaders, by virtue of their superior tactical position, were able to 

successfully link and mobilize tens of thousands of frustrated youths on the blocks and 

transform their amorphous philosophy of resistance into a coherent program of collective 

political action.  Thus was NJAC president Makandal Daaga able to boast, “I knew that 

when I raised my hand, all of them would march” (Daaga 1995:192).   

 

Figure 14- Local residents playing soccer in the car park where Indra attended his first Black Power rally 
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State Repression Fans the Flames of Revolution 

The imposition of a national State of Emergency in April 1970, and again in October 

1971, outlawed a number of peaceful forms of political participation and drove the Black 

Power movement underground.  Indra remembered that, “The movement, even though 

slowed by the State of Emergency and everything else, that didn’t kill the spirit. The 

revolution was still burning.”  Beginning with the declaration of the first State of 

Emergency, searches, arrests, and violent police action, either under the guise of 

eradicating subversive elements or enforcing anti-marijuana laws, became part of 

working class and impoverished Trinidadians daily lives (Hamid 2002:93-115).  The 

state’s brutal campaign of repression against the mobilized population served to 

radicalize them in their opposition to the PNM regime.  It also inadvertently revealed the 

tenuous control the government exercised over the armed forces.  While the police force 

and coast guard remained fiercely loyal to the PNM, the army’s refusal to enforce the 

first State of Emergency revealed to the people “the weakness and fragility of the state” 

(Meeks 1999:435).  Not only had the PNM regime proved incapable of fulfilling the 

welfare responsibilities it had assumed, it could not even reliably summon the army to 

impose its authority over the population.  In this context, where Black Power supporters 

found themselves under constant threat of violence, with virtually no peaceful options for 

political participation, the most radical members of the movement, emboldened by the 

apparent weakness of an inept state with only tenuous control over the armed forces, 

chose to break with the NJAC and continue their struggle for social justice by launching a 

sustained guerrilla offensive.   
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The conditions of the State of Emergency obliged Cudjoe, Indra, and the other 

youths on the block in South Village to start meeting in secret, in the forest, where they 

could gather to smoke herb and discuss “subversive” literature without fear of arrest and 

imprisonment.  Indra recounted: 

Indra: We start to get hassled from about 15.  Yeah we would get hassled from 15, 16, 17, 
18, yeah.  From 17, 18  dey were arresting us you know.  They were locking us up and 
that kind of thing; for the night, for the day.  [They would] carry you for a ride in the van 
and then let you go somewhere.  The state of emergency gave them an excuse to arrest 
whoever they want…As boys living in a climate of political unrest in South Village, we 
were subject to routine searches by the police, our sense of security grew to a level where 
we didn’t trust many people, after all, we were the grandsons and granddaughters of the 
1930’s revolutionaries, and the stories of our grandfathers and grandmothers march for 
equality and justice against the then white British dominated government still resonated 
in our young minds. 
 
BTA: Is that why you’d meet out in the woods? 
 
Indra: Yeah we used to meet out in de bush a lot. 
 
BTA: How long did the literature reading sessions go on? 
 
Indra: Sometimes they would go on all day.  We would stay in the bush all day.   
 
BTA: Like 4, 5, 12 people? 
 
Indra: Sometimes it used to be more. 
BTA: All local? 
 
Indra: Yeah mostly local kids.  From several different blocks.  The word used to spread.  
You’d find people coming down from [surrounding villages].  We area where we lived 
was the main hub.  Down in de market road… There was always people looking, had 
lookouts you know.  Yeah.  Because being in a place where we could see the road so we 
used to see the police if they’re coming everybody would just hide.  Duck and lay down 
flat and they would go by….searches by the police happened on a daily basis.  We had to 
develop creative ways to move through the village undetected by anyone. Informers were 
everywhere.  So were the undercover police officers, who were so easy to spot on the 
street.  They wore beards and afros.  The Indian officers also wore beards and long hair 
and had pistols in their waistbands. While they were looking for grown men of the same 
appearance, they were being tagged by young boys who observed their every move.  Our 
intelligence network was tight. As soon as patrols would enter an area the word spread as 
fast as the wind from one person to the next, we would go right by them undetected. 
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The State of Emergency had a profound effect on the discourses and practices of 

the blocks.  Unlike before, when block meetings were experienced as a mere 

extension of the age-old Trinidadian cultural practice of liming, they were now 

dangerous, illegal gatherings subject to suppression by the police.  Due to the 

state’s reclassification of their activities as “subversive”, these youths underwent 

a change in self-identity from “street-kids” to “revolutionaries” and began to 

behave as such; holding clandestine meetings and conducting counter-surveillance 

to avoid the authorities.  

As their political consciousness evolved and they were increasingly 

harassed by agents of a state that regarded them as “enemies”, young Black Power 

activists in South Village began to define themselves in opposition to dominant 

cultural norms.  Indra remembered how people began to explore and embrace the 

African and Indian cultural heritage that had been excluded from their formal 

education: 

 
During the year of 1971 we were reading a lot of books.  Many of the young people in 
South Village had become engaged with the Prime Minister’s Better Village competition.  
These were in the form of cultural shows put on by the villagers.  There were dances, and 
drumming, and short plays depicting mostly folklore.  The situation had not changed as 
far as the police was concerned, searches were still on a regular basis, and we continued 
to meet in secret in the bush and helped each to other read. I guess those days was more 
about identifying who we actually were.  Many of the young African brothers began to 
change their European names for African ones.  Many Indian brothers began to become 
familiar with their Indian roots and appreciate it, because in the past many Indians had 
been ashamed of having Indian names, as they didn’t fit in with the “cultural” norm of 
having an English name.  Being tired of being made fun of by African counterparts for 
having “funny” names like Indradra and Bridgelal, suddenly it didn’t seem so bad, 
because many of our friends were now taking names like Kamara and Olafeymi and 
Sekou. Cultural diversity was now appreciated and respected.  Thanks to NJAC and 
brothers like Makandal Dagga , Khafra Kambon, Winston Leonard [Lasana Kwesi] and 
others, self- respect became the motivating platform on which we were building our lives. 
There was a serious sense of discipline amongst us. Secrecy was an order…We continued 
to read and learn, we were beginning to foster relationships with each other that have 
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lasted until this day.  Indian and African youths began to see themselves as brothers and 
sisters rather than separate ethnic groups.  This was not true of the entire country, here [at 
the national level] we have to take into account the upper caste Indians who were not part 
of the poor and disenfranchised Indian sugar cane and oilfield workers.  Even though 
most of poorer Indians never actually became part of the struggle, the call for unity 
between the two peoples was strong, especially in struggling towns like South 
Village…Like I say, it was called Black Power which meant all black people in the 
island; Indian and African.  But the majority of Indian people never saw themselves as 
black.  So I’m one of the [Indian] people who do see myself as a black person because of 
history.  I know where it get cut off.  But black power.  Most Indian people stayed out of 
it because they don’t consider themselves to be black.  So there were more Africans 
involved than was Indians but to say that Indian people were not involved would not be 
correct because then that would make us feel like we’re bastards or outsiders.  We 
represent a people.  I didn’t go to represent myself.  I went into it to represent my people.  
Not all Africans got involved either.  The African brothers and sisters who went in, went 
to represent their people. 
 

Unlike the villagers who danced in the Prime Minister’s “Better Village” competition, the 

youths on Indra and Cudjoe’s block rejected the PNM’s pathetic attempts to channel their 

energies into the promotion of an ahistorical nationalist identity.  Instead, they embraced 

the alternative basis for cultural identity promoted by the NJAC, celebrating their African 

and Indian roots.  United in their poverty and victimization by the police, they would take 

the calls for inter-ethnic class struggle issued by the NJAC and echoed in their 

revolutionary literature to task. 

 

The Emergence of the NUFF 

In 1972, during the second State of Emergency, a militant faction of the NJAC split off to 

form the NUFF; a guerrilla force dedicated to pursuing the social justice articulated by 

the Black Power movement through armed struggle.  The NUFF’s founders concluded 

that although the NJAC claimed to remain devoted to the ongoing struggle for social 

justice, its leaders’ decision to confine their efforts to the cultural arena effectively 
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eliminated the organization’s potential ability to produce structural change.  Cudjoe’s 

recounting of the split is worth quoting at length: 

Now what was going on in de camp is it had two factions of men.  It had de men who was 
like, seeing it as a class struggle.  Men like John Beddoe, Guy Harewood and his brother 
Alan Harewood, and other brothers who most of them deceased now, right?  Plus some 
other militants who was not in de university like Brian Jeffers, Nathaniel Jack, Belgrave, 
Albert Gransol- dese was just militant guys.  Dem was guys who never had no set of 
schooling but militant and de lifestyle we live- living in de jungle, going in de bush, you 
are alone in de forest, you are not afraid of any animal in de forest… So these militants 
kind of get close to these other guys and at dat time dey was talking class struggle 
because we realize dat making Dashiki and wearing sandal, and smoking pot with a big 
peace chain wouldn’t solve de problem.  We started reading books.  We started studying 
de Cuban revolution…When de Black Power movements reached a lot of people de 
others, Geddes Granger and dem, start watching it as an investment.  Dey start to look for 
a profit.  Dey start to throw shows.  Dey start to throw rallies, concerts.  Dey start to sell 
Dashiki and sandals and all these tings and dey become Black capitalists.  Up to today 
dey have certain “Young Kings”, “Queen of de Band”, all these Calypso and carnival 
tings, dey does throw these shows.  And at dat time de hard power men who really 
formed NUFF was seeing NJAC heading to be Black capitalists just by de attitude.  
Everyting was a profit for dem.  It wasn’t going to de revolution, de working committee 
or nothing like dat.  It was just a profit for some men who claim to be de leaders of 
NJAC.  So dat is where NUFF come about.  NUFF come about as a group fighting 
against class struggle and dey start to pattern dey life from revolutionary class struggles 
throughout the world.    

 
Fed up with the increasingly “cultural nationalist” leanings of the senior NJAC 

leadership, the “hard power men” from South Village, including Nathaniel Jack, Guy 

Harewood, Alan Harewood, Hillary Valentine, Brian Jeffers, and Jai Kernahan, adopted 

the slogan that “armed revolution was the only solution” and gathered in their hometown 

in the Southern oil belt to form the NUFF, intending to continue to pursue the goals of the 

Black Power revolution with a sustained armed offensive (Meeks 1999:419).     
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Figure 15- NJAC leaders giving the Black Power salute “in dashiki and sandal” 

 

 The founders of the NUFF’s southern detachment were the same youths who had 

first introduced younger block members, like Cudjoe and Indra, to the revolutionary 

ideologies of the NJAC, Che Guevara, Frantz Fanon, and Stokely Carmichael and 

suggested parallels between their own suffering and that endured by other oppressed 

peoples throughout the recently de-colonized world.  When their older peers made the 

decision to disassociate from the NJAC and embrace guerrilla warfare, Cudjoe, Indra, 

and dozens of other younger block members in South Village quickly followed their lead.  

Indra recalled that: 

…after a couple of older teenagers in South Village who were like 19 and 20 get 
involved…we just automatically get involved because they from South Village and we 
from South Village and you know, it just happened.  We were on the block hanging out 
and it just happened.  I don’t think I was planning to become a revolutionary you know 
what I’m saying?  But in we mind we kind of already were.  We were young.  We were 
kids.  We didn’t plan on taking up no gun and go nowhere and do nothing, you know, we 
weren’t thinking that kind of thing.  We were just kids.  But you know one thing led to 
another and it just happened. 
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Given South Village’s turbulent political history, it is not surprising that the town became 

the birthplace of the most violent, extreme arm of the Black Power Movement in the 

1970s.  Parents’ and grandparents’ stories of resistance to the oppressive socio-economic 

system implemented during colonialism provided scripts for how to pursue social justice, 

which the youths drew upon in formulating their own political strategies.  Indra, who, 

like Cudjoe and the other youths on his block, joined the NUFF as a matter of course, 

suggested the historical link between the NUFF’s armed struggle and the labor unrest of 

the 1930s: 

We were the grandsons and granddaughters of the 1930’s revolutionaries, and the stories 
of our grandfathers and grandmothers march for equality and justice against the then 
white British-dominated government still resonated in our young minds.  My grand-
mother made sure I didn’t forget when she told me stories about my grandfather during 
the 1930s…[In the 1970s] South Village remembered the revolutionary spirits of the 
30’s.  Everything came into play; slavery, indentureship, ethnicity, trade unionism; the 
focus was on liberation….the people of South Village knew who were involved [in the 
NUFF], almost every family had someone or knew of someone who were involved, 
almost everyone pitched in to shelter and protect their children from the forces of the 
government.  We were all “their” children.  

 
According to the local political history of South Village, violent political action was not 

only an option for bringing about social change; it was the most effective form of 

political participation people had at their disposal.  The guerrillas, like the community 

members who supported them, considered the NUFF’s armed struggle part of a single 

revolutionary tradition stretching back to the Butlerite movement in the 1930s.  

 For the Freedom Fighters, the decision to “take up a gun” was experienced less as 

a single, conscious choice than as the latest development in a long progression of events 

stretching back to the labor unrest of the 1930s and the uprisings of enslaved and 

indentured workers before that.  A lifetime of crushing poverty, racism, and exclusion; a 

sense of belonging to the revolutionary history of South Village; years of smoking ganja 

and rapping about Black Power, imperialism, and class struggle at home and abroad, first 
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on the block and later in secret; participation in the literature classes, marches, and 

demonstrations organized by the NJAC; frequent firsthand experiences of police brutality 

and excess; the closing off of peaceful forms of political participation during the States of 

Emergency; shared perceptions of the state as being weak, inept, and vulnerable; 

disillusionment with the NJAC’s retreat to cultural nationalism; awareness of other 

guerrilla campaigns being waged in Ireland, Pakistan, South Africa, and elsewhere- all of 

these factors combined to dispose the Freedom Fighters to embrace armed revolution not 

simply as one option, one form of potential political participation among many, but as 

“the only solution”, the only way to bring social justice to Trinidad’s sufferers.  Indra 

recalled that he and the other youths who joined the NUFF felt they had no choice, 

“nowhere else to turn, but to fight back.  The world events of the time dictated that we 

fight.”   

 

NUFF Ideology and Political Program 

Isolated guerrilla activity began in Trinidad in late 1971, before the NUFF was even 

formally established.  The name “NUFF” was not yet being used but a government report 

released in September of 1971 announced the presence of “an extremist, anarchist 

element dedicated to the promotion of murder, mayhem, kidnaps, hijacking, and violent 

revolution” (Trinidad Express 9/27/1971).  The first guerrilla activities took place in and 

around the capitol, Port of Spain.  In a police raid conducted in October, eight men were 

detained after detectives found them to be in possession of explosives and bomb-making 

materials (Trinidad Guardian 10/22/1971).   A month later, block members in the Port of 

Spain suburb of St. James opened fire on three policemen with sub machine guns (SMGs) 
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(Trinidad Guardian 11/22/1971).  The impending investigation led police to a “hideout 

for militants” containing two additional caches of explosives, “soldiers uniforms, and 

what they believed to be subversive literature” (Trinidad Guardian 11/28/1971).  In 

addition to confronting the police, would-be guerrillas also began robbing foreign-owned 

banks and businesses to obtain funds for a sustained offensive.  The PNM regime 

responded by labeling the guerillas “bandits” and created a special “Flying Squad”, under 

the command of Police Superintendent Randolph “The Fox” Burroughs, to hunt them 

down.  On December 17, 1971, the first of many “Wanted Man” ads for NUFF founder 

Guy Harewood appeared in the Trinidad Guardian.  The authorities combed the streets 

and surrounding hills of Port of Spain searching for him, never suspecting that Harewood 

had already returned to his hometown of South Village to formally establish the NUFF. 

 
Figure 16- The first ad for "wanted man" Guy Harewood 
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Inspired by the globally circulating Marxist discourses of the mid-twentieth 

century, the NUFF sought nothing less than the total reorganization of Trinidadian 

society.  According to the NUFF’s ideology, foreign domination was ultimately to blame 

for ensnaring the African and Indian lower classes in an “imperialist yoke of oppression” 

(untitled NUFF bulletin reprinted in Trinidad Guardian 11/21/1973).  The Freedom 

Fighters implicated the PNM regime for safeguarding, or at least failing to convincingly 

challenge, the interests of the foreign capitalists and, therefore, sought to topple the 

Williams government.   

At the time, the NUFF was just one of a number of local revolutionary 

organizations seeking to overthrow the government.  In November, 1971, for example, 

the leader of the Democratic Labor Party (DLP) admitted that the party’s “avowed 

policy” was to “bring down the government” and suggested that its removal was “as 

inevitable as it [was] urgent” (Trinidad Guardian 11/18/1971).  Yet the NUFF differed 

from these other organizations in its advocacy and employment of illegal, violent 

political tactics.  Cudjoe described this distinction as follows: 

BTA: So was the plan to overthrow the government?  Did the NUFF blame the PNM for 
the people’s suffering? 
 
Cudjoe: Well de PNM was de regime.  [They] was de people in power.  So if you’re 
blaming de structure, de infrastructure of de system, if you’re blaming de philosophy and 
de concept of capitalism and imperialism in de country, and fighting against dat, den 
automatically you’ve got to fight against de government, automatically you have to 
blame de government.  When you blame de government and you fight dem you’re 
looking to change de government.  Right?  At dat time it had people who was just talking 
reformist politics, who was involved with NUFF.  It had people who was talking 
elections, it had people who was talking all different tings.  But NUFF total, total belief is 
dat we’ve got to overthrow the government.  We believed that, that we could have take 
over the government by the people who pledged their support for the armed front… 

 
The NUFF maintained that, in order to establish a more equitable social order based on 

social justice principles, the state apparatus itself had to be dismantled and rebuilt to meet 
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the welfare needs of the people.  Political violence was justified on the grounds that 

“violence aimed at the recovery of human dignity and at equality cannot be judged by the 

same yardstick as violence aimed at maintenance of discrimination and oppression” 

(Rodney 1996:22).     

 The NUFF’s first major coordinated military action took place on May 31, 1972 

at the Estate Police Station at the Texaco compound on the outskirts of South Village 

(Meeks 1999:420).  Up to that point, most of the guerrilla activity had been confined to 

Port of Spain and the surrounding hills, where Freedom Fighters had been robbing banks 

and businesses for cash, amassing arms and ammunition, and terrorizing the police with 

bomb and machine gun attacks.  The Harewood brothers, Nathaniel Jack, Brian Jeffers, 

Hillary Valentine, and Jai Kernahan had been variously active in the North but returned 

to their hometown of South Village to start a new, more organized unit.  The Texaco 

hold-up was the new southern faction’s first job, and the first time the name “NUFF” 

appeared in print on a pamphlet they left at the scene of the robbery.  Indra recalled the 

atmosphere of excitement in South Village when news of the attack, which netted the 

NUFF five .38 caliber revolvers and 84 rounds of ammunition (Trinidad Guardian 

6/1/1972), reached his block: 

It was exciting.  That’s when we first get to know who was involved.  And from then it 
actually started.  We start to get involved from that day. The dusk to dawn State of 
Emergency was still on, the social problems still existed, police searches was still on a 
daily basis, police raids on the blocks and houses in South Village were frequent, almost 
non-stop.  We came to know the police officers by name, we knew the cars they drove, 
we knew the sound of the engines, at night we could tell the cars by the headlights. We 
were always a step ahead.  Having some of the books I mentioned earlier were considered 
subversive, but we kept on studying.  Trips to the bush by this time was practically on a 
daily basis.  We knew every shortcut and back road throughout the village and even 
created a few new ones.  We knew of bush tracks that would lead as far as Point Fortin, 
Santa Flora and other surrounding villages.  Most everybody in the village knew what 
was taking place, brothers and sisters from other villages were passing through to ground 
with us, some even came in from Port of Spain. 
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The remote forests surrounding South Village provided better shelter for the guerrillas 

than the hills above Port of Spain, especially since the local youths on the block, like 

Cudjoe, knew the area like the backs of their hands and were eager to lend a hand, even if 

it was only in a supporting role.   

Cudjoe: Well after a couple of robberies in Port of Spain and a couple of tings dey came 
South.  Dey came South because of de fact dat in de town [city] when dey in a camp or 
dey in a house and dey get barged, you can’t have no distance to go.  But in de South, if 
dey come here and I escape through de back dem can’t hold me again because you travel 
fast, dey see you less.  In de mountain dey shoot you and you’re off.  Down here if dey 
see and shoot you we had little shotgun and whatever so de rural bands start functioning 
in South Village; play a couple of robberies, rob de field police station in Texaco, get a 
couple guns, some money and de organization start to build. 
 
BTA: Was that before you met them?  Before they got the Texaco police station? 
 
Cudjoe: No, well I always with de bredren and dem.  I tell you because from de time de 
faction split from NJAC I go with dat faction.  I wasn’t robbing at dat time but I was 
doing like urban work- going here get in contact with dis one, see about dis, see about 
dat, drop these books here, drop these pamphlets here, watch a scene, visualize a robbery 
dat might be able to play, try to recruitment to get involved to work out here.  As a youth 
man dat is what I started.  After dey come down here…I was involved more or less, and 
den dey took me to Couva, right in a house we used to go to a little meeting.  Dey carry 
me Couva and when I go Couva a man pull out a drawer, pull out a box from de drawer 
and de box was full of guns.  You know what I’m saying? Handguns.  A box big about 
dis long, and dis… wit handguns and I end up getting a Colt .32 from there.  And I came 
back down and being having a gun in your pocket and whatever, dat is when I did take 
Brian [Jeffers], Guy Harewood, I pulled dem aside and carried dem up.  So there’s a lot 
of events dat take place for me to actually get involved because when I go on de run I just 
went on a span of two days and de ting dat happened is dat dis guy informed on us and de 
police raid de camp and whatever.  So dey get to know of me so I couldn’t come back out 
here.  So I stay in de bush but I was a urban man.  I used to operate out in de open here.  I 
had my gun, I’d go in and rob little store, getting little $5,000, $3,000, little jewel shop, 
just to maintain tings and dem brothers doing most of de big hits, de bank robberies and 
tings.  
 
BTA: So if you were unknown you could stay urban but as soon as they made you, you 
had to go in the bush? 
 
Cudjoe: You had to go.  On one side dey gwan say you a security risk because de police 
know you and de other side de police looking for you.   

 
After the raid on the Texaco Estate, Cudjoe, Indra, and other younger block members in 

South Village, including Lennox Daniel, Michael Lewis, Rudy John, and Dennis 

Fletcher, quickly joined the ranks of the NUFF’s new southern faction (Bernard 

1995:53).  Unlike the more senior guerrillas like Jeffers, Jack, Valentine, Kernahan, and 
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the Harewoods, who oscillated back and forth between the NUFF’s northern and southern 

factions, these younger recruits operated almost exclusively in the area surrounding South 

Village, venturing only as far as Point Fortin, and San Fernando.  At first, they played 

supporting roles as flatsmen, drawn in by friends and older peers with whom they had 

long established relationships on the block.  They performed the critical function of 

providing the “wanted men” with groceries, medicine, food, ganja, and supplies and for 

arranging meetings, carrying messages, setting up safe houses, or providing 

transportation.  Only after being identified by the police would they “trip” to the forest to 

live “on the run” as fully armed, full-time guerrillas; heightsmen. 

 The Williams regime responded to the guerrilla threat by publicly decrying the 

Freedom Fighters as “bandits” and representing their activities as motivated by profit, 

rather than politics.  Cudjoe recalled the state’s propaganda campaign: 

In de beginning dey used to hide like one of de Freedom Fighters was killed or a member 
of de NUFF was captured and den after dey start to say “a wanted man was shot dead” or 
“a wanted man was arrested”.  Dey never give details.  When you read de papers you are 
going to see “a man dat was hiding from de police for a period of time was shot dead or 
was caught.  Police believe he has information leading to an armed gang- de NUFF”.  
Dey never say a “revolutionary movement” dey say an “armed gang”.  So you see these 
wordings come to have an influence on de masses and de masses start identifying not as a 
political organization or a revolutionary front, but just as some idealistic youths, “rogues” 
as dey described it in some ways. 

 
The government used propaganda to prevent the NUFF from garnering popular support 

for their cause and to justify the use of excessive force by Burroughs and the Flying 

Squad in their hunt for the guerrillas.  In the weeks following the Texaco raid, over three 

hundred of police and soldiers descended on South Village to conduct a massive manhunt 

for the “wanted men” responsible (Trinidad Guardian 6/7/1972).  Employing a “shoot 

first, ask questions later” strategy, the search ended with one freedom fighter, Michael 

Abdool, sustaining a bullet wound to the leg, and another, Hillary Valentine, shot to death 
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in his sleep (Trinidad Express 7/2/1972).  That the Black Power funeral procession for 

Valentine, “Trinidad’s most wanted man”, through rural South Village was attended by 

over 4,000 mourners (Trinidad Express 7/12/1972) suggests that the government was 

wise to conceal the presence of guerrilla warfare since sympathy for the Freedom 

Fighters was so widespread.  Not until August 6, a week after freedom fighter Adolph de 

Masia was assassinated by members of the Flying Squad, did the Trinidad Express admit 

that “some kind of guerrilla warfare [was] underway”.  Voices began to question the 

validity of the government’s claims, asking why, if they were mere bandits and drug 

dealers, these men would choose “to live in the hills instead of the towns where they 

could spend their money?” (Hamid 2002:104).  

 
Figure 17- Freedom Fighters like Guy Harewood and Hilary Valentine were described as “bandits”. 
The newspaper botched this particular ad- Valentine’s name appears under Harewood’s photo and 

vice versa 



103 
 

 
Figure 18- Valentine was killed by police as he slept in this van 

 

 
Figure 19- Before his death, Valentine was a regular at the Hi-Noon in South Village, where 

neighbors recalled he was known to lime with a sub-machine gun concealed under his trenchcoat 
 

 The public was made fully aware of the guerilla movement on February 22, 1973, 

when four members of the NUFF’s northern faction were killed in a shoot-out with the 
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Flying Squad after staging the largest bank robbery in the nation’s history.  The robbery 

on a branch of the British-owned Barclay’s Bank brought the total sum “liberated” by the 

NUFF in armed robberies during the previous six months to $329,847 (Trinidad 

Guardian 2/24/1973).   The next day the Trinidad Express reported that “when the 

gunsmoke cleared and the police searched the house… they found a large sum of 

money…and a stack of leaflets…which bore the claim written in pen: NATIONAL 

UNITED FREEDOM FIGHTERS-responsible for Barclays Bank hold-up, Thursday 22nd 

February, 1973.”  The leaflets announced the presence of the NUFF to the general 

population and outlined their ideology: 

The foreign investor through his local agents, the Williams Government and Police Force 
and local big business, is presently bringing off endless rope against the people. We have 
only to notice the skyrocketing cost of living, widespread unemployment, increasing acts 
of violence by the police and the continued exploitation of our labour, to realize this.  Our 
society continues to remain organized to serve the interests of the privileged few rather 
than to bring benefits to the majority of our people.  The foreign investor is the big man 
in this set up and is present in the form of the oil companies e.g. AMOCO, Texaco, the 
banks (Barclay’s, Nove Scotia), big industry (Neal and Massy, Dunlop), the insurance 
firms (American Life) and in all major areas of distribution.  His aim is and has always 
been, to rob and exploit, and he has been at this for centuries. The continuous resistance 
of this foreign oppression which our people has always waged from the days of chattel 
slavery has however forced this bandit to modify his methods somewhat.  It was the 
workers struggle led by Butler in the 1937-39 period which wrung from the “Man” 
whatever minor concessions (e.g. 1962 Independence) granted us at present.  The “Man” 
has always been careful, however, to retain control over the most important aspects of our 
lives, production.  Realizing that direct exploitation could endanger his position of 
dominance, the “Man” has created a special class of local exploiters consisting of 
government officials and big local capitalists whose task is to manage the political, social 
and cultural methods of exploitation which have replaced direct exploitation.  The rope 
arm of the whole group of oppressors is the police force.  Our attempts to effect the 
changes denied us in the years following 1962, in 1970 by largely peaceful means, were 
met with ruthless suppression, injury, and death.  Since then the state political machinery 
has been expanded and a specialized anti-people force (the Flying Squad) 
developed…Williams has come out in Parliament and openly supported the actions of his 
ropemen so we can expect these acts to continue and increase in the future.  Our actions 
today seek to direct our people’s struggle against foreign domination to new heights and 
to lead it to the final and total overthrow of the foreigner and his local stooges. 
We anticipate endless dreadness for the people if things continue as they are and we 
understand that there can be no solutions to any of our problems while the important 
areas of our lives are controlled from abroad.  We also understand that the only way to 
stand up against and defeat the violence of the oppressing minority is greater violence on 
the part of the people.  The “Man” and his local agents will brand our actions banditry 
and us bandits because we have attacked him and relieved him of some of the wealth that 
rightfully belongs to the people.  In the hands of the people it will be used to strengthen 
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and spread armed resistance to achieve total liberation from foreign exploitation.  Our 
roots lie deep among the most oppressed groups of our people (workers, unemployed, 
farmers, students, housewives) and nothing the “Man” does will prevent his final 
overthrow.  We have learned well from our 1970 experiences.  The selflessness and 
dedication of our fighters point to the existence of a new type of individual who is 
prepared as brother Hilary Valentine and brother Joel de Masia were, to die in order to 
achieve true liberation.  We call on all popular progressive organizations in our society to 
unite so that we can rally the broadest possible forces in order to intensify the people’s 
armed resistance. There can be no other strategy! Our armed resistance is to support and 
strengthen all present areas of struggle by the people: the struggle of the workers in 
general against the exploitation of the foreigner, and particularly the struggle of the 
workers in the oil industry against the threatened CIA destruction of their union; the 
struggle of the farmers throughout the country and particularly of those in the sugar belt 
against Tate and Lyle; Williams’ oppression;  the struggle of the unemployed and 
underemployed against the effort of the “Man” to deprive them of the right to live; the 
struggle of the housewives and children against daily hardships.  Further we support all 
struggles of oppressed peoples throughout the world, and particularly those being waged 
by our Caribbean brothers and sisters.  True Caribbean unity is a necessity and will only 
be achieved through the collective armed resistance of the people in the region against the 
divide and rule strategy of the foreign exploiter.  We are one people.  The enemy now 
appears big and strong and the armed resistance of the people small and weak, but by 
taking advantage of the enemy’s weaknesses the armed resistance of the people will 
expand and grow strong.  Final victory will belong to the people. 
 
NATIONAL UNITED FREEDOM FIGHTERS responsible for Barclay’s bank holdup.  
Thursday 22nd Feb. 1973 [Trinidad Express 2/25/1973]. 

 
The NUFF’s definition of social justice and their strategies for achieving it were very 

much a reflection of the particular, globally circulating Marxist discourses of the day, 

which suggested that class conflict was both imminent and inevitable and that armed 

struggle was the best way to bring about progressive structural change.  The targets the 

NUFF chose reflected their commitment to wrest the island from the control of foreign 

capitalists and the politicians and local elites that protected their interests.  Far from 

committing criminal acts for personal gain, theirs was to be an armed class struggle 

against foreign domination.  Following the publication of the above leaflet in the 

Trinidad Express, the government had no choice but to admit that they were not facing 

ordinary bandits but rather a full-scale guerrilla offensive with two active, coordinated 

armed units, one in the north, one in the south, supported by a massive network of 

thousands of sympathetic civilians.    
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Figure 20- The shootout following the Barclay's Bank robbery left 4 Freedom Fighters- John Bedeau, 

Mervyn Andrews, Ulric Gransaul, and Nathaniel Jack- dead 
 

 
Figure 21- After the shootout, Randolph "The Fox" Burroughs (left) shares a laugh with fellow 

officer Rusell Toppin who holds the money recovered from the Barclay’s Bank job 
 

 The guerrillas, while young, were totally dedicated to their revolutionary cause 

and beliefs.  Indra remembered the fierce resolve among the Freedom Fighters: 

There were all kinds of stories about NUFF in those days, some said it was the military 
arm of NJAC, some said it was led by some underground adult group that were using the 
young kids, some even said it was led by a white man from Port of Spain, none of which 
is true.  No one could believe that this was formed by young people between the ages of 
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15-22, who had nowhere else to turn, but to fight back, the world events of the time 
dictated that fight…There was a sense of determination amongst us; we all had prepared 
mentally to give our lives to the struggle for equality and justice.   

 
Cudjoe offered a similar recollection.  He described how the depth of the Freedom 

Fighters’ commitment to the struggle for social justice helped them to deal with 

the constant fear of injury, imprisonment, and death: 

Cudjoe: I was explaining to you some time ago about fear.  Fear is an emotion just as any 
other emotion, right?  Just as love, just as hate, just as, you know what I mean?  But fear 
is de greatest emotion.  Fear is someting like if a man learn to suppress his fear, dat how 
he can function.  You’ve got to learn to suppress your fear. 
 
BTA: So you were afraid but you suppressed it? 
 
Cudjoe: Yeah, you have to.  You must be afraid when guns shooting at you every day.  
Bullets passing in your face… you see courage has to suppress your fear…You learn to 
suppress your fear.  So you is fearful deep in your heart but you is very caution about it.  
You going, you venting into it.  You know what could happen.  You could die, you could 
lose a limb or whatever.  But because of your philosophy, because of your attitude, 
because of your vow, because of whatever, you will go through with it.  Right?  And 
gradually, gradually while going through with it, you find dat emotion to keep down your 
fear.  You find it just there.  Right?  So people might say, “Dat man fearless!”  But dat 
man full of fear.  It takes one moment for you to snap.  And if you reach dat moment and 
you snap people will see how fearful you are.  You know what I’m saying?   I was afraid.  
Just as when I was going to take de surgery I was afraid.  But you have to let your 
courage suppress your fear. 

 

To deepen and maintain their commitment to revolutionary politics, the Freedom Fighters 

continued to practice in the forest the same activities they had engaged in on the block 

before going “on the run”; smoking ganja and reading and discussing revolutionary 

literature.  The guerillas could only move at night so these activities provided a perfect 

way to pass the time during the daylight hours.  A former flatsman from South Village 

recalled that maintaining a steady supply ganja was a top priority for the Freedom 

Fighters. “Dem boys had contacts bringing it to dem!  Dat was more important den de 

food!” he exclaimed.  Hiding in the forest, the Freedom Fighters spent much of their time 

smoking ganja and studying up on guerrilla tactics.  Cudjoe recalled how this hardened 

his ideological commitment to armed struggle: 
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BTA: So [name withheld] told me you guys were smoking plenty ganja in the bush? 
 
Cudoje: Boy, I smoking every day since I 14. 
 
BTA: And did you continue to read a lot of books while you were out there? 
 
Cudjoe: Yeah I used to read not a lot of books, but I used to be reading special books a 
lot of times.  Over and over. 
 
BTA: Like which ones? 
 
Cudjoe: Quotations From Mao-Tse-Tung it has at least six books.  I read like de 
Venceremos, I had one.  I had Marx’s, Lenin’s.  Karl Marx and Lenin, you know?  I had 
de Dialectical Materialism.  I had other little books from other little guys who write tings 
pertaining to revolutionary struggles.  De October revolution in China.  Cultural 
revolution.  War of de Flea. It had men write certain tings about de Haiti people- dat Haiti 
was de first revolt in de Caribbean…Because it like I was gifted with reading and trying 
to understand tings from book… I wouldn’t say I have a photostatic memory but dey say 
I’s remember a lot of tings from years gone by.  I used to remember a lot of tings I read 
and try to implement it in my life in some way or de other. 

 
The NUFF was made up of those brave youths who, after being driven from the blocks 

by the police, took the revolutionary idealism they had learned there and put it to the test 

on the battlefield.  Guerilla war did not involve a total break with their previous lifestyle- 

they were still smoking ganja, still reading revolutionary literature, still hiding from the 

police, still relying on their existing underground communication network, still struggling 

for survival on a daily basis- but the stakes were much higher.  Armed struggle involved 

additional, deadly risk for the Freedom Fighters, but their deep allegiance to their peer 

group, their commitment to a common set of revolutionary ideals, and their complete 

faith in the transformative potential of violent politics enabled them to overcome or 

“suppress” their fear of death and sustain one of the longest military engagements in 

modern Caribbean history. 
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Figure 22- Food, ammunition, ganja, and "subversive" literature were typical of the evidence police 

recovered from NUFF camps 
 

 In the months following the Barclay’s robbery in February 1973, the battle 

between the NUFF and the police intensified on both the northern and southern fronts.  In 

March, police were forced to call in the armed forces for support in a seven-hour gun 

battle with guerrillas camped in the Maracas area of the northern mountain range 

(Trinidad Guardian 3/24/1973).  In June, four policemen were shot and wounded when 

guerrillas from the NUFF’s northern faction attempted to blow up the Textel Earth 

Station on the North Coast, which linked Trinidad’s telecommunication facilities with the 

rest of the world (Trinidad Guardian 6/1/1973).  Following the Textel attack, the NUFF 

concentrated its operations in the South, where guerrillas committed three successful 

armed robberies of Canadian- and British-owned banks between June 22 and July 24th.  

On August 6th, the NUFF’s southern faction attacked the Trinidad-Tesoro Oil Company’s 

police station at Santa Flora and made off with cash, weapons, and ammunition.  The 

next night, they robbed Diptee’s hardware store in South Village of “eight shotguns, a 
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pistol, revolver, and six bags of ammunition” (Trinidad Express 8/10/1973).  At the same 

time, Freedom Fighters in the north attacked the Matelot police station, sending the 

attendant officers fleeing into the night.  Following that successful raid, the northern 

contingent, though only equipped with revolvers and shotguns, had twice as many 

weapons as fighters to carry them (Meeks 1999:420).   

In the wake of this wave of successful operations, Williams frantically recalled a 

number of ministers who had been on missions overseas and instructed the Regiment to 

join in the hunt for the guerrillas.  The NUFF, seeking to capitalize on the publicity their 

recent victories had generated, seized the opportunity to publicly issue a pamphlet 

claiming responsibility for the recent coordinated operations and instructing members of 

the police force and the army regiment to abandon their unjust campaign.  “Your blood 

will flow endlessly in your attempts to eliminate the people’s fighters,” the proclamation 

warned, “the next time you pick up your arms, the side you are on will determine your 

fate.”  The pamphlet also called on “the people…to use the superior violence of which we 

are capable” and implored them “not to be deceived by the fruitless promises and 

inadequate solutions advanced by [the] local representatives [of imperialism].”  It advised 

every citizen to “prepare yourself for worsening conditions [produced by] the over-

sharpening contradiction between labor and capital,” emphasizing that these “can only be 

eliminated by the superior violence of the people and the introduction of a socialist 

society.”  Having successfully demonstrated the potential effectiveness of armed struggle, 

the NUFF believed that they had provided the necessary spark to dispose the people, as 

well as sympathetic members of the police and armed forces, to violent revolt.  Had they 

continued to maintain the momentum in the armed struggle, it is likely more people 
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would have come to support their struggle for social justice, but a series of setbacks soon 

convinced the general population of the danger and futility of directly confronting the 

coercive power of the state. 

 
 

The Fall of the NUFF 

Within two years of the Matelot police station raid, every member of the NUFF’s 

northern and southern factions was captured or killed by the police.  The government was 

able to defeat the NUFF by placing a number of informers within the organization, 

assassinating the older leaders, coercing the leaders of other revolutionary political 

organizations to denounce the NUFF’s violent tactics and withdraw their support from 

the movement, and eroding public support for the movement by portraying the Freedom 

Fighters as common criminals in the press and the courts.  Furthermore, the advent of a 

major oil boom in 1973 enabled the PNM regime to reduce the level of unrest and 

dissatisfaction among the sufferers by placating them with a program of massive public 

spending (see chapter 5). 

 Government informers were instrumental in initiating the NUFF’s downfall.  The 

state offered massive bounties and rewards for information on the guerrillas.  Among the 

ranks of the extreme poor, the police found plenty of sufferers who, desperate to feed 

their families, were willing to assist them in their intelligence gathering.  Agents of the 

state also offered leniency to captured Freedom Fighters, like Ruth Bayley, who were 

willing to inform on their comrades (Bernard 1995:78-89).  Cudjoe felt that the 

proliferation of informers came from this combination of a carrot-and-stick approach: 

BTA: So why do you think so many people turned informer from within the NUFF? 
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Cudjoe: I feel it had two reasons.  One, is little money.  Two, is threats and we say fear.  
Because we realize at dat time what de police man could a do.  Dey was shooting we 
down, dey was killing we without asking questions.  Dey just raid here and dey know you 
involved and dey will shoot down de whole bomba-clot [expletive] place dead, fucking 
dead.  So you find a lot of dem did it through fear and de police was manage to form a  
syndicate, link dem together, not one man here, one man there, one man here.  Dey form 
a syndicate, dey link dem together so dey can actually talk to one another.  And dem used 
to report and de police used to take de different reports from whatever areas- South 
Village, Siparia, Couva, you know what I mean?  And put it together and see what sound 
like true.  But it had a lot of informers because like its hungry people you know?  Hungry 
people who want to feed some of dem wife and child.   And de police come and give dem 
a little five thousand dollars and dey do what de police tell dem.  And den it have certain 
men who would play a robbery, or certain men do a crime or was involved, and de police 
come now and tell dey well dey know dis and dat and “you’re going to jail” or whatever, 
and de only way to get off is to tell on so and so. 

 
This “syndicate” of informers enabled Burroughs and the Flying Squad to obtain precise 

knowledge of the identities and whereabouts of the members of the various NUFF 

factions, which they then used to plan their offensives. 

 Eliminating the NUFF’s senior leadership was the Flying Squad’s top priority and 

they were willing to use any means necessary to achieve this objective.  Among the first 

Freedom Fighters to be murdered by the police in their hunt for Guy Harewood, Brian 

Jeffers, and the other senior NUFF leaders was pregnant eighteen-year-old Beverly Jones, 

who had gone on the run with the NUFF, along with her sister, Jennifer, after skipping 

bail for a ganja charge.  Beverly Jones was shot multiple times as she fled police during a 

raid on a NUFF camp in the northern range on September 13th, 1973.   
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Figure 23- Freedom Fighter Beverly Jones was shot dead as she attempted to flee during a police raid 

A month later, acting on an informer’s tip, Burroughs, supported by a force of over 200 

men, surrounded the safe house where NUFF founder and political leader Guy Harewood 

was hiding out and gunned him down as he attempted to escape (Constance 1996:48).  

Following Harewood’s death the Freedom Fighters executed three of their own members 

on suspicion that they were aiding the police and, therefore, guilty of “working against 

the revolutionary progress of Trinago” (Trinidad Guardian 11/21/1973).  On December 

3rd, another major NUFF leader, Brian Jeffers, who had assumed leadership of the 

NUFF’s northern faction after Harewood’s death was shot dead in a gun battle with 

police.  Jeffers’ and Harewood’s deaths dealt the organization a blow from which it 
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would never recover (Meeks 1999:421).  Cudjoe explained how the shooting deaths of 

Beverly Jones, Guy Harewood, and Brian Jeffers, and the reprisal killings that followed 

also severely disrupted the NUFF’s civilian support network by spreading fear among the 

general population: 

You see NUFF had a good idea.  But we vision was short.  We didn’t see too far.  We 
really didn’t see too far. Dat is why we killed out and everybody hush dey mouth and dey 
ain sayin nothing.  Because in de beginning when we did it, people was supportive 
because “De country dis and de country dat and de country dis.” You know what I’m 
saying?  But when de people realize now, “Dis is not really what we want” and den 
plenty of young kids start to get killed, start to get shoot down.  Police raiding and 
kicking down your door.  Dey start to turn away. 

 
Following Jeffers’ death, the NUFF’s northern faction collapsed entirely, leaving the 

southern faction alone to face the full coercive power of the state.   

 With most of the older members “killed out”, the youngest members of the 

NUFF’s southern faction, including Cudjoe and Indra, committed to continue the NUFF’s 

dwindling armed struggle on their own.  Throughout the first half of 1974 they continued 

to play robberies in South Village, San Fernando, and the surrounding areas. Camping in 

the bush, they were constantly harried by the police, who had established a base of 

operations there for the express purpose of hunting them down.  As the dragnet tightened 

around them, they further alienated their civilian support base by scrawling threatening 

messages to potential informers on the walls of South Village, promising “death to all 

informers” and pledging that “informers will be shot dead”.  Paranoid, exhausted, and 

pinned down by the Flying Squad, the NUFF’s southern detachment soon split into two 

factions who eventually turned on one another, leading a number of Freedom Fighters to 

desert or turn themselves in.  Cudjoe recalled that this period of infighting marked the 

first time that he considered surrendering himself to police: 
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A lot of events start to take place dat I sit down and I tink, “I need to get out of this.”  
Because dis ain’t profitable anymore.  And dat is when I start tinking about coming back 
in society.  Because before dat I never even tink about coming back out here because I 
done know in my heart or done tink in my heart dat I gwan dead (was going to die).  I 
had no intention of coming back out because I know one day de policeman going to jus 
come up and kill I off so.  Dat is how I see it.  But at dat time when de war [infighting] 
start I realize dat I bigger than dat and I stronger than dat…Out of all de bredren and dem 
who passed through de jungle, I was one of de most skillful bredren.  I used to try to do 
my best in everyting I doing.  I could have move, I could have run, I could man over meh 
self.  And all dat time I just say, “No, don’t do dat.”  And after a couple months, men 
start to give up demselves…Because it real come hard because de men who there now is 
not hardcore it just we friends, little youth men.  So it comes like its just youths now, all 
de elders, de forerunners in de organization who had even actually created de 
organization had died.  So now de youths were there now.  Just brave young fellas, 
idealistic youths… After these bredren start to go and give up dey self one by one, I 
coming here and Indra start to get held down here in Gasparillo, San Fernando…and 
some other bredren who leave dey went ahead and get locked up, dey locked down.  

 
With the remainder of his faction dead or behind bars, Cudjoe and his girlfriend 

continued to operate independently into the early months of 1975, robbing to survive.  

After they came under fire from members of an opposing faction, led by Rudy John, they 

decided to turn themselves in.  Rudy John, “the last man standing”, was shot to death in 

South Village in May 1975 on a recreational ground known as “the gallows” as he 

attempted to evade police who were attempting to apprehend him. 

 

Figure 24- The Gallows 
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 Cudjoe recalled that once he was in court, the state refused to treat him and the 

other Freedom Fighters as political prisoners: 

We never get treason.  Dey charge us like ordinary bandits; robbery, aggravation, petty 
theft…Dey never say a “revolutionary movement” dey say an “armed gang”.  So you see 
these wordings come to have an influence on de masses and de masses start identifying 
not as a political organization or a revolutionary front, but just as some idealistic youths, 
“rogues” as they described us in some ways. 
 

Another former flatsman concurred that the consistent portrayal of the NUFF as mere 

criminals, both in the press and the courts, made their revolution look “dirty” to the 

people.  Ironically, the state’s insistence on trying the Freedom Fighters as petty 

criminals led to almost all of their cases getting dismissed or overturned, including 

Cudjoe’s: 

Most of our bredren was freed who went up in de condemn and come back down and dey 
let dem go, reprieve you know what I’m saying.  A lot of de brothers who had case, dey 
dismiss de case.  Because we claiming dat we political prisoners and dem treating we as 
bandits.  But when de people and de lawyers start to understand what’s really going on 
with de organization dey start trying to show de government dat we could sue de 
government.  De government charged all of us wrongfully.  So when dey come to realize 
dat trouble could be here dey start just dismissing all de case and letting go all de bredren. 
 

As they went through the drawn-out process of trials and appeals, Cudjoe and the other 

captured guerrillas learned that the other politicians and revolutionary organizations who 

had secretly pledged their support to the NUFF had all turned their backs on them: 

I talking about ministers, I talking about people in government, I talking about 
Opposition Leaders, I talking about union leaders, I talking about George Weekes, I 
talking about Basdeo Panday, I talking about John Humphrey, I talking about Jon 
Donaldson.  All of dem pledged support.  These were de people dat we was tinking about 
de whole ministerial position in de government…because we had screened certain 
people, by what we know of dem. Plus we had a very few intelligence people.  De only 
man dat really keep up to his word is John Humphrey…John Humphrey’s de only man 
who really kind of did little tings for us.  He took most of de men’s bail, he had a rally, a 
“Free Political Prisoners Rally”.  And he did give us some money: twelve thousand.  He 
took me out of jail when dey put me at TT$192,000.  He took me out of prison and give 
me some money and tell me, “Get all de youths to vote for ULF.”  ULF was now 
forming.  And dat is when I get to realize dat $12,000 was nothing to he.  He spend dat in 
a day.  He have over 500 acres of land, you know?  He and his wife she wrote some book 
and ting.  I used to read his book, and I get to realize dem just using and riding on we 
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back to achieve what dem want.  So I boycott he with his ULF ting and I keep a  rally 
“Free all political prisoners”, “Abolish capital punishment” and de rest a money I did a 
“No Vote” campaign and I tell dem guys “Don’t fucking vote.”  So he was pissed against 
me for dat but he still used to take me out of prison and ting when dey lock me down.  
Because when I go in de key court, sometimes people report and say dat I threaten dem or 
whatever and de judge and de magistrate used to take back my bail and send me in prison 
and den I’d have to go to de judge in chambers and de judge in chambers would put me 
back on a bail.  But most time it run smooth, I’d just go up for a little month, seventeen 
days or whatever.  But he used to come and still take me out. 
 

The Opposition party leaders, trade unionists, and disgruntled government ministers who 

the NUFF hoped to turn power over to after toppling Williams and the PNM had not been 

genuinely interested in class struggle or the establishment of a socialist society.  Instead 

they had pretended to support the Freedom Fighters only in order to advance their own 

political agendas.  Had they used their influence to garner additional public support for 

the guerrillas and their cause, the NUFF may have enjoyed considerably greater success. 

 

Conclusion 

The PNM regime became the target of revolutionary elements in Trinidad, by 

discursively constructing the state as a guarantor of welfare, failing to deliver on its lofty 

promises, and guaranteeing the interests of foreign capital at the apparent expense of the 

working and lower classes.  Despite the imposition of a State of Emergency and the 

brutal repressive measures taken by the state in response to the Black Power 

demonstrations, the revolutionary spirit remained strong in Trinidad, especially on the 

blocks of South Village, where villagers saw themselves as part of a proud historical 

tradition of popular resistance and possessed a class consciousness that cross-cut the 

racial and ethnic lines dividing the population at the national level.  The youths on the 

blocks there, excluded from the education system and facing little hope for future, 

drawing on the political discourses of the NJAC and the radical trade union movement, as 
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well as their own local experiences with racism and exclusion, developed their own Black 

Power philosophy as they coped with the daily hardship of having nothing to do.  During 

the States of Emergency, police harassment forced them to take their rap sessions 

underground, further radicalizing them and convincing them of “the futility of 

maintaining the fight for social goals within the framework of civil debate” (Guevara 

2007:8).   

 Following the lead of the same older peers who had first introduced them to 

revolutionary politics and who were in a tactical position to organize and channel their 

collective discontent into political action, they initially assumed minor, indirect support 

roles in the NUFF as a matter of course.  The ongoing campaign of police harassment in 

South Village made them experience their decision to “pick up the gun” and become full 

combatants less as a sharp break with their ordinary lives than as a sort of natural 

progression in a context where the “peace [was] considered already broken” by “the 

forces of oppression” (Guevara 2007:8).  As they watched their parents, neighbors, and 

relatives marched from their homes and interrogated, and saw their older peers from the 

block being gunned down by police in the bush, they felt they had no choice but to fully 

devote themselves to armed struggle.  As Indra stated, “we had nowhere else to turn, but 

to fight back.”  With many of the possibilities of peaceful struggle eliminated by the 

terms of the State of Emergency, armed struggle became that much more of a viable 

option for those activists who refused to bow to the coercive power of the state.  

 The Freedom Fighters were encouraged to revolt by a perceived weakness of the 

state that emerged during the Black Power demonstrations of 1970 and drew inspiration 

from external events- the American Black Power Movement, the Vietnam war protests, 
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the consolidation of the Cuban Revolution, and other guerrilla campaigns being waged 

“from Angola to Iraq and from the Congolese bush to the suburban slums of Caracas” 

(Taber 2002:2-3)- as well as from the island’s own history of insurrection.  “These 

factors came together, in a sense, to ‘overdetermine’ a specifically Trinidadian context in 

which revolution moved from being an obscure pipe dream to a tangible reality”, 

substantiating the pervasive, though somewhat naïve “notion that revolution was 

imminent and only required the intervention of brave men guiding the arrow of history to 

its target” (Meeks 1999:435).  Unfortunately, the NUFF failed to obtain the level of 

popular support necessary for guerrilla struggle to succeed.  Slandered by the press, tried 

as ordinary criminals in the courts, and abandoned by the power brokers who had 

promised to support them, they were crushed by the full coercive power of the state.  By 

the time the Freedom Fighters began to come out of prison in 1975, a fortuitous oil boom 

had enabled the PNM to buy back the support of the masses, and the revolutionary spirit 

of 1970 was finally extinguished.  Disgusted with the society that had failed them, and 

alienated from the people they had fought to liberate and who had betrayed their quest for 

social justice by failing rally behind them, many Freedom Fighters, including Cudjoe and 

Indra, decided to take their struggle to the spiritual level.  Returning to the forests where 

they had played as children, and later fought as guerrillas, they endeavored to transform 

themselves from Marxist Freedom Fighters to spiritual Rastafari warriors.     
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CHAPTER 4 

THE RISE OF RASTAFARI IN TRINIDAD AND TOBAGO 

 

The police shooting of Rudy John in 1975, the last remaining member of the NUFF, 

brought an end to the guerrilla struggle spawned by the Black Power Revolution (see 

previous chapter).  In the months and years that followed, thousands of youth who had 

marched, demonstrated, or taken up arms in the name of “Black Power” began to 

embrace another imported ideology of resistance- Rastafarianism (Campbell 1987; 

Hamid 2002), which was spreading across the Caribbean like wildfire, taking on a 

diversity of forms.  The Rastafarian (hf Rastafari) ideological-symbolic matrix enabled 

these former revolutionaries to renew their ongoing struggle for social justice on spiritual 

terms.  

This chapter traces the emergence and evolution of Rastafari culture in Trinidad 

and the new forms of political activism it has inspired there.  It begins by briefly 

introducing the history and main tenets of Rastafari, and then details the process by 

which Rastafari culture took hold among the youth in Trinidad during the 1970s.  Next, it 

describes how, after making the transition from social outcasts to celebrated exemplars of 

Caribbean culture, pragmatic-oriented Rastas in Trinidad and the wider Eastern 

Caribbean created a network of formal organizations with secular political goals, adding 

a new dimension to the Rastafari movement’s ongoing pursuit of social justice.  The 

chapter concludes by suggesting that the emergent forms of political activism developed 

within these formal organizational structures represent both an extension of and departure 

from traditional Rastafari politics.   
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Relying on contemporary ethnographic research and life history interviews from 

Cudjoe and Indra, two former NUFF guerrillas who, in the wake of the armed struggle, 

were among the early converts to Rastafari in Trinidad, I argue that Rastafari culture was 

widely embraced by disillusioned, urban Trinidadian youth in the mid-1970s because it 

1) degraded the dominant culture of capitalism from which they were excluded, 2) fit in 

seamlessly with many of their long-held, racialized political ideologies, most notably 

those associated with Black Power, 3) enabled them to continue to pursue their 

revolutionary goals, but on grounds that did not require direct confrontation with the state 

apparatus, and 4) celebrated and ritualized their existing informal social and economic 

activities “on the block”; specifically the ganja-infused political discussions they had 

known since adolescence, and the related traffic in ganja that provided them a means of 

subsistence.   

At first vilified and subjected to brutal police harassment, the Rastafari movement 

eventually earned social acceptance in Trinidad and became a powerful source of cultural 

and political resistance to postcolonial modes of exploitation and domination.  As state 

repression diminished, asceticism and escapism gave way to new forms of social and 

political activism and Trinidadian Rastafari began to seek social justice through 

increasingly secular political, as opposed to traditional spiritual, means.  While certainly 

not the first Rastas to become “political”, they helped usher in a new age of Rastafari 

politics organized and implemented by an international network of formal Rastafari 

organizations concerned with more pragmatic than spiritual causes.  Far from espousing 

the traditional Rastafari maxim, “InI doh deal wit poly-tricks” (we are apolitical), these 

progressive social activists held that Rastafari ideology was inherently revolutionary and 
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rejected the de-politicized spiritualism that, in their eyes, limited Rastafari’s potential to 

produce immediate social change. 

The Origins of Rastafari Ritual and Ideology 

Rastafari first appeared in Jamaica in 1930 as the island found itself in the grips of the 

Great Depression.  The dissolution of the plantation-based sugar economy and the end of 

the long-term land lease program led to massive rural-to-urban migration, causing the 

population of Kingston to grow from 89,400 in 1921 to 379,600 in 1943 and swelling the 

ranks of Jamaica’s sufferers (Chevannes 1998b:78).  Crowded into dismal slums in 

Kingston and Spanish Town, tens of thousands of sufferers found themselves locked in a 

daily struggle against hunger, disease, and homelessness.  These factors, along with the 

spread of Black Nationalism during the 1920s, set the stage for the emergence of 

Rastafari among the sufferers (Benard 2007:90).  Recognizing their position at the 

bottom of colonial Jamaica’s race-based social hierarchy, the sufferers asserted their right 

to subsistence in racialized terms, producing a “moral economy of blackness” that drew 

on pre-existing, religiously-informed “justice motifs” of truth, righteousness, freedom, 

liberation, self-reliance, and redemption, and stressed their fundamental right to 

“subsistence and communal survival and accompanying rights and obligations” (Price 

2009:27). 

Incorporating these justice motifs with the sufferers’ long-standing identification 

with the ancient Israelites who, according to the Christian Bible, had been persecuted at 

the hands of, first, the Babylonians, and, later, the Egyptians and Romans, the first 

Rastafari leaders suggested that the sufferers ultimate redemption would soon come at the 

hands of the Almighty, who had taken physical form and now sat on the throne of 
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Ethiopia, the last bastion of African independence, as emperor Haile Selassie I6 bearing 

the official titles “King of Kings, Lord of Lords, Elect of God, Conquering Lion of the 

Tribe of Judah”.  Referring to the apocalyptic Christian vision described in the Book of 

Revelations, they warned that Christ, returned as Selassie I, would soon “loose the seven 

seals” (Rev. 5:5) and destroy the modern manifestation of the Biblical Babylon- the 

exploitative European colonial political/economic/cultural system- and all those who 

dwelled within it.  Consequently, their followers sought to demonstrate their 

disassociation from Babylon by proclaiming Haile Selassie’s divinity and forcefully 

rejecting dominant forms of dress, speech, diet, hygiene, and worship. 

Over time, Babylon became the key symbol in the ideological framework by 

which Jamaican Rastafari meaningfully oriented themselves to one another and the world 

around them and coped with the dire situation in which they found themselves (Geertz 

2000:250).  For Rastafari, Babylon came to have multiple layers of symbolic significance 

with varying levels of concreteness and specificity.  In the most immediate sense, 

Babylon referred to the horrible reality the sufferers endured in colonial Jamaica; not 

only in terms of the squalid material conditions in which they lived, but also in terms of 

the psychological condition of alienation and uprootedness they suffered in a society that 

denigrated everything to do with Africa.  Historically, Babylon represented the evil, 

oppressive, exploitative cultural tradition created by the ancient Babylonians, and later 

revived by the Egyptians and Romans, to persecute, displace, and enslave “God’s chosen 

people” in their greedy quest for earthly wealth and power.  Rastas recognized that the 

forced captivity of Africans in the diaspora mirrored the Baylonian experience of the 

                                                           
6 Haile Selassie I was the name taken by Ras Tafari Makonnen when he took the throne.  The term Rastafari is a 
derivation of his pre-coronation name. 
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ancient Hebrews, who suffered under both ancient Babylonian and Roman rule (Edmonds 

1998:27).  Today, Rastas identify the modern, post-colonial power structure- the global 

capitalist system- and the European colonial system on which it is based as the modern 

manifestations of Babylon.  Europe may no longer have its colonies, but Babylon 

survives in the complex of religious, educational, political, and economic institutions that 

evolved from the colonial experiment.  The ideologies these institutions promote; white 

supremacy, Euro-centrism, neoliberal capitalism, patriotism, consumerism, and 

ahistorical multiculturalism, enable the wealthy to live off the blood of the sufferers, who 

are kept in a state of mental slavery (ignorance to the teachings of Rastafari and the 

workings of Babylon-system) that precludes their doing anything about it.     

Eschewing Jamaican forms of Christianity that promised salvation and a better 

life after death, and thus implicitly functioned to preserve the status quo, Rastas 

maintained that their day of deliverance would come in this life, when Babylon was 

destroyed and they were finally returned to their homeland.  In anticipation of this 

impending cataclysmic event, Rastafari discourses and practices began to revolve around 

the dual themes of “steppin’ outta”  Babylon and “beating down” Babylon, both of which 

were regarded as critical to the physical and spiritual salvation of Rastafari people 

(Edmonds 1998:23, 30).  “Steppin’ outta” Babylon meant affirming one’s identity as an 

African by either physically removing oneself from the plantation (Jamaica) and 

repatriating to Zion (Africa in general, Ethiopia specifically) or symbolically rejecting 

Babylon by constructing an alternative livity (spiritually-informed cultural identity and 

way of life).  This was a difficult task for sufferers who lacked the means to repatriate 

and, thanks to generations of British colonial mis-education, had very limited knowledge 
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of African culture and history. In order to construct an alternative livity, the sufferers 

reconstituted an idealized pre-capitalist Jamaican peasant identity and culture; a kind 

“reconstructed traditionalism”, which glorified the self-sufficient, communal living of the 

sufferers’ peasant past (Benard 2007:93).  The sacred Rastafari symbols and practices 

they invented and ritualized were rooted in an idealization of peasant lifeways and a 

refusal to participate in the capitalist wage system (2007:93).  Since Babylon represented 

a “departure from naturalness and a commitment to artificiality” (Edmonds 1998b:354), 

they sought to reclaim the supposedly timeless, “natural” way of life enjoyed by their 

independent peasant ancestors by proscribing the use of synthetic materials and processed 

foods, practicing herbal healing (especially that involving ganja), and avoiding the 

alcohol, tobacco, and other drugs Babylon used to destroy the minds of black people 

(1998b:354).  Just as running away enabled enslaved Africans to achieve the dual goals 

of both freeing themselves and, since they were themselves considered “property”, 

stealing from their masters, by “steppin outta” Babylon Rastas not only liberated 

themselves from mental slavery, but also weakened Babylon-system by refusing to be 

exploited by it.   

“Beating down” Babylon involved more active approaches to fighting the culture 

and institutions that have dominated the African diaspora since the 17th century.  Forced 

to hide from the police in government yards (housing), Jamaican Rastas learned to use 

powerful word-sound (singing, chanting, and/or spoken word) to produce positive 

vibrations to counteract the negative vibrations of Babylon and shake its very 

foundations.  Rastas also attempted to “beat down” Babylon through traditional political 

participation.  As early as 1938, Rastas were participating in marches, strikes, and labor 
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unrest in support of the People’s National Party’s (PNP) socialist agenda (Price 

2000:160).  While many Rastas became disillusioned with transformative potential of 

formal politics following the defeat of the PNP in 1944, others continued to organize and 

agitate in support of issues dear to the Rastafari, including repatriation, legalization of 

ganja, land reform, and better housing, education, and employment opportunities for the 

poor (Barnett 2000:36-38; Davis 1977:35-36; Price 2000:168). 

During the 1940s and 50s, Rastas began to incorporate the ritual use of ganja into 

their efforts to both “step outta” and “beat down” Babylon and ganja became a central 

feature of Rastafari livity.  Ganja, first introduced to black Jamaicans as a drug-food and 

panacea in the post-emancipation era by East Indian indentured servants who considered 

it a gift from the gods (Benard 2007:95-96; Hamid 2002:xxxvi; Mansingh and Mansingh 

2000:44,48-52; Comitas and Rubin 1975:16), was an integral part of Jamaican peasant 

culture, as both a medicine and trade item.  During the 1920s and 30s, ganja represented a 

powerful symbol of the peasant culture that was being laid to waste by the transition to 

capitalism.  Huddled in the government yards of Kingston and Spanish Town, masses of 

peasants-turned-sufferers who had been forced to sell family lands to cash crop 

corporations or give up long-term leases smoked ganja and reminisced about the life they 

and their ancestors had enjoyed in rural Jamaica.  Many critical features of Rastafari 

ideology came out of these sessions, including the divinity of Haile Selassie and the 

equation of the Western capitalist system with Biblical Babylon (Benard 2007:92), but 

more important than the content that emerged from these ganja-infused discussions was 

the form they took, which laid the basis for the most important and universal Rastafari 

ritual practice- reasoning.    
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The practice of reasoning involves smoking ganja to achieve an elevated state of 

consciousness from whence participants can better engage in collective philosophical, 

political, and spiritual discussions that empower them to “step outta” and “beat down” 

Babylon.  Smoking ganja is said to enable individuals to gain an overstanding (greater 

comprehension produced by examining something from an alternative perspective) of the 

intricate mechanisms by which Babylon-system perpetuates itself.  It removes the veil 

obscuring Babylon’s true motives and operations, exposing its weaknesses and making 

visible its inherently self-destructive nature.  The ensuing reasoning allows Rastafari 

bredren to plot innovative strategies for “beating down” and “steppin outta” Babylon.  “It 

is intended to shed new light on their condition, to unveil truth, and help the wisdom 

flow…for this reason, the activity is treated as sacred” (Yawney 1978a: 174).  Reasoning 

functions as a forum in which young initiates can enhance their overstanding of the core 

tenets of Rastafari by listening to the wise-mind (wisdom) of older bredren who have 

been in the trod (Rastafari spiritual journey) for longer than they.  Reasoning sessions 

also serve as spaces where individuals can, through successful participation, confirm their 

claim to authentic Rastafari identity and establish their position vis-à-vis other 

participants (Chevannes 1994:225-230).  The powerful word-sounds that come out of 

Rastafari reasonings contain positive vibrations that counteract the all-pervasive negative 

vibrations of Babylon.    

It was not until the 1950s, after marijuana was made illegal in Jamaica, that 

Rastas began to assign ganja and, by extension, reasoning, sacred status (Benard 2007:97, 

Chevannes 1998b:84, Hamid 2002:79).  The Jamaican government’s decision to outlaw 

marijuana helped transform ganja from an everyday commodity into “the Tree of 
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Wisdom”, a “Holy Herb”, and elevate reasonings from everyday, informal discussions to 

one of the “Seven Sacred Pillars of Rastafari” (Williams 2000:121-122).  As the police 

used the enforcement of anti-marijuana laws as an excuse to harass and imprison them, 

Rastafari bredren searched the scriptures for justifications for ganja-use and explanations 

for the brutal police campaign against it.  They did not have to look very far.  In the Book 

of Genesis God ordained the earth to “bring forth grass, the herb yielding seed” (1:11) 

and instructed Adam that “thou shalt eat the herb of the field” (3:18).  Similar 

justifications were found in the Books of Proverbs (15:17), Revelations 22, and Psalm 

104, which proclaimed that “All the herbs bearing seed upon the land are made for man.”  

The attempts by agents of Babylon (police, soldiers, judges, etc.) to prevent the bredren 

from smoking ganja made sense when cast as part of a larger ongoing struggle between 

good and evil.  Since ganja was the path to truth that enabled Rastas to “step outta” and 

“beat down” Babylon, it only made sense that the police would try to keep it from them.  

The endless cycle of harassment, arrests, and imprisonment over ganja “sustained a 

ritualized drama” which confirmed Rastas’ belief that Babylon wanted to keep them from 

knowing the truth, since it was through smoking ganja that the truth was revealed 

(Benard 2007:97).  Because ganja served as a medium of exchange and an important 

basis for subsistence for the Rastafari community, Babylon’s efforts to suppress the 

marijuana economy were also construed as direct attacks on the livelihoods of Rastafari 

bredren, part of a deliberate attempt to starve them out (Hamid 2002:76-79).  Anti-

marijuana legislation enforcement inadvertently led to the sacralization of ganja and 

transformed reasoning into a ritual act of defiance by which participants demonstrated 

their opposition to Babylon.  
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Rastafari provided Jamaica’s urban sufferers with powerful symbolic strategies to 

combat the crushing effects of poverty, desperation, exclusion, exploitation, racism, and 

state violence dominating their everyday lives (Edmonds 1998:33).  As a “counter-

hegemonic culture” (Yawney 1999:155), it allowed adherents to construct a positive 

sense of self in a society that regarded them as inferior, undesirable, unnecessary, and 

undeserving of basic human rights.  It enabled them to experience new feelings of pride, 

empowerment, and hope for the future.  After being told for generations that their 

sufferation (extreme, enduring suffering) was a result of their own inherent racial 

inferiority; simply part of the natural order of things, Rastafari shifted the blame for the 

sufferers’ miserable standard of living onto Babylon; the foreign colonial system that had 

been imposed upon them during their exile from Zion.  Their oppressor now had a name; 

Babylon, and so did their redeemer; Haile Selassie I.  Their hair, their skin, their lack of 

formal education, their social position, all previously considered to be results or 

expressions of the sufferers racial inferiority, were recast as assets that would guarantee 

their physical and spiritual redemption following Babylon’s inevitable destruction at the 

hands of the Almighty Ras Tafari.  According to the tenets of Rastafari, theirs was not the 

most miserable race on earth, it was the proudest, and salvation, not perpetual suffering, 

would be their ultimate lot if, through reasoning and careful study, they crafted a positive 

livity based on the teachings of the living God, Haile Selassie I.   

Despite decades of oppression and persecution at the hands of police, elites, and 

the press, Rastafari flourished on the island of Jamaica, and by the 1970s, following the 

popularization of Rastafari-inspired reggae music and the co-optation of Rastafari themes 

by national politics, the Rastafari had gone from social outcasts to living symbols of 
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Jamaican national culture (Edmonds 2002, Price 2009:94-96).  Through labor migration, 

the widespread consumption of Jamaican reggae music, and the international ganja trade, 

Rastafari ideology and livity spread from Jamaica throughout the Caribbean, adapting to 

the different political, economic, and cultural context on each island (Bilby 1983; Hamid 

2002; Van Dijk 1998; Yawney 1999).  During the 1970s, countless sufferers across the 

Caribbean would encounter the redemptive Rastafari worldview and make it their own.  

 

The Emergence of Rastafari in Trinidad 

Although the objectives of the Black Power Revolution remained unmet, the massive 

revenues generated by the oil boom that began in 1972 enabled Williams and his PNM 

government to buy back the support of the people and end the widespread civil unrest 

that had persisted since 1970.  In the shadow of the PNM’s gargantuan system of political 

patronage-the People’s Sector-the Black Power Movement quickly lost momentum.  

People’s Sector programs placated the lower-class, urban Africans were at the heart of 

the Revolution through the minimal satisfaction of their material needs, but offered them 

few opportunities for upward social mobility.  Those opportunities, in the forms of high-

level employment, promotions, credit, and protectionism, were reserved for the white, 

near white, and East Indian upper- and upper-middle classes and, to a lesser extent, the 

black and “mixed” middle class that formed the PNM’s primary support base (Hintzen 

1989: 118).   

As the Black Power Revolution subsided, “[t]he possession of wealth or 

employment [became] a singular interest to defend, uniting persons of every race” and a 

major cultural divide began to emerge between this “poly-ethnic multi-class cause” 
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(Hamid 2002:12) and the masses of sufferers shut out from the nation’s improved 

economic fortunes.    The white, near white, and East Indian members of the upper- and 

upper-middle classes, and the black and “mixed” middle class, enjoying the 

unprecedented commercial and educational opportunities financed by the oil wealth 

flowing through the organs of the state, renewed their faith in the government and 

embraced the competitiveness, consumerism, and drive for material possessions regarded 

as the hallmark of metropolitan life (Hamid 2002:13-14).  For the black and Indian lower 

classes, material conditions improved little despite the government’s massive social 

welfare expenditures (Hintzen 1989:177).  As part of a deliberate, national “divide and 

rule” strategy, PNM social welfare programs benefited urban-based, lower class blacks 

more than rural, lower class East Indians, but while they may have found themselves 

slightly less poor than their Indian counterparts, they remained poor nonetheless.  The 

government jobs made available to the lower classes through the People’s Sector Special 

Works Program were little more than “disguised dole[s]” (Hamid 2002:10) that provided 

labor for “make-work” projects (Hintzen 1989:74).  With scant hope for social 

advancement through education or employment, Trinidad’s African and Indian sufferers, 

could not identify with the materialistic culture of capitalism embraced by the more 

affluent middle and upper classes.  Rather, they were obliged to develop an emergent 

culture of therapy and repair, aided by the increasing use of marijuana (Hamid 2002:14).  

As Rastafari bredren assumed control of the international ganja trade, thousands of 

former Black Power supporters were exposed to the imported Rastafari ideology, which 

sacralized critical aspects of their existing culture of therapy and repair, including ganja-

use, anti-establishmentarianism, non-participation in the formal economy, and strong 
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feelings of alienation, exile, and exploitation, by assigning them Biblical meaning and 

significance.       

In terms of numbers, the Rastafari movement in Trinidad was to become one of 

the strongest in the Caribbean outside Jamaica (Van Dijk 1998:191).  Rastafari quickly 

took hold among disillusioned, urban Trinidadian youth in the mid-1970s because it 1) 

degraded the dominant culture of capitalism from which they were excluded, 2) fit in 

seamlessly with many of their long-held, racialized political ideologies, most notably 

those associated with Black Power, 3) enabled them to continue to pursue their 

revolutionary goals, but on grounds that did not require direct confrontation with the state 

apparatus, and 4) celebrated and ritualized their existing informal social and economic 

activities “on the block”; specifically the ganja-infused political discussions they had 

known since adolescence, and the related traffic in ganja that provided them a means of 

subsistence.   

For the masses of sufferers who, by the mid-1970s, had come to the realization 

that they would probably be unemployed, underemployed, or unemployable for most of 

their lives, Rastafari ideologies, discourses, and practices provided positive alternatives to 

the dominant culture of capitalism, which glorified an unattainable metropolitan lifestyle 

based on an alien value system that was completely inapplicable to their situation.  

According to the Rastafari worldview, the “success” pursued by the dominant classes- the 

accumulation of material wealth and the affluent lifestyle and elevated social standing 

that came with it- was not success at all, but a path to inevitable destruction at the hands 

of the Almighty.  As an oppositional culture of resistance, Rastafari demanded a rejection 

of dominant notions of beauty, racial superiority, progress, and morality, and empowered 
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Trinidad’s sufferers by enabling them to perceive the very things holding them down- 

their blackness, poverty, marginalization, and lack of formal education and employment- 

as assets that would guarantee their ultimate physical and spiritual salvation. 

Like Black Power, Rastafari was an imported ideology first introduced to young 

radicals “on the block”, which provided a script for articulating the inequities of 

postcolonial society.   Both Indra and Cudjoe recalled the same older block member 

bringing Rastafari to their community, South Village.  Cudjoe  remembered: 

So at dat time you see one-one (very few) man start to, you know, one-one man start to 
nat up (grow dreadlocks as part of conversion to Rastafari) and ting.  I nat up in ’76, I 
didn’t nat up in ’75 but all de time I getting little knowledge, a bredren come and carry 
me by him and show me a set of books about Selassie I and ting.  He used to travel.  And 
I’d take Chupee and a set of guys and we used to go up there every weekend, you know?  
We used to call him I-laba.  He name is Wolf.  And we went by him and we start to read 
and we start to see tings and den we start to listen reggae music, you know?  
 

Indra confirmed: 
  

One of the things that did happen was there was this one brother who was from the 
village called Wolf.  He’s living in Boston now as a matter of fact.  He had come home 
and brought a whole lot of books and stuff and dat’s what really propel brothers in my 
neighborhood into Rasta.  But we had known of Rastas before, you know.  We would see 
Rastas and talk wit Rastas and have groundings and stuff like dat.  But at dat point it 
became more solid and we start back organizing we self. 
 

As was the case during the Black Power revolution, blocks continued to function as 

important social spaces in which youths were exposed to the knowledge and experiences 

gained by older members of the community who had spent time outside of the village.  

These informal conversations aroused curiosities and appetites that led to deeper, more 

substantive inquiries, the dissemination and discussion of imported literature, and 

ultimately, the internalization of a new foreign ideology, Rastafari, now tailored to 

maximize its relevance to their specific situation, by everyone on the block. 
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Rastafari ideology resonated deeply among the masses of disenchanted youth that 

had marched in the streets and fought in the hills during the revolution because it echoed 

the critiques of racism, classism, and imperialism that formed the core of the Black 

Power ideology articulated by the NJAC.  Rastafari elaborated on the NJAC’s assertions 

that the “economic and institutional organization of society” functioned to maintain a 

system of white supremacy and that "the Christian Churches…made it a virtue to be 

oppressed, to content the Black man with his suffering while the Church [was] in the 

control of the affluent white oppressors in the society" (Laguerre 2008:130-131).  It also 

reiterated the inspirational Marxist promise that a new world order, based on peace, 

equality, and respect would inevitably replace the evil, exploitative, postcolonial 

capitalist world system; not in some distant future or paradisiacal afterlife, but in this 

very lifetime (Chevannes 1998a:26-31).  Ras Indra explained: 

We know we didn’t want to be the colonial puppets.  We know we didn’t want to be 
anything like that.  Going from the Black Power Revolution into NUFF with Marxist 
ideology, and then coming out of that and realize that Marx’s ideology not for us, 
Rastafari was the next thing in line.  We couldn’t have escaped it.  We were just young 
radicals at the time.  Rastafari itself is a radical philosophy; just the next progressive 
thing. 
 

Disillusioned by Marxism’s failure to bring about progressive social change, young 

radicals in Trinidad turned to Rastafari as an alternative means for understanding and 

expressing their ongoing discontent with the status quo.  Indeed, the parallels between the 

Black Power and Rastafari ideologies are so salient that Rastafari has been described as 

“Black Power ideology with a theological nucleus” (Mutabaruka 2006:27) and a “Black 

Power Movement that is struggling to assert itself” (Forsythe 2000:84).  The many 

ideological connections between Rastafari and Black Power enabled young radicals, like 

Indra, to interpret their conversion to Rastafari as a “natural progression”.   
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Not only did Rastafari reiterate many of the major themes of the existing political 

ideology of the suffering masses, it afforded young radicals an opportunity to articulate 

and understand their social discontent in spiritual terms that precluded direct 

confrontation with Trinidad’s oppressive state apparatus.  The sufferers’ recent attempts 

to alter the oppressive structure of Trinidadian society by instigating Marxist revolution 

had been defeated by the full repressive power of the state, which suspended the civil 

liberties of the entire population and empowered the police to use excessive violence to 

stifle the revolt.  Rather than constructing widespread class struggle as prerequisite for 

social progress, Rastafari advocated a cultural rejection of and physical withdrawal from 

the dominant social system, Babylon, as commanded by Jah (God) in 2 Corinthians 6:17-

187.  The Almighty, rather than the proletariat, was constructed as the agent of 

revolutionary social change since He promised to deliver all those who rejected the sin 

and excess of Babylon8.  For the young radicals and former guerrillas who had already 

learned, firsthand, the consequences of revolution, Rastafari offered an opportunity to 

continue their struggle for social justice without directly courting the wrath of the state.  

Ras Cudjoe explained the conversion of many of the surviving members of the NUFF to 

Rastafari: 

Dis happen right after we start to let go from class struggle.  A certain awareness used to 
come tru people and while we was in prison a lot of us start to read religious books…at 
dat time we believed totally dat dis was a rejection, dat dis was a continuation of we 
rejection of de state of de society…We ain’t fighting wit gun, we fighting now with 
knowledge, we had to be educated, we had to be wise, we had to know who de real 
enemy is.  We started trying to figure out de Devil and good.  We started following 
Rastafari teaching from de world and certain tings seemed to fit in with our life. 

 

                                                           
7 Wherefore come out from among them, and be ye separate, saith the Lord, and touch not the unclean thing; and I 
will receive you, and will be a Father unto you, and ye shall be my sons and daughters, saith the Lord Almighty 
8 And I heard another voice from heaven, saying, Come out of her, my people, that ye be not partakers of her sins, 
and that ye receive not of her plagues (Revelations 18:4). 
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Rastafari’s appeal lay in its promotion of a far less oppositional, less confrontational, yet 

no less empowering path to social justice than the overt political revolt and violent class 

conflict that characterized the failed Black Power Movement, enabling those who 

remained committed to revolutionary social change to continue their struggle spiritually 

and symbolically. 

 In addition to the specific ideological elements of Rastafari culture that Cudjoe 

described as “seem[ing] to fit in with our life”, including its critiques of racism, 

colonialism, and capitalism, Rastafari livity sacralized many of the existing habits and 

customs of Trinidad’s sufferers, including the informal economic activities associated 

with the cultivation, distribution, and consumption of marijuana (Hamid 2002).  Habitual 

marijuana use, which reappeared on a large-scale in the late 1960s and facilitated the 

development of the political consciousness of the organizations at the vanguard of the 

Black Power Revolution (see Chapter 3), laid the groundwork for the emergence of 

Rastafari in the mid-seventies.  “The Rastafari enthusiasm for the substance [marijuana], 

and its adoption by increasing numbers in the low-income milieu became mutually self-

supporting, each allowing the other to thrive” (Hamid 2002: 35).  Ras Indra recalled how 

the marijuana traffic brought him, like so many other youths, into contact with some of 

the first Rastas in Trinidad: 

They were in San Fernando and I met them at an earlier age than 16.  I was around 13.  I 
used to go down dey and hang out.  I used to buy weed.  I wasn’t really interested in 
Rasta per se.  I was more interested in smoking weed and dat’s what was de real truth 
about dat. 

 

But despite his lack of interest in Rastafari culture, whenever Indra would travel to the 

old house in San Fernando covered all over with paintings of His Majesty, he would 

inevitably get drawn into reasonings on Rastafari livity.  His friends began calling him 
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“Ras” and these early ganja transactions sowed the seeds for his eventual conversion to 

Rastafari after the dissolution of the NUFF.  Like thousands of others, Indra began 

smoking ganja long before embracing the Rastafari trod.  Ganja was the path that led him 

to Rastafari.  His fondness for the herb did not predetermine his eventual adoption of 

Rastafari, but it certainly facilitated it by exposing him to Rastafari firsthand.    

Indra was among thousands of young radicals who, having first had their political 

and racial consciousness awakened by ganja-fueled discussions and debates “on de 

block” during the Black Power Revolution, later began to embrace Rastafari ideology and 

livity in the mid-70s.  Although their attempted revolution had done little to improve their 

actual prospects and they remained frustrated by a lack of opportunities and the general 

state of society, they had gained valuable experiential knowledge from their turbulent 

foray into postcolonial politics.  By going dread (converting to Rastafari), the most 

determined among them could continue their struggle for social justice, albeit in a 

different form, while at the same time reproducing patterns of social behavior to which 

they were accustomed.  Cudjoe explains:  

When we was in NUFF we used to read Dialectical Materialism and more Communist 
left-wing writing.  In 1975 Rastafari knowledge start to come to Trinidad in a big way 
from Jamaica.  In 1975 and 1976, while we was in prison, we started reading de Bible 
more.  By reading de Bible now you start to get certain awareness, spiritual awareness as 
we could call it.  But what we was getting from de Bible and what we was seeing from de 
preachers is two different ting.  So we decide to denounce what de preachers dem doing 
but we following de Bible and de closest people dat was associated wit de Bible and 
doing different den de preacher; being rebellious, being grassroots, being of an African, 
low-class descent, you find we cling to de Rastafari faith. Because Rastafari had given us 
a translation totally different to dat of de Christian.  We could have actually smoked weed 
[marijuana], lived we life, act bad, and do whatever because at dat time we… considered 
it to be not a degrading, but an uplifting on de basis dat there was a higher fight.  

 
Rastafari conferred a spiritual, religious significance to the informal social and economic 

activities that Cudjoe and the other members of his block had long held dear but 
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abstained from during the State of Emergency and their ensuing engagement with the 

NUFF.  As Rastas, they could again take up these activities but from a new, spiritually-

informed perspective that enabled them to dismiss the stigmas associated with smoking 

and trafficking ganja.  They were no longer simply street hustlers “act[ing] bad”, they 

were instead Rastafari bredren engaged, not in a “degrading, but an uplifting…higher 

fight” for social justice.  Smoking and selling ganja were no longer simply recreational or 

subsistence activities, in the context of Rastafri they were experienced as part of a larger 

mission to “beat down” Babylon by making the “wisdom weed” (Benard 2007:97) 

available to the sufferers and promoting reasonings that critiqued the status quo and 

inspired others to join the fold. 

  
The Emergence of Rastafari in South Village 

The towns and villages that had been at the heart of the Black Power Revolution provided 

especially fertile ground for Rastafari culture to take root, and South Village was no 

exception. Indra recalled:  

Rastafari itself it come like a whirlwind at that point between ‘74 and ‘77.  Between ‘74 
and ’77; in that three years it come like a whirlwind.  A whole heap of people went dread, 
whole heap of people…By 1975 many of the NUFF members who lived in South Village 
had already started growing dreadlocks; the revelation of His Imperial Majesty Haile 
Selassie 1st had come.  This, it seemed was a continuation of our struggle for equality and 
justice, His Imperial Majesty was recognized as a freedom fighter against white colonial 
governments and rallied the disenfranchised, displaced colored peoples of the world. The 
pages of resistance were now turned to focus on global liberation of the worlds’ 
oppressed.    

 
Indra estimated that, per capita, South Village had the most Rastas on the entire island.  

Cudjoe confirmed this sentiment:  

So in ’76 December and de whole of ’77, 95% of de young people was Rasta.  You see 
what I’m saying?  95%!  Indians and Africans.  Indians and Africans start to nat up.  You 
find it was more among de Africans, right?  It was like more rational with de Indians, but 
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all of dem was talking Rasta talk, all of dem still on de same block, all a we still smoking 
we weed together, you know what I mean? Everybody nat up in dem time. 

 

This marked the beginning of a golden era for Rastafari in the village that would last until 

the early 1980s.  Cudjoe remembers the center of social activity was a small alley called 

“Khan Trace” where Rastafari people congregated in the evenings: 

We live Rastafari a good relationship among we bredren, [with] a much a love.  De 
daughters pretty, dey dressing up in evening and coming out on de street corner.  Men 
selling all de little tings, children nice playing in de road.  Rastafari colors, all de woman 
wit dey head wrapped, long skirt, long shirt, you know? We had a couple of years of 
Rastafari life and livity wit everybody sweet , everybody dressing up, everybody selling 
ital, it have stores, it have little, you know?  Everybody making a dollar whether you sell 
food or clothes or little coconut water, little nuts, all dese tings happening where we 
liming.  When we come out dat Khan Trace was like a little marketplace.  Eveyrbody 
used to come out wit dey little table and sell all kind of little different ting.  Even people 
who was not Rasta.  So in dat era everybody used to make a little five dollars off of de 
Rastafari liming in dat area.  Ganja selling and whatever…We had a life like living party; 
selling weed, going to party, spending big money, dressing nice, smoking de best of 
weed, eating ital, drinking stout after stout.  Make sure your family ok, I mean de 
constructive ones make sure dey family ok.  Rasta become family people in a bigger way 
now.  Rasses have a children and nat up dey children head and little tings. 

 

Their activities did not go unnoticed by the authorities and members of the Rastafari 

community lived under the constant threat of police harassment.  Under the pretense of 

enforcing anti-marijuana laws, police eagerly detained, arrested, imprisoned, and 

physically abused anyone wearing dreadlocks.  Indra remembers running from the police 

often: 

You’d get all kind of harassment, they’d [police] spit on you, they’d pick you up in their 
car, people would get their hair cut off by the police, all kinds of things… Back then it 
was pretty much like Jamaica in the thirties… Nobody was doing nothing criminal except 
smoking weed. But if they see you on the block hanging out, you run when they come 
because you know you are going to get harassed.  I remember there was this block we 
used to hang out on- Khan Trace.  We used to hang out in dat street.  When you go out 
there in the evening you would see 80-90 dread.  Man, woman, children, food…. brothers 
had little you know, little food shacks.  You sell herb from there and all kinds of music 
playing and it was a scene, you know.  And then the police would come and everybody 
would run because we’d be smoking right, left, and center, like a little Rasta commune on 
the corner.     
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Police raids became a regular occurrence and Cudjoe recalls having to elude them on 

nearly a daily basis: 

Men used to run when de police come, de men who selling ganja used to run, and dis 
blind guy used to be sitting down in a gallery whole day.  Sometime nearly half of de 
night.  He didn’t even used to know sometimes dat night so late. And when you pass 
running, de weed used to hide in de side of where he living.  And when de police come, 
you run.  He used to say, “Who run dey?”  He get so versed dat he get to know men by 
dey steps.  Because these men right dey, and every day de police coming and men 
running.  Right?  He get to know who runnin because after he get to hear dey voice and 
whatever.  So within de Rastafari era from 77, 78, 79, 80, we went tru lot of shit as 
Rastafarian. 
 

Once the guerrilla threat was eliminated, Rastas became the favorite scapegoats of 

the police. 

 

Figure 25- Khan Trace- the center of the Rastafari social scene in South Village in the 70s 
 
 What began with a symbolic rejection of Babylon through the adoption of 

Rastafari patterns of dress, diet, speech, and ritualized reasoning and ganja-use, soon 

progressed into a total physical withdrawal from society.  Rastas in South Village 

founded a squatter community on unoccupied “crown land” on the outskirts of town 

where they sought to develop a completely self-sufficient, communal Rastafari livity. 
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Although Trinidad was an independent nation-state and all “crown lands” had been 

turned over to the PNM government, residents in South Village continued to use the term 

“crown land” in order to signify the persistence of colonial-style exploitation and 

oppression in the post-independence era.  They referred to their community as the 

“Reservation” or “Rez-O” in order to signify the depth of their alienation and 

disassociation from the rest of the country, as well as their persecution by agents of the 

state.  Ignoring protests from the largely East Indian land lessees, they constructed houses 

on the Rez-O from discarded materials and began raising their own crops.  Property was 

held in common and residents shared the burdens related to childcare, transportation, and 

subsistence.  They made handicrafts which they then sold for money along Khan Trace to 

buy ganja, stout (beer), and other necessities they could not produce on their own.  For 

most of the Rastas on the Reservation, these small transactions constituted their only 

connection with the Babylonian economy. From 1978 to 1980, the Reservation flourished 

and its population grew in size, with dozens of families living there and working the land 

as a single community, united by their commitment to Rastafari livity.  

 As hard as the members of the commune tried to separate themselves from the 

misery and oppression of Trinidadian society, they continued to be targeted by the police.    

In 1980, the police began conducting destructive searches and raids for ganja on the 

Reservation, as Cudjoe describes, “outta de blue”: 

In 1980, de police start harassing, cutting down all we foodstuff, all kind of ting. Coming 
up right on de Reservation.  We used to call it “de Reservation”. All de Rastas was living 
up dey.  Dey comin and cutting down all de foodstuff, locking you up for weed, cutting 
all you ganja…kick your goat, shoot your dog, all kind of ting.  Dey used to come and do 
a form of terrorizing de commune because de Rasta getting bad name.  Dem [police] start 
doing shit.  Men smoking weed, dey can’t hold him, men selling weed, men planting 
weed, you can’t hold dem.  But you know dey is de commune so you coming up dey and 
dat trigger off a kind of ting wit some people believe dat, like Jah have a curse on we or 
some kind of ting. And den we decide we totally rejecting, we going on hunger strike.  
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With the State of Emergency and guerrilla struggle fresh in their minds, the residents of 

the commune chose to protest the police intrusion with non-violence, specifically a 

hunger strike.  But despite their efforts, the police raids only intensified. 

 

Figure 26- Today squatters still occupy "The Reservation" 
 
 The situation came to a head with the wrongful arrest of Cudjoe and sixteen of the 

Reservation’s other most prominent residents.  After posting bail, they decided to send a 

message to the police by burning down their own homes and gardens in a show of 

defiance.  This marked the beginning of a period of extreme asceticism referred to as “the 

bag time”, when many members of the commune, having destroyed all of their 

possessions, donned sack-cloth and began a wandering existence, scavenging for food in 

the same bush where they had sought shelter as guerrillas.  According to Cudjoe:     

Dey lock up 17 of us and dat is one of de tings dat trigger off de bag event.  When men 
get bail and ting and we come out.  We decide dey coming and burning down garden and 
burning down house.  All right.  Let we chop down and we jus bun de whole fucking 
reservation, about fifty houses… Den we decide no, we going to go on a bag trip, we 
going to put on sack cloth, you know?  Everybody, about 70 of us put on bags.  Men start 
to run.  Well most of de men who was living up on de reservation put on bag you know?  
And de Rasses who outside de reservation tell demselves, “Nah boy”, dem ain goin in no 
bag. Dem ain doin dat because one of de tings de Rastafarian did was to burn down all 
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dey house.  All de money dat dey had and all dat, de burn it.  Burn all dey clothes, burn 
down all dey houses wit everyting in it.  But den when de bag come I spend fourteen days 
wit dem.  And to be honest I really never put on dem rough bag what everybody had.  I 
used to wear a cloth.  A big Baptist robe around my waist….  

 

Indra also joined in the “bag event”: 
 

Revolution was still going on in people’s minds.  Anti-colonial revolution is still taking 
place up to this day.  It’s not going to go away any time soon.  Anything to rebel against 
the colonial ideology, the colonial power, colonial culture, it would take place.  And 
some people burn their clothes and throw away their European style clothes and take up 
what they call sack-cloth or burlap.  Its as though some part of Biblical prophecy being 
fulfilled you know what I’m saying?  But I say, personally for me, the whole idea was we 
went real down to earth.  We would be barefeet and we don’t really care about wearing 
European-style clothes.  It was another cultural revolution again.  Anything to be anti-
colonial.  And some of these people were the same people as the Seventies…The time 
had come for spiritual awakening and many of the young men and women in the village 
turned in their European garments for burlap bags, which were considered “sack cloth”. 
Again, a large group headed for the bush, this time with Bibles.  This situation lasted for 
about a year. The study in Rastafari spiritual ideals began, the liberation of the global 
plantation had now become the focus.  

 

But even then, Cudjoe remembers, they continued to be victimized by the police: 
 

After we did dat [period of asceticism], dey start to say how we going mad.  Dey pass a 
law to lock up all-a-we.  So dey come to lock up all de bag people.  We had two camps, 
dey bun it down, you understand?  I don’t know what was de law.  I really don’t know 
what was de law.  Me ain no what was de law but dey lock up all-a-we.  And from dey, 
we start to go down a rough time, a rough time.  Dey come in and dey harassing you.  But 
de magistrate dismiss all de charges.  Dey dismiss all de charges dey give us before we 
went in bag and dey dismiss all de charges dat we get after we went bag.  I was de only 
man dey charge.  Dey charge me a fine of $500 and dey let go everybody else.  And dey 
charge me for ganja.  You see after dat now de bag people stop…de bredren and dem 
stop planting garden. And bag people, it have men like I [who] stayed 14 days and when I 
realized de situation up dey, I come out of bag, I went back and take back my job, and I 
start going by my family and buying provision and ting and bring it for dem up dey 
because meh smaller breddah was in de bag.  After dat, in ’81 after bag men come out of 
de bag, dey went in de bush, a set of de bredren went in de bush and started to plant 
ganja. 

 

The brutal repression of Rastafari in South Village and throughout Trinidad was 

predicated on the existence of a direct link between ganja, Rastafari culture, and 

subversive behavior, invented by the police and circulated by the media beginning in 

1976.  The editors of the Trinidad Guardian noted that “the Rastas… may well qualify as 
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the most unloved group of persons in our midst” and suggested that “the lawlessness 

associated with the cult has reached such critical proportions [that] the time has come for 

the authorities to regard the members of this long-haired breed as constituting a particular 

menace to the society” (Van Dijk 1998:192).  This “sensational construction of drug 

trafficking, rebellion, crime, cults, guns, and guerrillas” became widely accepted by the 

general public, who soon came to blame ganja for every social ill (Hamid 2002:95).   

After killing the last of the NUFF guerrillas, Rudy John,  in 1975, Randolph Burroughs 

and his “Flying Squad”, the elite police unit created to stamp out the NUFF, shifted their 

attention to defeating the new supposed threat to national security posed by ganja and 

Rastafari.  From 1976-1978, the Flying Squad launched a sustained offensive against the 

largely Indian ganja farmers in the island’s rural interior, many of whom had converted to 

Rastafari through their participation in the ganja economy.  Meanwhile, in the cities and 

towns, like South Village, local police arrested Rastafari en masse on the assumption that 

they were trafficking, or at least in possession of ganja.  

As was the case in Jamaica, sustained police harassment of the Rastafari in 

Trinidad inadvertently helped to legitimize their existence as a social group in the public 

imagination by leading people to question the validity of the police’s and media’s 

sensationalist propaganda and re-evaluate their opinions of the Rastafari.  Burroughs and 

the police propaganda machine described the marijuana growers and traffickers they 

captured or killed as “guerrillas”, suggesting they were “hold-outs” from the NUFF who 

had since turned to marijuana cultivation to sustain their ongoing subversive activities 

(Hamid 2002:97).  In April of 1978, when the 33rd such “guerrilla” was shot dead by 
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police in a marijuana field, people began to question whether the “guerrilla threat” may 

have been fabricated in order to justify the violent repression of the Rastafari movement.   

The shift in public opinion was evident at Carnival the following February, when 

in the wake of s series of mass-arrests of Rastafari that took place the previous week, four 

Rastafari calypso artists had hit songs, including Black Stalin, who won the Calypso 

Monarch Crown for a song which enshrined Rastafari as the ideal “Caribbean Man”: 

 
De federation done dead 
And Carifta going to dead, 
But de call of the Rastafari 
Spreading through the Caribbean 
It have Rasta now in Grenada, 
It have Rasta now in St. Lucia, 
But to run Carifta, yes you getting pressure. 
If the Rastafarian movement spreading 
And Carifta dying slow, 
Den is something dem Rasta done 
That dem politicians don’t know. 
So dey pushing one common intention 
For a better life in de region 
For de women and de children, 
That must be the ambition of the 
Caribbean Man[Campbell 1987:170]. 
 

When calypsonians like Black Stalin sprang to the defense of Rastas, they were 

simultaneously articulating and contributing to a broader shift in social attitudes toward 

Rastafari that was already underway.   

Calypsonians earn renown with both their musical talents and their ability to 

incorporate relevant social criticism into their calypsos.  Commonly referred to as “the 

people’s newspaper” (Warner 1988:53), calypsoes have the power to both reflect and 

shape public opinion.  As mirrors for Trinidadian society, calypsoes provide accurate 

representations of prevailing attitudes regarding culture and politics (Warner 1993:277).  

The increasing prevalence of Rastafari themes in Trinidadian calypsos during the 1980s 
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marked Rastafari’s transition in the social imagination from a “menace to the society” to 

exemplars of Caribbean culture. 

 

Rastafari and Politics 
 
When Rastafari first emerged in colonial Jamaica, the social conditions were so 

oppressive that Rastas’ only hope was to withdraw from society- symbolically, 

physically, or both.  As Rastafari culture spread and conditions throughout the Caribbean 

grew more hospitable for them, the bredren began to shift their emphasis from escapism 

to the pursuit of immediate progressive social reform (Campbell 1987).  By the 1980s, 

the transformative social potential of the movement had become clear and there was a 

growing initiative within the movement to develop a social theory, based on the religion 

and mysticism of Rastafari, that would provide a basis for social progress (Semaj 

2000:30).  Throughout the Caribbean, including Trinidad, those bredren who had endured 

years or, in some cases, decades of police brutality and remained livicated (a positive 

variation on the English pronunciation “dead-icated”) to the Rastafari trod began to 

organize themselves and network with one another so they might pursue the cause of 

social justice at the local, national, and global levels.  Cudjoe recalls the shift from 

asceticism, which characterized the “bag time” in 1980 to a new social activism with an 

international gaze: 

’82 tings was normal, rather normal, everybody living dey life.  ’83 was normal.  Men 
start to go in de Binghi house (short for Nyabinghi House- one of de principal Rastafari 
formal mystical organizations).  Men start to form Binghi sessions.  De houses build back 
on de Rez-o, everybody build back dey house.  Put on back dey clothes and start over 
fresh.  Hustle a little work to furnish dey little house and dey come back natural.   During 
dat period of time a lot of Rastafari organizations, a lot of ting happen wit de Rastafari 
community and de Rastafari nation internationally, you know?   
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Their efforts were grounded in the longstanding Rastafari belief that the “liberation that 

the kingdom of God brings to humanity is not a ‘pie in the sky’ that Christians will 

receive ‘in the sweet by-and-by’; it is to be experienced now, in all aspects of human life” 

(Murrell and Taylor 1998:394).  The difference was that instead of seeking personal 

salvation through escape or separation from Babylon, they were seeking the social, 

political, and economic improvement of Babylon itself and, by extension, Caribbean 

people’s lives. 

      Historically, observers have represented Rastafari as an escapist, millenarian 

ideology whose adherents are fiercely apolitical (e.g. Burridge 1969; Kitzinger 1966; 

Lantemari 1963).  These representations relied on superficial Rastafarian claims that “InI 

doh deal wit poly-tricks” and Western assumptions regarding the division of religion and 

politics into two distinct spheres of thought and action.  Afro-Caribbean religious 

traditions have long evidenced the folly of such assumptions by consistently serving as 

bases for political resistance (Edmonds 2002:34).  Rastafari is no exception.  Despite 

adherents’ traditional denunciation of formal political participation, Rastafari is an 

inherently political ideology.  “Since shortly after their emergence, the Rastafarians have 

inculcated an anti-colonial, anti-imperialist, and anti-capitalist ideology that is embedded 

within their sense of self-identity” (Price 2000:157).  Rastafari ideology can be 

considered revolutionary in that it offers sharp critiques of the status quo, Babylon and its 

adherents eagerly anticipate and invite Babylon’s annihilation.   Rastafari cultural 

practices, like growing dreadlocks, reasoning about the destruction of Babylon, and 

refusing to swear allegiance to any leader other than Ras Tafari, are themselves political 

acts in that they are imbued with political meaning- they are meant to symbolize a total 
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condemnation and rejection of Western culture.  That many Rastas continue to eschew 

voting and other forms of formal political participation as part of their livity could also be 

described as “political” in that their perpetual boycott constitutes a symbolic critique of 

the supposed legitimacy of representative democracy (Semaj 2000:32).   

Though often ignored in the literature, throughout the history of the Rastafari 

movement there have been adherents who have recognized Rastafari’s political potential 

and sought to pursue social justice through traditional political participation, such as 

voting, marching, protesting, striking, organizing, lobbying government officials, 

proposing legislation, or running for office (Barnett 2000; Davis 1977:27-28, Price 2000).    

Like other Bible-based religious ideologies, Rastafari exhibits a tension between this 

radical, pragmatic dimension seeking to actively pursue social justice and equality in the 

here-and-now, and a more conservative, spiritualist dimension that largely accepts 

existing social orders of inequality and suffering on the grounds that redemption will 

inevitably come about as a result of future divine intervention (Price 2000:168).  

Spiritualist-oriented Rastas adhere to the more traditional strategy of withdrawing from 

Babylon in order to passively await a supernatural apocalypse that will redeem them 

spiritually and physically, and tend to resist activities that involve dealing with politics, 

bureaucracy, and formal organization.  They are far more concerned with “steppin outta” 

Babylon than “beating” it down.  Pragmatic-oriented Rastas, on the other hand, tend to 

believe that divine ordinance must be implemented through human action and, 

consequently, are overtly political; fighting for legal recognition of Rastafari beliefs and 

practices (Price 2000: 168).  Instead of choosing an ascetic lifestyle and passively 
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awaiting physical and spiritual salvation, they actively assault Babylon from their 

positions on the margins. 

By the 1980s, Rastafari had taken a highly politicized form, especially in the 

Eastern Caribbean.  Pragmatic Rastafari bredren began directly involving themselves in 

local and national political struggles; in Grenada, more than 400 Rastas were involved in 

the People’s Liberation Army that overthrew the Eric Gairy dictatorship; in St. Lucia, 

Rastas joined with the opposition party to call for an end to police brutality; in St. 

Vincent, 50 Rastas organized a protest against the sale of Union Island in the Grenadines 

and the displacement of its inhabitants (Campbell 1987:160, 162-163, 177).  These 

activists were part of a growing number of pragmatic bredren who were far more 

concerned with enacting social change in their home countries than abandoning them to 

return to Africa. 

Given the depth of their commitment to social justice, evidenced by their 

willingness to risk their lives and freedom in armed struggle, it is not surprising that 

many former NUFF guerrillas, like Indra and Cudjoe, were at the forefront of the 

pragmatic Rastafari movement that emerged in Trinidad in the 1980s.  Rejecting 

traditional Rastafari spiritualism, Indra stated: 

We’re against those trying to push Rasta into a religious movement. Everything that we 
do as Rastas is political…When Brother Howell was arrested, that was a political act that 
was treason.  When Prince Emmanuel went to jail that was a political act.  When Bob 
Marley brought Seaga and Manley together that was a political act.  When Bro Sam 
Browne talk about politics, that was a political act.  When Marcus Garvey got involved in 
politics and lost, that was political.  When Marcus Garvey talked about creating a 
government, that was political.  When Selassie I created a constitution, it was political.   

 

Elaborating on Indra’s pragmatic Rastafari ideology, Cudjoe rejected the spiritualist 

notion that Babylon would be destroyed by an act of divine intervention and maintained 

the more pragmatic perspective that Selassie’s teachings should form the basis for 
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political action, instead of merely providing material for substantive reasonings until His 

supernatural assault on Babylon: 

Jah revealed himself to man in de form of Jesus Christ, de Light.  He fulfilled de 
prophecy of Revelations when he returned as Haile Selassie I, de Lamb…Armageddon 
will not be immediate.  He gave us de knowledge and de tools to bring down Babylon.  
He did not do it He-self…Dat’s why it’s time to take de reasoning out [motioning like he 
is pulling something out of his head] and translate our beliefs into action.  Dat’s why we 
are against dem who try to define Rasta as a religion, as a religious movement.  We don’t 
deny dat it is, and dat dat’s important.  But for us it’s much more about political action.  
We’ve had enough reasoning.  We now need to act on what we’ve learned [from 
reasoning]” 

 
Indra’s and Cudjoe’s statements exemplify the shift in emphasis from spiritualism to 

pragmatism that characterizes the ongoing “third phase” of the Rastafari movement 

(Semaj 1985:38).  Pragmatic Rastas like Indra and Cudjoe, secure in the spiritual basis of 

their identities, have grown tired of ceaseless spiritualist-oriented reasonings and 

religious gatherings and are, instead, devoting their energies to the immediate pursuit of 

social justice through vigorous political action.   

For the last twenty-five years, pragmatic Rastas throughout the Caribbean have 

been creating formal statical (pragmatic/secular) Rastafarian organizations livicated to a 

range of political and social goals, like the improvement of public education, housing, 

and healthcare or the end of the South African apartheid system.  Among the most 

influential was the Triniadad-based Ras Tafari Brethren Organization (RTBO), led by 

Muntu Lalibala, which gained prominence as the publisher of the Rastafari movement’s 

only Pan-Caribbean magazine, Rastafari Speaks, and as co-organizer of the Third 

International Rastafarian Assembly in 1984 (Van Dijk 1998:191).  Statical organizations, 

like the RTBO, with their overtly political missions and practices, contrasted sharply with 

traditional Rastafari churchical (spiritual/mystical) organizations, like Prince Edward’s 

Ethiopian National Congress, Claudius Henry’s Peacemaker’s Association, or the Sons of 
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Negus, which primarily focused on repatriation to Ethiopia, the development of 

Rastafarian religious culture and behavior, and the cultivation of African cultural 

consciousness and lifestyle (Edmonds 1998b:351).  Over time, as statical Rastafari 

organizations have multiplied in the Caribbean and beyond, they have linked with one 

another to form an international “decentralized multi-group formation” (Yawney 

1978b:107) with a web-like “reticulate” structure (Edmonds 1998b:349).  Despite its lack 

of centralization, the Rastafari movement remains united by this international network of 

organizations, which functions to disseminate information of concern to Rastas and to 

help maintain a sense of belonging to a larger collectivity. 

The proliferation of interconnected statical organizations during the 1980s, some 

of which became officially registered NGOs, ushered in a “third phase” in the 

development of the Rastafari movement characterized by increasing secularization and 

politicization, which has persisted to the present day (Semaj 1985:38).  That is not to say 

that Rastafari’s spiritualist, mystical dimension has diminished entirely.  On the contrary, 

the Rastafari ideological-symbolic matrix continues to provide members with a rich 

complex of spiritual meaning and symbols and to function as the lens through which 

Rastas experience and interpret the world (Edmonds 1998b:353).  Rastafari’s third phase 

is set apart from previous eras by the scope and content of the political and social 

activisms these mystical interpretations engender.  Rastas continue to recognize the 

divinity of Haile Selassie, ritually smoke ganja, grow dreadlocks to symbolize their 

commitment to the trod, and search for truth through the intersubjective dialogical 

discourses known as reasonings, but they are also experimenting with new social and 
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political activisms with the intention of making their imagined new world order a reality, 

not just for Rastafari, but for all humanity.   

Relying on international social networks forged through decades of migration and 

“inter-visiting” (Yawney 1978b:110, 301-2), formal Rastafari organizations have linked 

together to form a “transnational community and an international network of black 

cultural resistance” (Homiak 1999:87) dedicated to ushering in a new world order based 

on familiar “justice motifs” (Price 2009:21); like freedom, equality, righteousness, peace, 

and love (Murrell and Taylor 1998:392).  Unlike traditional Rastafari politics, which 

sought social justice by appealing to existing institutions, many of these formal 

organizations are taking it upon themselves to create and implement social development 

programs of varying scales to address the material needs, not only of Rastafari, but of all 

sufferers. Connected by a transnational web of social relations, these progressive social 

activists envision their collective local and regional efforts as part of a global Rastafari 

struggle against the wicked forces of Babylon.   

In 1999, along with another of their former brothers-in-arms, Ras Douglas, who 

had also converted to Rastafari after serving out his sentence for his participation in the 

NUFF, Indra and Cudjoe met at one of the NUFF’s old camps and articulated a plan to 

further the global struggle against Babylon by founding their own statical Rastafari 

organization.  They had long been active in other pragmatic formal organizations, but 

now, secure in their position as respected elders, they decided to launch their own.  Indra 

had relocated to Western Massachusetts with his family after the “bag time” and had 

since amassed enough funds hustling to get the organization up and running.  Rather than 

moving back to South Village, he planned to remain in the US and use his contacts there 
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to establish a steady stream of funds for projects to be implemented in Trinidad.  Indra, 

Cudjoe, and Douglas hoped to create an organization that would fully realize the 

transformative potential of Rastafari ideology by mobilizing it as a basis for progressive 

political action in their local community.  Where, as guerrillas, they drew inspiration 

from the violent tactics of Che Guevara, the Mau-Mau, and other contemporary 

revolutionaries, they now framed their goals and strategies in terms of the ideology and 

discourses of pragmatic Rastafarianism.  Their broadly defined goal- to improve the 

material conditions and opportunities available to members of their local community- 

was the same as it had been in the 1970s, but they determined to pursue it in a very 

different way; by creating a legitimate, registered community-based organization, 

grounded in their Rastafari faith, that would offer expanded economic and educational 

opportunities to community residents by offering them free job placement services, basic 

healthcare, computer literacy, and access to anti-colonial literature.  As Rastafari 

warriors, the Freedom Fighters were ready to return to the forefront of the political 

struggle for social justice in South Village. 

 

Conclusion 

In the 1970s, Rastafari gave thousands of young Black Power activists an opportunity to 

renew their quest for positive self-identity and proper living conditions. Rastafari took 

hold among the sufferers “like a whirlwind” because it degraded the dominant culture of 

capitalism from which they were excluded, fit in seamlessly with their existing Black 

Power discourses and ideologies, enabled them to continue to pursue their revolutionary 

goals on grounds that did not require direct confrontation with the state apparatus, and 
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celebrated and ritualized their existing informal social and economic activities “on the 

block”. 

Trinidadians adapted imported Rastafari culture to fit their own needs and, 

following the cessation of state violence in the 1980s, the movement took on a decidedly 

political character.  After going from social outcasts to models of an idealized Caribbean 

culture, Trinidadian Rastas began focusing more on transforming Babylon than escaping 

it.  Departing from traditional Rastafari politics, which focused on demanding social 

change from existing institutions, pragmatic Rastas in Trinidad began founding 

independent formal organizations livicated to secular political goals and linking them 

together into a global network.  This helped ushered in the third phase of the Rastafari 

movement, which persists today.  Not surprisingly, many former NUFF guerrillas played 

integral roles in this process.  Their material goals were, in many ways, the same as they 

had been in the 1970s, yet the political and economic context in which they were 

operating had changed immensely, demanding they adopt new strategies for pursuing 

social justice.  The next chapter details those contextual changes and illustrates how they 

gave rise to the NGO model for political activism that Indra, Cudjoe, and Douglas seized 

upon when they founded their own pragmatic statical organization. 
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CHAPTER 5 

TRINIDAD’S TRANSITION TO NEOLIBERALISM 

 

Former Prime Minister ANR Robinson summed up the neoliberal ideology that continues 

to inform Trinidadian economic and social policies when he stated without regret in 1991 

that the Trinidadian state could no longer be “a tireless mother, forever providing, a 

guarantor of welfare, and a haven of security” (Rogozínski 1999:338).  The government’s 

disassociation from the welfare and security of the people represented a major departure 

from the national policies and discourses of the 1960s and 70s when the PNM, led by Dr. 

Eric Williams, pledged to reduce social inequality by constructing a massive welfare state 

and enacted drastic interventionist measures to alter the unequal distributional structure 

of the postcolonial economy.  In the post-independence era the government 

enthusiastically took on the role of “guarantor of welfare”, but by 1990 the Prime 

Minister was publicly declaring the end of the Keynesian welfare state.   

 This chapter traces Trinidad’s transition from socialist to neoliberal governance 

and examines the effects this practical and discursive shift had on the living conditions of 

the sufferers.  It begins by examining the economic and social conditions of the turbulent 

1970s.  It then discusses the economic collapse of the 1980s and the dissolution of the 

socialist policies and discourses of the previous decade under structural adjustment.  

Finally, it analyzes the infiltration and effect of neoliberal discourses and practices that 

began during the structural adjustment period and investigates the material impact of the 

unique form of neoliberalism that emerged in Trinidad in the post-structural adjustment 

period. 
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The Trinidadian state’s initial embrace and subsequent abandonment of socialist 

discourses and policies were directly influenced by global economic forces largely 

beyond its control.  Throughout Trinidad’s independent history, the nation’s economic 

and political fortunes have depended on revenues generated by petroleum extraction and 

export and have, therefore, been highly susceptible to external market fluctuations.  

History has shown that when global oil prices and demand are high, the nation enjoys 

economic and political stability.  Conversely, when world oil prices or demand plummet, 

Trinidad is plunged into sustained periods of economic hardship and political unrest 

(Griffin 1997:181).   

The oil boom that began in 1972 ushered in an era of prosperity that quelled the 

Black Power Revolution that had engulfed the island for the previous two years and the 

state used the massive revenue generated by the boom to live up to the role of guarantor 

of welfare it had constructed for itself when Trinidad first achieved independence in 

1962.  Over the next decade, the government spent exorbitantly to expand direct state 

control of the economy and construct a massive social welfare system that functioned as a 

system of political patronage, which the ruling PNM regime used to ensure its own 

survival (Hintzen 1989). 

The economic collapse of the 1980s, caused by a global decline in oil prices, 

ushered in a decade of extreme hardship marked by soaring poverty, skyrocketing 

unemployment, frequent regime changes, and the institution of a series of structural 

adjustment programs that terminated the socialist discourses and policies of the 1970s.  

Through the implementation of a combination of austere economic and social policies 

involving privatization of state industries and services, reduced spending on social 
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welfare, and the removal of protective trade barriers, Trinidad was able to regain 

macroeconomic stability, albeit at a tremendous human cost.  Buoyed by the return of 

massive revenues from high oil prices, the advent of natural gas production, and the 

expansion of the petrochemical industry, the government, in 2004, launched the Vision 

2020 national strategic plan intended to propel Trinidad to developed nation status 

through a mix of privatization, decentralization, and economic diversification.  

Vision 2020 reflected the larger paradigm shift from socialism to neoliberalism 

initiated during the structural adjustment period of the 80s and 90s.  Just as the recession, 

stagflation, and fiscal crises of the 1970s laid the groundwork for neoliberalism’s 

political ascendance in Britain and the United States (Harvey 2005:19; Edelman and 

Haugerud 2004:17), Trinidad’s economic collapse in the 1980s paved the way for the 

national adoption of neoliberal discourses and policies.  Neoliberalism, “a theory of 

political economic practices that proposes that human well-being can best be advanced by 

liberating individual entrepreneurial freedoms and skills within an institutional 

framework characterized by strong private property rights, free markets, and free trade” 

(Harvey 2005:2), was discursively constructed as the antidote to the failed socialist 

policies of the 1970s.  Government officials employed globally circulating neoliberal 

discourses to construct the economic collapse as a consequence of the ineptitude, 

corruption, and inefficiency of the state, promising to reverse the nation’s fortunes by 

reducing spending, enhancing competition through the promotion of “free market” 

policies and principles, and devolving state responsibilities onto the private sector, civil 

society, and individual citizens (Gill 2000:3). 
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Vision 2020 advocated a specific form of “participatory development” that shifted 

both the “need” and “responsibility” for change and development away from the state 

onto “communities and individuals” (Bornstein 2005:139).  The state discursively 

constructed itself as a facilitator, rather than the provider, of social and economic 

development, “subdu[ing] other discourses of governance and responsibility, of 

entitlement or the welfare state for example, in which the state was responsible for the 

well-being of its citizens” (2005:139).  This discursive transformation reconfigured 

citizens’ imaginings, expectations, and demands of the state, encouraging them to 

become self-disciplining, self-governing subjects who regarded themselves as having 

been “empowered” by the state to address their own needs (Sharma 2006).  Vision 2020’s 

neoliberal model of “participatory development” put forth a critique of state intervention 

and promoted “a reactivation of individual initiative, responsibility and ethical rectitude 

through other means” (Hale 2002:495).  Despite this critique, neoliberalism did not 

reduce the role of the government within free market economies, rather, it “create[d] a 

distance between the decisions of formal political institutions and other social actors, and 

conceive[d] of these new actors in new ways as subjects of responsibility, autonomy and 

choice, and s[ought] to act upon them through shaping and utilizing their freedom” (Paley 

2002:483) 

In the postcolonial era, states and governance are being reconfigured through the 

ideologies and practices of neoliberal development (Sharma 2006:62).  Self-regulatory 

modes of governance are diffusing beyond the boundaries of the state, imbricating all 

kinds of social actors, including NGOs and civil society organizations, in the project of 

rule (2006:62).  Since neoliberalism constructs the realm of civil society as existing 
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beyond the purview of the state (Bornstein 2005:98), NGOs are widely regarded as 

unencumbered and untainted by the politics of government or the greed of the market 

(Fisher 1997:442).  Therefore, the proliferation of NGOs and their increasing assumption 

of roles and responsibilities formerly under the control of the state are celebrated as 

positive indicators of social development (GRTT 2004a:31).  However, ethnographic 

investigation has shed light on the complex relationships between NGOs and the state 

agencies with which they are intimately connected (Alvaré 2009; Edelman 1999; 

Ferguson and Gupta 2002; Fisher 1997; Goode 2006; Hale 2002; Paley 2002).  

Regardless of their missions or goals, NGOs have to interact and negotiate with state 

agencies responsible for monitoring, regulating, and funding their activities.  “If, under 

classic liberalism, the quintessential agent of discipline is the Panoptic state penitentiary, 

under neoliberalism it is the professionalized NGO” (Hale 2002:496).  NGOs are 

promoted as independent from the state but, in fact, they remain under state control and 

function to instill neoliberal regimes of self-discipline and self-governance.   

Trinidad’s transition from socialist to neoliberal governance embodies more than 

a shift in discourses, policies, and ideology.  It involves the total reconfiguration of the 

state in the mind of the average citizen, the promotion of new definitions of development, 

the emergence of new mechanisms of rule based on individual “empowerment” and 

“participation”, and “a proliferation of innovative institutional forms that take on 

governance functions formerly assigned to the state” (Sharma 2006: 61).  Neoliberalism 

has done little to relieve the pains of underdevelopment suffered by the Trinidadian 

people under socialism: inflation, poor infrastructure, poverty, unemployment, and a lack 

of education, healthcare, and other basic services, but it has successfully shifted the 
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blame for their persistence and the responsibility for their solution away from the state 

onto individual citizens and the community organizations in which they are involved.   

 

The Oil Boom and the Expansion of the ‘People’s Sector’ 

Poor performance in the oil sector (Hintzen 1989:84) and the failure of import 

substitution (Ramsaran 2004:119) during the 1960s and early 70s left Trinidad’s 

economy in ruins.  Williams and the PNM found themselves unable to make good on 

their promise to address the dismal material conditions besetting the lower classes.  Faced 

with spiraling unemployment, high rates of inflation, forced migration for employment, 

disarrayed families, and a lack of educational opportunities, they launched a Black Power 

Revolution that threatened to topple the elected PNM government.  It was only by the 

discovery of fresh marine petroleum deposits and price increases won by OPEC in 1973, 

which quadrupled the value of the oil industry (Hamid 2002:8), that the PNM was able to 

regain control of the country and put down the guerrilla movement the Black Power 

Revolution had spawned (Hintzen 1989:86).   

The Black Power Revolution and the sustained guerrilla offensive that followed 

may have provided the necessary motivation for the government to attempt to fulfill its 

role of guarantor of welfare to the people, but the oil boom that began in 1973 provided 

the funds.  Between 1973 and 1974, the price of oil jumped from $3 a barrel to $14 a 

barrel and government revenues from oil taxation increased by 160% (Hintzen 

1989:143).  The resultant increase in the national budget, from TT$450.4 millions to 

TT$1,229.4 millions during the same period, enabled the PNM to launch a massive 

system of patronage, the People’s Sector, designed to rebuild the regime’s popular 

support base and re-legitimize its rule.  The People’s Sector, the centerpiece of the 
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government’s populist agenda, was a system of direct patronage through which the PNM 

regime distributed to the lower classes “direct allocations of jobs, services, facilities, 

loans, and housing…on a massive scale” (1989:73) in order to mitigate the oppressive 

social conditions that had driven them to revolt in 1970.   

The People’s Sector was designed to address the needs of the most vulnerable 

members of Trinidadian society.  The elderly were offered free public transportation and 

increased direct welfare assistance.  Primary and secondary school children were given 

free bussing, meals programs, and book grants (Henry 1990:70).  New public housing 

was made available to the poor and dispossessed.  The Special Works Program, later 

renamed the Development and Environmental Works Division (DEWD), enabled 

unemployed persons to obtain government jobs in community works, housing, and urban 

development (Hintzen 1989:72).  The unemployed were also put to work expanding the 

crumbling infrastructure the nation had inherited from its colonial past; constructing a 

number of “mega-projects” intended to diversify Trinidad’s economy by going 

downstream from oil (Henry 1993:70).   

As the PNM expanded the People’s Sector, the state’s employment rolls swelled.  

Between 1973 and 1978, public sector employment increased by 33%, growing from 

37,000 to 49,000 workers (Hintzen 1989:74).  By 1982, 60,000 workers or 22% of 

Trinidad’s total workforce were directly employed by the state.  State employees were 

very well paid.  Wage levels in central and local government increased by nearly 100% 

between 1976 and 1980 (Hintzen 1989:75) and with state employees constituting such a 

large portion of the workforce, it’s no surprise that toward the end of the oil boom 
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Trinidad approached the top of the World Bank’s list of middle income countries (Henry 

1990: 70).   

 

State Intervention in the Economy 

This dramatic expansion of the People’s Sector went hand in hand with a massive 

program of economic nationalization and diversification (Ramsaran 2004:119).  Although 

the PNM had significantly increased its revenues from the petroleum industry with the 

passage of the Petroleum Taxes Act in 1974, Trinidad’s oil continued to lie in the hands 

of foreign-owned multinationals- Shell, Texaco, and British Petroleum being the largest 

among them.  With petroleum accounting for 80% of the value of Trinidad’s gross 

exports (Hamid 2002:8), the government sought to reduce the nation’s economic 

dependence on oil and assert state control over the economy without threatening the 

accumulative claims of the multinationals.  As Williams put it, the basic policy was “to 

put the Government in the driving seat with a view to working out rational plans for 

development in the national interest” (Stewart 1995:732). 

To achieve this end, the PNM took measures to reduce foreign ownership of key 

sectors in the economy, especially the petroleum industry.  In 1974, the government 

acquired Shell (Trinidad) Ltd. and by 1976 it had assumed complete control of the 

internal marketing and distribution of petroleum and petroleum products (Jeffers 

1980:108).  The state also nationalized the sugar, asphalt, and cement industries, though 

it should be noted that in each of these cases, government investment represented an 

attempt to save jobs since the foreign investor was withdrawing from the industry 

(Stewart 1995:731).   



163 
 

In addition to taking over industries from foreign investors, the PNM also 

launched a series of capital-intensive joint projects with global corporate giants Amoco, 

WR Grace, Tesoro Petroleum, Texaco, Hoechst and Kaiser Aluminum, and Misui 

Chemicals.  The regime combined government revenue with private foreign capital to 

pursue a program of energy-based industrialization involving the construction of a natural 

gas plant, iron and steel mills, an aluminum smelter, and several fertilizer and 

petrochemical plants all to be housed in a new industrial estate at Point Lisas.  State-

owned companies also assumed control of the island’s other major industries- including 

sugar, airlines, banks, construction, and insurance companies (Rogozinski 1999:335).  

The sheer cost of Trinidad’s economic nationalization plan is worth noting.  As of 1977, 

the PNM had invested TT$921.7 million in 21 wholly government owned companies, 13 

majority owned companies, and 12 companies in which it held a minority share (Hintzen 

1989:145). By the early 1980s, the government had greater control over the national 

economy than in any other Caribbean country except Cuba, yet Williams escaped 

criticism because, unlike Castro, he could afford to pay full market price for the foreign 

companies he nationalized (Rogozinski 1999:336). 

 

A ‘Divide and Rule’ Strategy for Regime Survival 

The expansion of the People’s Sector and the massive increase in direct state intervention 

in the economy were promoted in the name of reducing inequality and improving the 

social conditions of the people, but despite the high rate of economic growth during the 

oil boom, the majority of Trinidadians continued to suffer the dual burdens of poverty 

and unemployment.  In 1978, at the height of government’s social welfare spending, 

34.1% of the population lived below the poverty line.  In 1980, after the state made 
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enormous efforts to create jobs and stimulate growth in both the public and private sector, 

the true unemployment rate continued to hover at the same 17% level it had occupied 

before the boom (Hintzen 1989:180).  The education system remained pitifully 

inadequate, with the Ministry of Education estimating in 1977 that only 20% of high 

school graduates were employable.  Unemployment among the youth was, therefore, 

nearly double the national average.  In short, the benefits the oil boom was supposed to 

bring the lower classes never materialized.    

The PNM’s populist rhetoric belied the fact that the regime was more concerned 

with using patronage, co-optation, and racial and ethnic discrimination to ensure its own 

survival than improving the welfare of the population (Hamid 2002:4; Henry 1993: 70; 

Hintzen 1989:180; Premdas 1993:142).  The government employed a divide-and-rule 

strategy, seeking to preclude any possibility of inter-ethnic mass mobilization by 

advancing policies designed to exacerbate Trinidad’s longstanding racial, ethnic, and 

class divisions.  “The state apparatus became the instrument for the preservation of an 

iniquitous social order upon which political power was based” (Hintzen 1989:180).  

Consequently, any political or cultural activities with the potential to promote interracial 

or cross-class solidarity were met with brutal state violence.  In March of 1975, for 

example, when the predominately black OWTU and the predominately East Indian 

ATSEFWU called a simultaneous strike for better wages and working conditions, the 

strike leaders were arrested and the demonstrations broken up with tear gas, batons, and 

rifle butts.   

A united lower class posed the greatest threat to the PNM regime.  In order to 

prevent the kind of interracial, inter-ethnic unity that had begun to coalesce among the 
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lower classes, under the leadership of the trade unions, during the Black Power 

Revolution, the government created a system of direct patronage that involved the 

unequal distribution of jobs, opportunities, and assistance along racial and ethnic lines.  

The urban, black lower classes that had paralyzed the country in1970 with marches, 

strikes, and demonstrations were given jobs, housing, schools, improved infrastructure 

and other People’s Sector programs.  Rural, lower class East Indians, the vast majority of 

whom were employed in plantation agriculture, were systematically denied these 

benefits, in spite of the fact that they were the very poorest workers in the nation and 

suffered disproportionate levels of malnutrition, disease, work-related injuries, and 

illiteracy.   

The regime also invested heavily in the industrial sectors that employed a 

predominately black workforce and used the government controlled Industrial Court to 

co-opt trade unions representing black workers with pay increases and other concessions.  

The East Indian-dominated agricultural industry, on the other hand, received no such 

investment or concessions.  In 1977 less than 2% of the government’s allocations for 

economic development went to agriculture (Hintzen 1989:177), and while the Industrial 

Court was ruling for the predominately black oilfield, waterfront, transport, and industrial 

labor unions to receive wage and salary increases of up to 100%, the ATSEFWU 

representing East Indian plantation workers received none (1989:75).  By violently 

squashing any attempts at interracial political cooperation and constructing an unequal 

system of patronage that rewarded the black, urban lower classes and excluded rural East 

Indian workers, the PNM effectively prevented the emergence of lower class solidarity 

during the oil boom. 
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In order to secure the political support of the black, creole, and East Indian middle 

class, the PNM doled out high-paying government jobs and facilitated the upward 

mobility of domestic business owners and entrepreneurs through a combination of direct 

financing and protectionism.  Between 1973 and 1976, over TT$698 million in state 

funds were made available to local businesses in the form of equity, loans, advances, and 

other grants (Hintzen 1989:147), creating a new class of wealthy businessmen dependent 

on the continuation of the PNM’s policies (Ramsaran 2004:118).  Local subcontractors 

made a fortune from state contracts for infrastructure improvement and the construction 

of mega-projects at the Point Lisas industrial park.  Like the traditional white elites, who 

the PNM showered with high paying jobs in the state corporate sector and countless 

opportunities for graft, bribery, and illicit financial gains (Hintzen 1989:75-76), the multi-

racial middle class was securely in the regime’s pocket.   

During the oil boom, the PNM successfully eliminated the possibility of mass 

political opposition by dividing the population against itself.  PNM policies earned the 

government the support of the urban, black lower classes, the multi-racial middle class, 

and traditional white elites while systematically denying the predominately rural, East 

Indian lower classes any of the benefits of the People’s Sector or economic 

nationalization.  In order to prevent them from joining together with the rest of Trinidad’s 

East Indian population to form a coherent bloc, the regime intentionally exacerbated the 

ethnic and class divisions between them (Premdas 1993:141-142).  Upper and middle 

class East Indians receiving jobs, state contracts, loans, grants, and protection from 

foreign competition gained a vested interest in the extension of PNM rule, which 

precluded their political collaboration with the lower class East Indian trade unions and 



167 
 

cultural organizations that sought to unseat the regime.  The PNM also exploited ethnic 

divisions within the East Indian population by employing discriminatory practices that 

favored Muslims over Hindus in the government allocation of jobs and resources 

(1993:142).  Muslims were systematically over-represented not only in the Cabinet, but 

in all public positions, while Hindus were strictly excluded (1993:142).  As a whole, 

Trinidad’s East Indian population benefited the least from PNM policies, but because 

those benefits were bestowed unequally according to class status and religious affiliation, 

it was never able to mount a unified political opposition to the government.   In his 1962 

independence message, Prime Minister Eric Williams had likened the government to a 

“mother [who] cannot discriminate between her children” but in order to ensure its own 

survival, his government had done just that.   

 

Economic Collapse and Structural Adjustment 

Just as the PNM’s social welfare policies failed to significantly improve the welfare of 

the people, its economic nationalization and diversification program failed to strengthen 

Trinidad’s economy or insulate it from global market fluctuations.  “The central feature 

of state economic activities was their failure to develop internal linkages with the rest of 

the economy and their absolute dependence upon external inputs, foreign skills and 

technology, and foreign export markets” (Hintzen 1989:175).  Williams’ socialist 

economy was inefficient, unproductive, and totally dependent on massive revenues from 

petroleum export.  As these revenues poured in throughout the 1970s, leading Williams 

to infamously remark that “money is no problem” (MacDonald 1986:191), the PNM 

regime was able to cover up the nation’s economic weaknesses by directly employing 2/3 
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of the workforce, maintaining artificially low prices on consumer goods, and spending 

lavishly on education, healthcare, and public works (Rogozinski 1999:335-336). 

After the greatest era of prosperity in the nation’s history Trinidad’s economy 

remained extremely fragile for a number of reasons.  First, none of the state’s major 

investments in high-energy ventures came to fruition.  The aluminum smelter and iron, 

steel, and fertilizer plants at Point Lisas failed to become profitable or provide significant 

employment to the local population.  Second, local private businesses became completely 

dependent on the state for investment, financing, and protection from foreign 

competition.  Third, neglect of the agricultural industry created total dependence on 

imported foodstuffs.  Fourth, the state became the nation’s largest sectoral employer but 

the jobs it created were non-productive.  The public sector employed 2/3 of the nation’s 

workforce but contributed only 7% of the GDP (Hintzen 1989:175-180; Rogozinski 

1999:336).  In short, Trinidad’s economy was completely dependent on massive levels of 

state spending that would quickly become unsustainable if the revenues generated by the 

oil industry were ever significantly reduced.  

During 1980-1981, reduced revenues from the petroleum economy, due to falling 

oil prices and reduced crude output, threatened to destroy the massive system of 

patronage the PNM had constructed over the previous seven years, but despite the severe 

reduction in government revenue, the PNM regime actually increased its spending 51%.  

During the 1981 general elections, the government made clear that those enjoying the 

benefits of state patronage were obligated to vote PNM and that any local districts that 

supported the opposition would be denied further state funding (Hintzen 1989:76).  In 

1982, as oil revenues continued to plummet, the fiscal deficit grew to 18.5% of the GDP.  
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Even as the national economy teetered on the brink of disaster, the PNM continued the 

decades-old practice of trading benefits for votes in order to maintain control of the 

national government (Rogozinski 1999:326).  

By 1983 it became clear that the PNM could no longer sustain its system of 

patronage.  During the previous year, the real GDP shrank by over 10%, seriously 

curtailing the government revenue on which the system depended (GRTT 2004b:85).  

Ongoing massive state spending emptied the national treasury and led the country to the 

brink of a full-fledged economic crisis (Premdas 1993:148).  Having exhausted the legal 

limits of public borrowing, the PNM had no choice but to reduce spending.  The 

government embarked on a massive program of retrenchment which contributed to a drop 

in total employment from 411,000 to 392,000 between 1984 and 1985 (Hintzen 

1989:180).  State subsidies were also cut significantly, severely eroding the PNM’s 

popular support.  In the 1986 general election the people responded by sweeping the 

PNM out of office for the first time in the nation’s history. 

The newly elected National Alliance for Reconstruction (NAR) party, faced with 

steadily declining revenues and an external debt service ratio in excess of 29% (GRTT 

2004b:94), had little choice but to continue dismantling the massive welfare state the 

PNM had created during the previous decade (Premdas 1990:147).  State subsidies were 

further reduced or eliminated, including the annual Cost of Living Allowance (COLA) 

and foreign food and drug import subsidies worth over TT$ 700 million.  Existing taxes 

were increased, new taxes were added, public servants had their salaries reduced 

significantly, and a national recovery levy was placed on all persons whose incomes 

exceeded TT$ 70,000 (GRTT 2004b:85; Henry 1990:71). 
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 By 1988, the real per capita GDP had declined 46% from its 1982 level and the 

total external debt was approaching 54% of the GNP (Griffin 1997:184).  With oil prices 

continuing to fall and unemployment over 22%, the NAR was forced to approach the 

IMF for assistance (Premdas 1993:148), and subsequently implemented a full Structural 

Adjustment package that “shook the foundations of three generations of democratic rule” 

(Griffin 1997:184).  Under the SAP, the government was required to administer “bitter 

medicine to its own supporters” (Premdas 1993:148), sharply reducing public spending, 

revising the tax structure and adding a 15% Value Added Tax at the point of sale, 

devaluing the currency by 33%, removing price controls on consumer items, divesting 

50% of the assets of state-owned enterprises, and slashing public sector employment rolls 

(Koch-Weser 1999:1; Ramsaran 2004:120).  The NAR regime also embraced a new 

neoliberal development philosophy oriented toward reducing the government’s role in the 

economy, reforming and privatizing state owned enterprises, and shifting away from 

protectionism toward a “free market” ideology (Ramsaran 2004:119).  It was in the 

context of this dramatic practical and ideological shift that Prime Minister ANR 

Robinson publicly proclaimed the death of the welfare state.   

Under the stewardship of the IMF, the government privileged the pursuit of 

macroeconomic growth and stability over the collective needs of the people.  The 

electorate voted the NAR out of office in 1991, restoring the PNM to power, but 

neoliberal policy initiatives remained constant despite the change in government 

(Ramsaran 2004:120).  By 1994, the drastic measures successive regimes had taken to 

facilitate the growth of exports, replenish foreign reserves, reduce external debt, curtail 

public spending, promote free trade, and attract direct foreign investment began to bear 
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fruit, but at the expense of the welfare of the general population.  The GDP and GNP 

were experiencing positive growth, inflation was under control, the public debt was 

shrinking, and private direct foreign investment was pouring in (GRTT 2004b:86), but 

the people were suffering the ill effects of wage reductions, grossly inadequate social 

services, and a spiraling cost of living.  Spending per capita in the Health Sector fell from 

TT$519 in 1980 to TT$197 by 1992 (Stewart 1995:737).  Unemployment remained at an 

alarming 20%, and 34% of citizens were living below the poverty line (GRTT 2008:33).  

The situation of the youth was even direr; 20% of school aged children were excluded 

from the formal education system and 31% of youths or working age unable to find 

employment (Koch-Weser 1999). 

In 1996, the people voiced their discontent with the standard of living by again 

voting for regime change, replacing the recently re-elected PNM with the United 

National Congress (UNC), but the neoliberal policies initiated in the structural adjustment 

period persisted unabated.  The GDP continued to grow at an average rate of 3.5% per 

year but a 1999 World Bank Country Assistance Strategy Report found that during the 

period of structural adjustment “the quality of both health and education services [had] 

deteriorated significantly…due to falling public expenditures and lack of effective 

management in the social sectors”.  The report noted that, while in the past poverty was 

“associated with specific vulnerable groups of the society such as the old and the 

disabled…the “new poor” [included] active members of the labor force subsisting at low 

wages” (Koch-Weser 1999).  As of 1999 21% of the population lived below the poverty 

line and 11% lived in extreme poverty (Koch-Weser 1999).  The correlation between 

poverty, unemployment, and lack of education was undeniable.  The 30% of students 
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excluded from the secondary school system found themselves relegated to a life of 

joblessness, idleness, and, at best, low-wage employment.  From a macroeconomic 

standpoint, structural adjustment in Trinidad had been a success, but from a social 

welfare perspective, the situation was as bad as ever. 

 

Vision 20/20 and the Re-Branding of the State 

As Trinidad entered the 21st century, the people’s suffering was not so great as to incite 

them to the kind of rebellion they had unleashed in 1970, but it was certainly dire enough 

to lead them to vent their frustration through the ballot box.  In 2001, the electorate again 

swept the incumbent party from office.  The PNM, under the leadership of Prime 

Minister Patrick Manning, regained control of the government and has retained power 

ever since.   

In 2002, the PNM embarked on an ambitious program of social and economic 

development, dubbed Vision 2020, designed to elevate Trinidad and Tobago to 

developed nation status by the year 2020.  Since it was finalized in 2005, Vision 2020 has 

been presented as charting a new direction for Trinidad and Tobago.   The ambitious plan 

promises to maximize long-term economic growth and stability through diversification, 

privatization, tax reform, infrastructure improvement, human resource development, 

greater access to technology, and expansion of the non-energy sector, while 

simultaneously addressing the collective needs of the people by expanding educational 

and employment opportunities, reducing poverty, upgrading the national healthcare 

system, improving local governance, enhancing national security, and fostering cultural 

development (Vision 2020 National Strategic Plan 2005:12-13).   
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Vision 2020 discards Eric Williams’ vision of a maternal state caring for, loving, 

and being loved unconditionally by her citizen-subjects and promotes a neoliberal vision 

of the citizen as “customer” and the state as “cost-effective” service provider (Vision 

2020 National Strategic Plan 2005: 12).  In a serious departure from the socialist state 

discourses of the 60s and 70s, Vision 2020 relies on the neoliberal assumption that the 

government alone is incapable of achieving the plan’s goals.  Whereas during the post-

independence era, government officials discursively constructed the state as a loving 

“mother” on whom the people could rely for care and protection, under the Vision 2020 

plan, the role of government is to “empower stakeholders” to pursue the national 

development goals outlined by the state (Vision 2020 National Strategic Plan 2005: I-II).  

Under the plan, the responsibility for national development is devolved onto civil society, 

the private sector, and individual citizens.  

The Vision 2020 strategic plan represents an outcome of the paradigm shift that 

has influenced Trinidadian politics since the economic collapse of the 1980s.  Successive 

governments have attempted to distance themselves from the state policies and discourses 

of the 1970s, which are held publicly accountable for the collapse.  In the public 

discourse, the state socialism championed by Williams has become synonymous with 

economic decline, public corruption, and wasteful spending, while the system of 

neoliberal governance initiated during the period of structural adjustment is held up as the 

path to prosperity and development.  Take, for example, the recent statements made by 

trade minister Ken Valley as he reflected on the Keynesian principles that guided 

economic and social policy during the 1970’s: "[State intervention] is a paradigm of the 

past, because in today's business environment, government's fundamental role is that of a 
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facilitator…Government's focus is on creating the best environment for business to 

flourish, to be a facilitator for the private sector to derive economic growth” (Trinidad 

Express 8/16/2006).   

Valley’s remarks reflect a larger ongoing government effort to re-brand the state 

and redefine its role in the development process.  The People’s Charter for Economic and 

Social Development produced on the eve of independence firmly declared that “the 

provision of social services as a matter of right and not of grace is a fundamental feature 

of progress in the modern world” and that the state, in addition to being directly involved 

in the economy, has a fundamental responsibility to ensure a “well-housed, well-fed, and 

healthy population” (Griffin 1997: 186).  But the Vision 2020 plan constructs the 

government as just one “stakeholder” among many, lacking “the critical mass necessary 

to support a development effort alone” (GRTT 2005:15).  Beyond disclaiming 

government responsibility for economic and social development, Vision 2020 

discursively constructs the state as a peripheral actor in the development process, 

rendering it impossible for anyone to hold the state accountable for the economic and 

social well-being of the nation.  According to this new construction of the state, any 

credit or blame for the success or failure of development should be shared equally among 

the public sector and the other “stakeholders” in the process, identified as “the private 

sector, civil society, and individual citizens” (2005:15).   

Beyond being a functional bureaucratic apparatus, the state is also a constructed 

entity “conceptualized and made socially effective through particular imaginative and 

symbolic devices” (Ferguson and Gupta 2002:984).  The true power of the state is 

derived as much from commonly held notions of its capabilities, which shape citizens’ 
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decisions and expectations, than from its actual potential to impose its will on the 

governed population.  It is, therefore, useful “to speak of states, and not only nations, as 

‘imagined’” (2002:984).  States remain effective and viable only so long as people 

“imagine” them to be, and, therefore, state governments take serious efforts to control the 

public cultural representations that shape citizens’ imaginings of state power (Sharma 

2006:72).  Vision 2020 represents a deliberate government effort to transform the public 

imagination of the state by replacing the image of the state as “provider” with the image 

of the state as a mere “facilitator”.   

A necessary function of this re-branding of the state is to convince Trinidadian 

citizens to lower their expectations of the government (Griffin 1997:197).  Eric Williams’ 

government discursively constructed the state as being fully responsible for the economic 

and social well-being of the people.  Consequently, when their standard of living 

significantly deteriorated in the late 1960s and again in the early 1980s, all of their ire 

was directed against the state.  People shared the hope that if they picked up a placard and 

publicly demonstrated their discontent, those in power would hear and respond, or face 

the wrath of the people.  Vision 2020 seeks to re-brand the state as a mere “facilitator” of 

the private sector and civil society, constructing the state as one “stakeholder” among 

many.  “Instead of being tied to its capacity to directly care for its citizens through 

redistributive programs, the state’s commitment to national development is expressed 

through its ability to empower marginalized subjects to care for themselves” (Sharma 

2006:72).  Hence, if Trinidad fails to achieve its development goals, the government will 

be no more to blame than the private sector, civil society, and the individual citizens upon 

whose “zeal and commitment” Vision 2020 is said to depend.  In this discursive context, 
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the hope that traditional collective political action can yield positive social change by 

inducing the state to take direct action has evaporated, giving way to disillusionment and 

despair- “the sense that protesting and appealing makes no sense” (Pantin 1995:685). 

 

The Expanding NGO Sector 

While designed and handed down by the government, the Vision 2020 plan emphasizes 

that it is not intended to be implemented by the state alone.  Rather it requires the full 

cooperation and participation of a vivacious civil society to be successful.  The plan 

dictates that: 

Empowered citizens should belong to vibrant community-based groups that voice their opinions, 
take responsibility for, and participate in the development of their communities.  The clearest 
evidence of such change should manifest itself in an increase in the number of active community-
based and non-governmental organizations (2005:31). 

 

An increase in the number of NGOs is therefore seen as both a prerequisite for 

development and evidence of its success.  This position rests on the prevailing neoliberal 

assumption that NGOs are inherently more efficient, flexible, effective, innovative, 

motivated agents of development than states, which are inevitably bound by rigid, target-

driven, top-down approaches lined with red tape (Sharma 2006: 67).  It is argued that 

because of its limitations, the state must take on a reduced role in the development 

process.   

The state plays the role of “facilitator” rather than “provider”, by enabling NGOs 

to do the work of development.  Despite their inherent advantages over the clumsy state 

apparatus, “inadequate training and funding hampers the work and development of the 

NGO community” (GRTT 2004a:29).  The role of the state is, therefore, to “strengthen 

the capacity of these organizations to deliver better services to customers by providing 
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them with funding and training” (GRTT 2004a:29).  While states may play a reduced role 

in the development process in the neoliberal era, state agencies remain absolutely central 

to NGO-mediated development programs as sites of struggle, points of reference, and 

foci of demands (Edelman 1999:187).  Because the “very identity and legitimacy” of 

postcolonial states, like Trinidad, rests precisely on their development and welfare 

functions, they continue to regulate and control the supposedly autonomous “non-

government” sector even as they increasingly defer welfare and development 

responsibilities formerly under state control to NGOs (Sharma 2006: 64).    

The Trinidadian state actively facilitates the expansion of the NGO sector through 

ever-increasing budget allocations and the promotion of neoliberal discourses trumpeting 

the efficacy of NGO-based development.  The PNM government increased its budget 

allocations to NGOs by 99.7% (to TT$175,507,136.11) between 2004 and 2007 (GRTT 

2007:53).  These massive increases were justified by assertions that 

“Government…cannot single-handedly address the myriad of social problems in the 

society” and that relying on NGOs “ensures there is wider coverage of the delivery aspect 

to the national community” (GRTT National Budget 2006:29).    

The state has seemingly limitless faith in NGOs potential to act as a panacea for 

Trinidad’s social ills.  The Vision 2020 plan defers a dizzying array of responsibilities to 

NGOs, including, but not limited to, “poverty reduction” (Government of the Republic of 

Trinidad and Tobago 2004a:29), “youth development” (2004a:29), “disease prevention” 

(2004a:33), “crime reduction” (2004a:40), “mobilizing positive culture change” 

(2004a:63), “providing skill-based programmes to key, at-risk populations” (2004a:140), 

“monitoring the spread of HIV/AIDS and treatment” (2004a:140), “ensuring gender 
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equality and awareness strategies” (2004a:168-172), “encouraging political participation 

and public/private sector interface” (2004a:216), “developing the social infrastructure” 

(2004a:246), “creating awareness about the energy industry” (2004a:258), “developing 

the rural sector” (2004a:288), and “reforestation and environmental protection” 

(2004a:306).  Viewed alongside the list of NGO responsibilities, the obligations of the 

state seem relatively modest; “Creation of an enabling and facilitating environment for 

business; and ensuring the delivery of predictable, world-class service to our people, 

putting the citizen at the centre of public services” (2004a:328).  Under the Vision 2020 

plan the government has completed the subtle, yet critical practical transition, initiated 

during structural adjustment, from directly delivering vital social services to overseeing 

their delivery by NGOs.  

The Vision 2020 plan justifies this practical transition by stating that the 

“devolution of authority and decentralization of decision-making away from central 

agencies” is intended “to increase accountability, ownership, and voice of citizens” 

(2004a:34).  Under this mode of neoliberal governance, the responsibility of the state is 

limited to facilitating the education of “individuals and NGOs for self-reliance, self-

development and other essential ingredients for the development of sustainable and 

efficient organizations and communities” (GRTT 2004a:31).  NGOs are encouraged, 

through training, funding, and regulation, to “use a wide range of training and education 

programmes that focus on empowering individuals and communities to ‘create 

possibilities’ for their own development” (2004a:32).   Essentially, the expansion of the 

NGO sector as part of the Vision 2020 plan represents a concerted effort to spread 

techniques of self-government and self-regulation “throughout social space so that the 
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burden of poverty relief, inequality reduction, and grassroots development may be shifted 

from the state to newly empowered groups and individuals” (Sharma 2006:64). 

 

Discourses of Individual Blame and Accountability 

As individual citizens are increasingly made to shoulder the burden of solving Trinidad’s 

social problems, they are also getting blamed for causing them.  Having lived up to its 

pared-down responsibility of empowering people to develop their own communities 

through the funding and training of NGOs, the government is in a position to discursively 

construct persistent underdevelopment as a product of the inadequacies of the people 

themselves.  Under the neoliberal paradigm that characterizes the post-structural 

adjustment era, the PNM actively promotes the “resolution of social problems through 

the application of quasi-market principles revolving around the primacy of the individual, 

such as assessment based on individual merit, emphasis on individual responsibility and 

the exercise of individual choice” (Hale 2002:486).  

Meanwhile, structural explanations are dismissed and remain unexplored.  For 

example, despite the fact that a 2000 United Nations Development Program (UNDP) 

Report entitled “Youth at Risk” suggested that a lack of education and employment 

opportunities was to blame for the incidence of widespread “disillusionment and despair” 

among the youth in Trinidad (Baptiste-Caruth 2000), and the 2005 National Survey of 

Living Conditions confirmed this suggestion, lamenting that youth accounted for 27.9% 

of the total working poor population (GRTT 2005:72), Prime Minister Patrick Manning, 

at the 2007 graduation ceremony for the Youth Training and Employment Partnership 

Program (YTEPP), boldly stated that “Youths in Trinidad and Tobago have no excuse for 
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failing to reach their goals…If we do not succeed in this life, most of us have no one to 

blame but ourselves” (Trinidad Express 7/2/2007).  Given this moralistic, subject-

oriented approach to addressing social problems, the government’s decision to invest 

TT$1 million in dance band “Divine Echoes” in order to “clean up” the immoral trends in 

the music industry “that do not result…in the kinds of directions that we consider ideal 

for the young people of Trinidad and Tobago” (Trinidad Express 10/15/2007), as 

opposed to working to improve human resource development through expanded 

education and training opportunities, appears to represent sound social policy. 

 Government officials utilize similar moralistic discourses stressing personal 

blame and responsibility to explain Trinidad’s exploding crime epidemic, contradicting 

assertions that the underlying causes are increases in corruption, drug- and gang-related 

activity (Trinidad Express 11/30/2008).  In the first 9 months of 2008, the homicide rate 

increased by more than 65% over the same period in the previous year (Trinidad Express 

10/6/2008) and by year’s end the death toll surpassed 500 (Trinidad Express 11/30/2008).  

The 2005 Survey of Living Conditions found that less than 25% of household 

respondents felt safe from crime and concluded that the astronomical crime rate was 

having a negative impact on the national psyche (GRTT 2005:124).  In the press, the 

nation’s crime problems are blamed on everything from vice (Trinidad Express 

10/5/2006), to unstable marriages (Trinidad Express 10/26/2008), to violent cartoons 

(Trinidad Express 6/23/2008), to “a breakdown in family values and morals” (Trinidad 

Express 9/1/2008), to a national psyche that’s “not tough on crime” (Trinidad Express 

2/8/2007).  In January 2007, following the execution of a police officer and her family, 

Police Commissioner Trevor Paul declared a “war on crime”.  Two weeks later, the 
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Attorney General (AG) made it clear that this war could not be fought by the police 

alone.  Rather he urged every individual citizen to “stand up” in order to wage a “war” 

against crime (Trinidad Express 2/8/2007).  In the opinion of the AG, an effective anti-

crime policy can only begin with a change in “the collective mentality of the nation” 

which “must become more aggressive against criminal activity” (Trinidad Express 

2/8/2007).  The government’s focus on individual blame and it’s resultant failure to 

address structural causes in the fight against crime has drawn ire from local activists like 

attorney Anand Ramlogan who blasted leaders for “engag[ing] in the worst reverse 

psychology ever fed to law abiding citizens,” stating that “we must blame ourselves for 

the state the country has reached” (Trinidad Express 1/28/2007). 

 Neoliberal discourses of individual blame and responsibility that construct “the 

individual as the fundamental basis of society” (Gill 2000:3) are a critical part of the 

process of “responsibilization” (Ferguson and Gupta 2002: 989) by which the Trinidadian 

state convinces citizens to take the initiative discipline themselves and develop their own 

communities.  The government defines the nation’s development goals, establishes the 

benchmarks for measuring progress, and publicly identifies the causes of and solutions to 

persistent underdevelopment, but prefers to leave the actual work of development to the 

people and limit its own role to that of “facilitator”.  Both on their own and through the 

civic organizations with which they become involved, individuals are expected to further 

the development initiatives handed down by the state bureaucracy.  The practice of 

convincing citizens to blame themselves; their own behaviors, for local and national 

underdevelopment functions to encourage their complicity in the neoliberal project of 
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self-governance and self-development, while simultaneously distracting them from 

structural deficiencies that would require direct state intervention. 

 

The Failure of Vision 2020 and the Resurgence of Political Patronage 

As a whole, Trinidad is not approaching developed status as quickly as proponents of 

Vision 2020’s neoliberal social and economic policies had hoped.  In fact, many 

development indicators suggest that the country is actually moving in the wrong 

direction.  Due to its mineral wealth, the World Economic Forum’s 2008-2009 Global 

Competitiveness Report ranks Trinidad’s per capita GDP 39th in the world, but in terms 

of overall competitiveness Trinidad ranks 92 out of 134, between Libya and Kenya, 

having slipped 8 spaces from the previous year (World Economic Forum 2008:10).  It 

also ranks in the bottom half of countries worldwide in terms of efficiency, quality of 

institutions, health and primary education, higher education and training, labor market 

efficiency, and business innovation and sophistication (World Economic Forum 

2008:326). Trinidad is experiencing economic growth without development. Government 

expenditure has reached unprecedented levels but the standard of living is actually 

declining.  Poverty, crime, unemployment and inflation are all on the rise and the national 

infrastructure remains pitifully inadequate, with projects doled out in election years as 

political favors to party supporters (Trinidad Express 4/13/2007).   

The recommendations for economic diversification made during the structural 

adjustment period have clearly gone unrealized.  Trinidad’s economy remains heavily 

dependent on revenues from non-renewable energy resources and is, therefore, highly 

vulnerable to global market fluctuations, which in the past have precipitated severe 
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economic hardship and political instability (Arvai and de Carvalho Filho 2006:2-3).  

When mineral fuels are excluded from the calculation, the country registers a negative 

balance of trade (Trinidad Express 9/27/2008).  The tremendous growth of the energy 

sector, and the economy in general, since 1995 has less to do with sound national 

economic policy than the discovery of large quantities of natural gas reserves, which 

offset the steady decline in oil production Trinidad has experienced over the past 30 years 

(GRTT 2004c:10).  Trinidad has become the world’s leading exporter of ammonia and 

methanol and the fifth largest producer of Liquified Natural Gas (LNG) (GRTT 2008:10).  

But the success of the energy sector, which accounts for 43% of annual GDP, does not 

translate into income or employment for the local population since it employs less than 

5% of the labor force (Trinidad Express 9/27/2008). 

 Increased revenues from the energy sector, 27% of which go into the government 

coffers, have led to a four-fold increase in the national budget since 2001, but massive 

government spending has done little to improve Trinidad’s social or economic fortunes. 

Instead, aggregate demand created by increased government expenditure has caused the 

national inflation rate to spiral out of control, driving the cost of basic commodities 

beyond what middle- and working-class families can afford (Trinidad Express 

9/27/2008).  The Vision 2020 plan pledged to reduce the inflation rate from 5.9% to 5%, 

but Trinidad is now experiencing double-digit inflation (11.9% as of July 2008) more 

than double the target rate and the Global Competitiveness Report ranks the country 96th 

out of 134 in terms of inflation (World Economic Forum 2008:327).  Ironically, new anti-

inflationary policies are limiting the growth of the non-energy sector on which the 

country’s future depends (Trinidad Express 3/6/2008). 
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High rates of inflation, combined with the destruction of the agricultural sector 

have led to an alarming escalation in food prices.  Due in large part to massive state 

divestment since 2001, the nation now meets less than 15% of total food demand from 

domestic production (Trinidad Express 10/9/2008) and agriculture accounts for less than 

1% of the GDP (World Economic Forum 2008:75).   The 28,000 acres of land formerly 

under cultivation by the state-run sugar industry have laid fallow since the government 

completely divested from the operation in 2007.  Increased costs associated with inflation 

and overdependence on imports caused food prices to rise by 25.4% in the twelve months 

prior to August 2008 and they are now up over 240% from their 2001 level (Trinidad 

Express 9/27/2008).  In the summer and fall of 2008, the situation became so desperate 

that grocery truck hijackings became a common occurrence and the major trade unions 

staged a national shutdown to protest the rising prices (Trinidad Express 9/9/2008).     

 The island’s rapidly declining life expectancy rate, which dropped from 73 to 67 

between 2000 and 2008, is a testament to the inadequacy of the national healthcare 

infrastructure.  The nation’s few hospitals are understaffed, overcrowded, and lack access 

to modern medications and technologies (The Economist 8/26/2006).  In 2006, following 

an 18-month investigation, a Commission of Enquiry into the operation and delivery of 

Public Health Care Services concluded “that poor management, misappropriation of 

Government property and financial mismanagement, as well as what would appear to be 

medical malpractice, plague public health care services” (Trinidad Express 9/8/2006).  

Consequently, Trinidad’s infant and maternal mortality rates (17 per 1000 live births and 

38 per 1000 live births respectively), are well above what one would associate with a 
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developed nation and it is not uncommon for patients to die from infections following 

routine surgical procedures (Trinidad Express 9/8/2006). 

 In spite of the PNM regime’s stated commitment to pursue sustainable economic 

growth by developing the nation’s human resources through improved technology and 

expanded education and training, access to public education remains severely restricted, 

especially among the poor and working classes.  Of the 134 countries surveyed in the 

World Economic Forum’s Global Competitiveness report, Trinidad ranked 106th in 

primary education enrollment (84.6%), 90th in secondary enrollment (76.3%), and 101st in 

tertiary enrollment (11.4%) (World Economic Forum 2008:409-413). Students fortunate 

enough to attend endure outdated curriculums and equipment, materials and personnel 

shortages, under-trained instructors, and inadequate facilities.  While the government 

increases its support of “civil-society agencies” that are meant to produce “empowered 

young people who are able to make informed choices so they can lead meaningful, 

enjoyable lives” (GRTT 2006: 36-37), the public education system continues to languish 

and produce graduates completely ill-prepared for participation in the modern labor 

market. This trend led Vincent Cabrera, the general secretary of the National Trade 

Union Center (NTUC), to observe that “a feature of the present labour market is that 

foreign workers are being imported to perform skilled labour in this country while our 

workers are caught [in menial jobs]…with absolutely no training” (Trinidad Express 

3/1/2007).  In his assessment “the locals are getting a raw deal as it seems as though the 

government was not prepared to handle the consequences of the economic transformation 

of the labour market” (Trinidad Express 3/1/2007). 
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 Instead of preparing citizens for participation in the competitive labor market, the 

PNM regime has expanded its massive system of 250 “make work” programs in order to 

garner political support and maintain an artificially low unemployment rate.  The 

Unemployment Relief Program (URP) alone employs over 50,000 individuals while the 

revived Community-based Environmental Protection and Enhancement Program 

(CEPEP) employs over 7,000.  These are temporary, unskilled jobs with no opportunity 

for advancement that amount to a form of government welfare with workers living off of 

direct transfers from the state.  While the official unemployment rate may stand at 5.9%, 

Trinidad is not experiencing full employment, but rather disguised unemployment.  

Estimates suggest that if these welfare recipients were excluded from the category of 

“employed persons” the true unemployment rate would stand closer to 13% (Trinidad 

Express 9/27/2008).  In the words of Opposition Leader Kamla Persad-Bissessar, “the 

PNM has introduced a backward and archaic labour strategy of shoving the low skilled 

into a dependency syndrome and therefore presiding over the inter-generational transfer 

of poverty and dependency” (Trinidad Express 10/9/2006).  In November 2008, an IMF 

mission headed by Christina Daseking, Deputy Division Chief in the Western 

Hemisphere Department, warned the government to “curb spending” and significantly 

reduce “transfers and subsidies that have mushroomed in recent years” or face potential 

disaster during the impending global economic downturn (Trinidad Express 11/18/2008).  

Four days later, Prime Minister Patrick Manning, deliberately ignoring the advice of the 

IMF, pledged that in anticipation of the upcoming employment crisis, “…Government 

intends to expand social programmes, including CEPEP and the URP” (Trinidad Express 

11/22/2008). 
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 This expansion of “make-work” programs illustrates how the PNM regime is 

using the massive revenues from the current natural gas boom to reconstruct the system 

of political patronage it was forced to discard in the wake of the economic collapse of the 

1980s.  The benefits of government programs are distributed to constituencies in 

exchange for electoral support, while regional corporations that support the Opposition 

party are denied access to social welfare, infrastructure development, and education and 

healthcare facilities.  The PNM represents itself as being committed to neoliberal social 

and economic policies on a national level, but it strategically uses political patronage to 

shield regions on which it depends for electoral support from the negative consequences 

of neoliberalism.  In this way, the PNM subjects detractors to the harsh consequences of 

neoliberal social and economic policies, while spending to offset those consequences in 

regional corporations that ensure the regime’s survival through consistent electoral 

support.  This assertion is verified by the World Economic Forum’s Global 

Competitiveness report, which ranks Trinidad 120th out of 134 in terms of the degree to 

which favoritism factors into public officials’ decisions to adopt policies and distribute 

contracts (World Economic Forum 2008:369).   

State divestment from the agricultural industry, for example, resulted in massive 

job losses but the predominately East Indian residents of the pro-Opposition sugar belt 

received little relief or compensation for their lost income.  Instead, the state-owned land 

they used to farm was dedicated to the erection of new government housing projects 

(Trinidad Express 2/27/2008), the construction of which would be overseen by pro-PNM 

contractors employing temporary government workers brought in from pro-PNM 

constituencies.  Similarly, when all 14 of Trinidad’s regional corporations had their 
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budgets reduced in early 2009, the cuts were much deeper in pro-Opposition corporations 

than in perennial PNM strongholds (Trinidad Express 3/17/2009).   

 Due to the prevalence of clientelistic political patronage, regional poverty, 

unemployment, and infrastructure development rates are highly correlated with regional 

party affiliation.  It is no coincidence that recurrent political agitation for basic services is 

concentrated in the rural, predominately East Indian corporations of Trinidad’s Southwest 

and Northeast regions, which comprise the strongholds of the current national opposition 

parties (the UNC and the Congress of the People (COP)).  Every year, residents from 

dozens of villages in these neglected regions take to the streets to demand such basic 

services as road repairs, bridge maintenance, and improved access to electricity and 

running water. Currently, only 30% of the national population has consistent access to a 

proper water supply, virtually all of which resides in the urban, predominately African 

PNM strongholds of San Fernando and Port of Spain on the island’s west coast. 

 The regional corporations of Siparia and Princes Town, both in the Southwest, 

house more impoverished people per capita than any other regions in the country, with 

poverty rates of 30% and 27.7%, respectively (GRTT 2005:xix).  They also boast the 

highest percentages of working poor (GRTT 2005:71).  Once centers of the petroleum 

and agricultural industries, respectively, these corporations fell victim to the neoliberal 

economic and social policies implemented by the state in the post-structural adjustment 

era.  Princes Town’s agricultural economy was laid to waste by state divestment from the 

sugar industry.  Mayor Subjas Panday explained, "The reason [for the high poverty rate] 

is because 90 per cent of the population depended on sugar cane and agriculture and 

government closed down the sugar cane industry and took away all the agriculture land 
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for housing" (Trinidad Express 2/27/2008).  Princes Town’s isolated, East Indian farmers 

have increasingly turned to ganja production to replace the income they once derived 

from sugar cane cultivation (Trinidad Express 6/26/2008).   

Residents of Siparia, the historical hub of Trinidad’s petroleum industry, have 

suffered the ill-effects of the state’s decisions to diversify the economy by shifting from 

land-based oil drilling to offshore petroleum and natural gas extraction and relocate the 

refining industry from Point Fortin to the Point Lisas Industrial Estate, which also houses 

Trinidad’s growing liquefied natural gas and petrochemical production operations.  The 

exploitation of offshore petroleum and natural gas reserves and the construction of an 

upgraded refinery, eight ammonia complexes, five methanol units, a urea plant, an 

aluminum smelter, and an iron and steel facility at Point Lisas in the last 15 years 

benfited the national economy at the expense of Siparia’s local economy (GRTT 2004c).  

While most Siparia residents were never directly employed by the oil industry, they 

provided tertiary services to the oil companies and their shops and businesses depended 

on the lucrative wages of the oil workers who formerly patronized them.  The public 

assistance on which residents now depend for survival is not substantial enough to lift 

many of them out of poverty (GRTT 2005:158).  In this region, plagued as it is by 

chronic un- and under-employment, a crumbling infrastructure, and inadequate healthcare 

and education facilities, residents nurture little hope for the future, and the state’s 

suggestion that community development can be achieved through the “zeal and 

commitment” of individual citizens rings particularly hollow. 
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Conclusion 

Decades of neoliberal reforms have closed off a number of traditional pathways to 

success in Trinidad, while an antiquated education system has left the vast majority of the 

population ill-equipped to take advantage of the limited opportunities in the growing, 

technologically advanced industrial sector.  Instead of providing real economic or social 

development, Trinidad’s neoliberal discourses and policies function to deflect the blame 

for the government’s failed efforts, wasteful spending, and broken promises onto 

individual citizens and the civil society organization in which they become involved.  

They allow the Trinidadian state to renounce responsibility for social and economic 

development even as it exercises strict control over the activities of the supposedly 

autonomous NGOs onto whom that responsibility has been unloaded.   

The advent of neoliberalism in Trinidad, therefore, represents more than a mere shift 

in public policy.  It signifies the emergence of a new form of governmentality predicated 

on “empowerment”, self-discipline, and self-rule by which individualism replaces 

collectivism (Comaroff and Comaroff 2005), the state is discursively and practically 

transformed from the provider to a facilitator of development, citizens take on new 

subjectivities (re-imagining themselves, their responsibilities, and their relationships with 

the state), and all kinds of social actors, including NGOs, community organizations, 

private corporations, and individual citizens are imbricated in a project of rule.  As the 

next chapter will show, it also has serious implications for the modality of oppositional 

politics and social protest pursued by the poor and dispossessed. 
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CHAPTER 6 

THE RISE OF THE NATIONAL RASTAFARI ORGANIZATION 

 

While the Trinidadian government’s embrace of neoliberal economic and social policies 

has degraded the material existence of the island’s most vulnerable populations, it has 

also opened up new spaces for civic participation and an ever-growing number of non-

government organizations (NGOs), dedicated to a wide range of activities are now 

operating within this political space (Fisher 1997).  The proliferation of these so-called 

“autonomous” organizations is, according to the neoliberal paradigm encapsulated in the 

Vision 2020 National Development Plan, part of a reinvigoration of civil society whose 

spirit of volunteerism will serve to combat social and moral decay (Goode 2006).  The 

neoliberal common sense that pervades Trinidadian political discourse problematically 

blames individual behaviors, rather than existing structural arrangements, for social 

problems.  Therefore NGO activism seems to present an ideal opportunity for 

disenchanted citizens to “get involved” in solving the problems afflicting their own 

communities.  By encouraging NGOs to take over state responsibilities, the Trinidadian 

government is deliberately “unload[ing] onto its neoliberal citizen-subjects the 

responsibility to resolve the problems - whether daily or epochal - in which they are 

immersed” (Hale 2002:495). 

A number of NGOs have risen to the challenge of addressing the social problems 

being created or exacerbated by the ongoing retrenchment of the Trinidadian welfare 

state.  Unlike the groups of residents that shut down streets and spar with police to 

demand the government repave their roads (see below), these organizations attempt to 
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further local and national development by providing social services independently.  In 

response to the proliferation of national and global discourses blaming poverty and 

unemployment on people’s behavior, many NGOs in Trinidad are enacting strategies for 

social change that focus on reforming and training individuals as “separate labor units” 

(Goode 2006:210).  By “teaching them to fish”, they seek to give local constituents 

“marketable skills” (literacy, basic computer skills) that will, assumedly, enable them to 

escape poverty “on their own” (without direct state intervention) by joining the labor 

force (Goode 2006:210).   

By emphasizing individual blame and the potentials of personal responsibility and 

entrepreneurship for social transformation, neoliberalism not only resembles earlier 

programs of social reform but also appears to converge with traditional religion’s 

attention to moral and spiritual revitalization as the key to salvation (Goode 2006:205).  

However, the current resurgence of such beliefs is not simply a reinvigoration of these 

older ways of thinking.  Rather, neoliberalism represents a new paradigm organized 

around a complete faith in the efficacy of free market principles to solve the world’s 

problems; economic, social, or otherwise.  According to this logic, individuals should be 

“free”, by participating in NGOs and other voluntary organizations, to address the 

problems plaguing their own communities without the invariably inept, inefficient state 

apparatus getting in the way.   

Amidst the ongoing explosion of registered NGOs in Trinidad, informal voluntary 

associations are increasingly feeling the need to take on the trappings and status of 

“official” NGOs.  In a nod to the ubiquity of the NGO model, even self-proclaimed 

“revolutionaries” and “enemies of the state” with little formal education or prior 
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administrative experience are attempting to advance their agendas by creating their own 

NGOs (Alvaré 2009).  These fiercely impassioned, yet untrained revolutionary social 

activists are contributing to the tremendous diversity of organizations that share the 

increasingly ambiguous “NGO” classification by attempting to construct radical NGOs 

with socially progressive missions and unique organizational structures informed by their 

own particular visions of social justice (Fisher 1997:447).  Whether, in the current 

neoliberal context, these organizations are capable of maintaining and pursuing a 

“revolutionary” vision of social justice remains questionable. 

As had been the case when they took up the cause of armed struggle in the context 

of the Black Power Revolution, in the wake of structural adjustment the NRO’s founders 

felt they had “no choice” but to pursue a program of NGO-based social activism: “Today, 

we are being placed in a situation with our backs against the wall as our so called 

‘leaders’ play mind games with the nation…with the ongoing political pollution the 

nation is starting to feel the vibrations of major revolt.”9  Yet clearly they had a number 

of options for political activism at their disposal.  Other residents, even in their same 

community of South Village, continued to pursue more traditional forms of 

“revolutionary” political participation including strikes, protests, and violent 

confrontations with police.  This chapter will explore the process by which, after 

suffering the injuries of state violence, incarceration, and self-imposed exile, Cudjoe, 

Indra, and Douglas eschewed other forms of political activism to adopt a state-

sanctioned, self-funded “development” approach to their decades-old pursuit of social 

justice.  Why, in the current political-economic context, did they renew their quest for 

                                                           
9 Taken from an “Open Letter to the TnT Govt” posted online by Ras Indra under the pseudonym “Concerned 
Citizen” 
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social justice by founding an officially registered formal Rastafarai statical organization 

instead of pursuing some other strategy for social justice?  What contextual variables 

provoked their embrace of the NGO model for progressive social change?  I argue that 

the bredren’s decisions surrounding the establishment of the NRO were influenced by a 

number of material and discursive factors produced by Trinidad’s transition to neoliberal 

governance.  Not only did prevailing “neoliberal commonsense” play a major role in their 

decision to found an NGO in the first place, it heavily informed the goals, discourses, 

structure, and practices they established for the organization.  To be sure, theirs was 

intended to be a faith-based community development NGO organized according to the 

principles of Rastafari, but, despite their stated disdain for the destructive Babylonian 

policies, practices, and discourses of the Trinidadian government, the specific 

interpretation of Rastafari on which they based their organization’s goals, discourses, 

structure, and practices reproduced many of the assumptions articulated in Vision 2020; 

the government’s neoliberal blueprint for national development. 

 

The Conception of TTRU 

It is important to recognize that for Cudjoe, Indra, Douglas, and many other Freedom 

Fighters who survived the violent suppression of the NUFF, the struggle for social justice 

initiated during the Black Power Revolution never really ended, it only changed forms.  

They experienced their conversion from Marxist guerrillas to Rastafari spiritual warriors 

as a continuation of their revolutionary struggle, not a departure from it (see chapter 4).  

In one of our interviews, Indra reiterated this point:  

Rebellion is still going on up until today.  Even though some of these brothers 
and sisters don’t have no dread and stuff [visible commitment to Rastafari] now, 
they’re anti-colonial mentality is still with them.  They may not be Rasta but 
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they know who they are in that kind of way.  They probably just don’t want to 
be Rasta.  The thing take different avenues for different people.    

 
“Knowing who you are” meant remaining committed to the principles of social justice- 

freedom, equality, and righteousness for the oppressed- promoted by the Black Power 

and Rastafari movements alike.  But as of 1999, after nearly 30 years in the struggle, the 

“revolutionary” dreams of a more equitable society remained as elusive as ever. 

Since Trinidad began undertaking the transition to neoliberalism detailed in the 

previous chapter, material conditions in the bredren’s hometown of South Village had 

declined significantly.  The ruling PNM regime continued to distribute public services 

and benefits on a clientelistic basis and because it was a perennial source of Opposition 

support, South Village was among those communities particularly hard hit by the 

negative consequences of neoliberal social and economic policies, especially the 

disappearance of lucrative direct state employment opportunities and the relocation of oil 

production operations, which had been the lifeblood of the community since the 1930s, to 

the Point Lisas industrial park as part of Trinidad’s national industrialization and 

development program.  Not only were local oil workers laid off or forced to relocate, but 

most of the local businesses that fed, clothed, and entertained them shut down.  Indra 

noted, “When they moved the oil industry away, all the snackettes and businesses close 

down.  They took away all the income from [South Village].  Instead of seeing 400 cars 

pass by on Friday we see 4.  Yuh can’t sell anything on the road and we suffering for it.”  

Since it was no longer of strategic importance to the oil industry, South Village’s 

infrastructure was allowed to deteriorate into disrepair.  Faced with a crumbling 

infrastructure and little hopes for gainful employment, residents of South Village were in 

dire need of public assistance, but the level of assistance the government was willing to 
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offer had diminished significantly since the onset of neoliberal structural adjustment in 

the mid-80s, and that which remained was largely distributed to those regions that 

consistently provided the PNM regime with electoral support (see chapter 5). 

When I first visited South Village in 2005, the negative consequences of 

neoliberal restructuring were crushingly apparent.  In the “used up” oilfields surrounding 

the town, cows and goats grazed among the hulls of rotting oil tanks and broken down 

pumpjacks.  Vine-covered derricks dotted the horizon of a post-apocalyptic landscape 

scarred by defunct oil wells, which continued to spew noxious black sludge into shallow 

holding ponds, poisoning the surrounding earth.  Local fields and recreation grounds, 

built for the oil workers and their families, had become overgrown and pocked by animal 

tracks.  At the main junction, crowds of unemployed locals who gathered every morning 

before sunrise in hopes of getting a day’s work as temporary laborers on distant 

maintenance or construction projects, lamented that the once “bustling” village had been 

reduced to a “shadow of what it once was” before the relocation of the oil industry and 

subsequent decades of government neglect.  The sidewalks, cracked and broken, ran 

along decaying asphalt streets strewn with refuse and raw sewage that trickled 

intermittently from broken pipes.   Rum shops, which outnumbered all other local 

businesses by a ratio of 2 to 1, occupied the first floor storefronts of otherwise abandoned 

buildings whose darkened windows ominously looked out on the sad scenes below.  

Concrete houses, at various stages of construction, were interspersed with makeshift 

squatter shacks assembled from discarded materials.  Electrical service was dependable, 

but, plagued as it was by constant shortages and service disruptions, pipe-borne water, in 

those homes lucky enough to have it, was only available about half the time.  Due to the 
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unreliable supply of pipe-borne water, nearly everyone relied on their own private tanks 

for daily use, which held either rainwater or purified water delivered by the Water and 

Sewage Authority (WASA) for a fee.   

 

Figure 27- Abandoned buildings line South Village's main street 
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Figure 28- South Village once boasted two movie theaters.  Both were forced to shut down after oil 
profits disappeared 

 

Figure 29- Author posing in one of the many dilapidated oil storage tanks surrounding South Village 
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Figure 30- Support for the PNM is minimal in South Village 
 

Gangs of unemployed youth roamed the streets in search of the next hustle.  They 

were either dropouts or part of the nearly one-fourth of Trinidadian youth fully excluded 

from the secondary school system (World Economic Forum 2008:409-413).  Those 

youths fortunate enough to complete secondary school quickly migrated elsewhere in 

pursuit of employment or additional education, leaving only the most desperate to try to 

scratch out a living hustling on the streets of South Village.  Even recipients of direct 

government assistance had to hustle in order to keep their heads above water.  

The crippling poverty, unemployment, and deprivation plaguing South Village 

served as constant reminders that after 30 years “in de struggle”, the sweeping, 

progressive social change to which Indra, Cudjoe, and Douglas had livicated so much of 

their time and effort had yet to materialize.  They saw the youth enduring the same 

deplorable living conditions they had endured, dropping out and hustling in much the 

same way they had had to hustle to survive since they were boys, and faced with the same 
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dim prospects of securing steady, gainful employment they had known their entire adult 

lives.  In nearly 35 years of hustling Cudjoe had never held a single job for a period of 

longer than six months.  Excluding his time as a Freedom Fighter, he had made a living 

as a carpenter, government laborer, clerk, shopkeeper, factory worker, auto-mechanic, 

plumber, ganja trafficker, snow cone vendor, ditch-digger, fisherman, oil worker, farmer, 

driver, and scavenger.  Looking around, he saw that in terms of the material conditions of 

South Village, little had changed.  After all these years, he had successfully freed his 

mind and symbolically stepped out of Babylon, but in the material sense he was still 

living “on the plantation”.  Babylon was exacting as great toll as ever on South Village’s 

sufferers.   

As Rastafari elders, Indra, Cudjoe, and Douglas knew that they would be 

redeemed when Babylon fell, but, being pragmatic in orientation (see chapter 4), they 

also did not believe that Babylon would be destroyed by supernatural forces.  That 

destruction would instead come about as a result of Rastafari people putting the teachings 

of His Majesty into practice- creating an alternative to Babylon-system, a livity, that 

would emancipate the world’s sufferers from mental and physical slavery and in so 

doing, starve Babylon to death by depriving it of its very lifeblood; the sweat and toil of 

the sufferers themselves.  

In 1999, the bredren came to the conclusion that launching their own “non-

churchical” organization, livicated to promoting social justice in South Village, would 

enable them to fulfill their lifetime goal of addressing the material needs of their local 

community while simultaneously advancing the global Rastafari movement’s efforts to 

“beat down” Babylon.  Sitting under the stars in one of the many bamboo forests 
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surrounding South Village where they had played as boys and later sought refuge as 

guerrillas, they formulated their plans to launch the National Rastafari Organization.  

They intended the NRO to promote a broad-based program of community uplift and 

empowerment on both the material and cultural levels; a livity based on principles of 

social justice that would offer residents a way out of Babylon-system.  To that effect, 

they penned five primary organizational “Aims and Objectives”, reprinted below: 

1) To educate the community about H.I.M Qedamawi Haile Selassie 1st Abbajonhoi and 
propagate the teachings of H.I.M Haile Selassie 1st. to foster good relations between the 
Rastafarian community and the general population. 
2) Introduce and promote appropriate agricultural techniques, including organic 
regeneration of the land site so as to increase food production and coordinate other 
integrated rural and urban development through community based programs. 
3) To participate, promote and conduct cultural exchanges between Rastafari in different 
parts of the Caribbean and the world 
4) Carry out literacy programs, health education, sanitation as well as other 
environmental conversations. 
5) To provide the opportunity where adults and young people can get basic education and 
skill training, Promote and develop athletic and other cultural and recreational programs 
for the youth of the area. 

                    
Since the NRO was to be a “non-churchical” organization open to Rastas and non-Rastas 

alike, all residents would be in a position to enjoy the material benefits of its local 

development program- increased sustainable local food production, literacy and health 

education, sanitation services, environmental conversations, basic education and skills 

training, and cultural and recreational programs. Any residents who, once exposed to the 

teachings of His Majesty, fully embraced Rastafari livity would enjoy the additional 

benefit of being freed from Babylon and could look forward to spiritual and physical 

redemption when it fell.   Those who did not would at least be guaranteed a measure of 

comfort and dignity in the last days before Babylon was destroyed.    

The NRO’s founders located their organization’s local development objectives 

within the global Rastafari movement’s larger goals of “steppin outta” and “beating 

down” the exploitative capitalist system- Babylon (Edmonds 1998).  They hoped that, 
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although the NRO would have an almost exclusively local mission, it would have a 

global impact by serving as a model for other pragmatic, non-churchical Rastafari 

organizations to emulate all around the world.  They stated as much at the conclusion of 

the NRO’s “Aims and Objectives”: 

We know that if each Rastafari community in whatever country they are, if we can all do 
our little bit to develop where we are at the moment, ONE - ONE COCOA FULL AH 
BASKET. The [NRO] will work with any of the Rasta houses or organization to 
effectively initiate a global secretariat and or governing body made up by representatives 
from the different houses and organizations globally. 
 

The operative phrase, “one-one cocoa full ah basket”, meant that even if each 

organization did only a small bit of local development, when combined those few, “one-

one” cocoas would become something more- “a full ah basket”- than merely the sum of 

those efforts.  Combined, their separate efforts carried the hope of not only bringing some 

semblance of social justice to a specific population of sufferers, but also adding 

momentum to a massive transformative social movement that eventually, upon reaching 

critical mass, could downstroy (utterly destroy) Babylon entirely.    

 

Finding a New Path to Social Justice 

If the NRO’s goals were essentially the same as the NUFF’s and its founders and their 

closest supporters considered themselves to be persisting in “de same struggle”, what 

prompted their drastic change in political tactics?  Why launch a formal faith-based 

organization instead of relying on more traditional oppositional politics like marching, 

striking, rioting or armed struggle?  Why embrace volunteerism and civic participation 

instead of leveling demands at the government? In the 1970s they had come to the 

conclusion that “the only solution was armed revolution” (Meeks 1999:427).  Now they 

felt they had “no choice” but to start a volunteer organization.  Their decision to discard 
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traditional oppositional politics and pursue this new path sheds light on the ways that 

“new forms of power can so disrupt daily life that the social relations and understanding 

that informed popular struggles in on historical moment may be of little use in another” 

(Gill 2000:18).  Neoliberalism had so transformed the material and discursive terrain on 

which the struggle for social justice politics was being waged, that Indra, Cudjoe, and 

Douglas no longer considered armed revolt a viable option.   

 The NRO’s founders’ movement away from insurrectionist political tactics cannot 

be explained in terms of their being less dissatisfied with the material conditions of their 

local community.  Thanks to nearly two decades of neoliberal social and economic 

policies, the living conditions in South Village were perhaps even worse than they had 

been when the NUFF took up arms in 1972.  Virtually all of the gains produced by the 

social activism of the 1970s had eroded, leaving the people as desperate and disillusioned 

as ever. While it is now clear that these gains had been mere concessions intended to 

placate the masses and ensure the survival of the PNM regime, they had given the 

sufferers a much needed, if inadequate, safety net, a minimum level of material security.  

In the wake of structural adjustment, that safety net had all but evaporated, especially for 

those constituencies, like South Village, that consistently lent their support to the 

Opposition.   

Teetering on the brink of chaos, South Village was the site of frequent, sometimes 

violent demonstrations, as desperate unemployed residents demanded work and much-

needed services from the state, like road repairs and job training.  In October 2006, 

ground soldiers backed by helicopters and a gunship had to be called into South Village 

to put down a fiery protest that had spread to surrounding towns and threatened to plunge 
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the entire area into anarchy.  The report of the incident, as described in the Trinidad 

Express, is worth quoting at length: 

The [South Village] protest for good roads turned ugly on Monday night, with village 
thugs robbing and beating people, vandalising cars and businesses, and extorting money 
from drivers desperate to get past burning blockades.  Police, who confirmed these 
incidents, were powerless to stop the lawlessness because they could not get past the 
barriers erected around the corner from the Oropouche and [South Village] Police 
Stations. The protesters said they planned to block the South Trunk Road, Mosquito 
Creek, which links San Fernando to Point Fortin. But soldiers from the army engineering 
batallion moved into the area last evening, and began clearing the roads.  Protesters who 
called the Express said they would form human barricades to stop the advance of the 
army and would rebuild after they passed. Fire fighters refused again yesterday to help 
clear the roads because of threats made by drunken gangs manning five miles of blocked 
roads between Harris Village, South Oropouche and Charlie King Junction, [South 
Village].  The drivers of backhoes used to clear the debris reported that protesters had 
sabotaged the vehicles by placing nails to puncture tires. The protesters ruled the streets. 
Member of Parliament for the area [name withheld] was one of the few allowed to travel 
within the area without being threatened. He said the protest was peaceful.  But not for 
coconut Vendor Aboila Wolf, whose van was ripped apart on the compound of the 
Oropouche Service Station…The glass door the service station was smashed…A woman 
operating a fast food business near the police station said, "I up since 1 a.m., walking in 
front my business. Just so them delinquents would not mash it up. On my own street last 
night, they were putting on masks and robbing and beating people."  Bar owners reported 
being told that they had to give protesters free alcohol or face being vandalised.  At 
[South Village], protesters used derelict cars and appliances and built a burning wall 30 
feet long.  A mango tree was felled across the road at Harris Village, and vegetable, 
doubles, fish and meat stalls used as fuel for the fires. Schools and businesses remained 
closed. At Charlie King Junction, [South Village], drivers reportedly had to pay $20 to 
protesters to be allowed to get past the barriers.  
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Figure 31- A lone protester stands among debris used to block the roadway during protest 
action at [South Village]. 

 
 

 

 

The violence continued the next day: 

Police and soldiers began taking back the streets of [South Village] from marauding 
protesters yesterday, arresting ten people during an offensive involving helicopters, 
ground troops and the air-ship.  On Monday and Tuesday, gangs of mostly young men set 
up burning blockades near bars where they spent the day. They said they were protesting 
bad roads and lack of skills training and job opportunities in the area.  Police said several 
of the protesters were involved in vandalism, robberies, beatings and also extorted money 
from drivers trying to get through the blockages. One of the victims was a policeman 
robbed while trying to get to work.  The chaos continued yesterday, with youths throwing 
bottles at cars when drivers tried to get past the barriers.  At Massahood Junction, Siparia 
Old, a man who removed road debris to allow vehicles to pass was attacked and beaten 
by drunken villagers. The beating was witnessed by military officers aboard a helicopter 
hovering at the scene, and within ten minutes, soldiers and police officers, led by Senior 
Superintendent Samuel Jemmott, were on the scene hunting the beaters…Most business 
remained locked yesterday, and the Ministry of Education reported that two secondary 
schools and five primary schools could not open yesterday because of the blockades.  The 
ministry could not say when the schools would reopen.  Police reported that on Tuesday 
evening, seven men were arrested for blocking the roads, and yesterday three people were 
held for assault and by 3 p.m., the only obstacles remaining on the road was a massive 
tree [at South Village’s main junction]. 

Clearly, material conditions in South Village were dire enough to dispose the 

people to violent political action, but despite the apparent similarity in tactics, 

theirs could not be considered a resurgence of or return to the traditional 

collectivist politics that prevailed during the Black Power Revolution.  For all of 
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their discontent with the negative consequences of neoliberalism, these citizens 

sought only superficial, palliative action from the national government- paved 

roads, expanded skills training, and direct state employment opportunities- as 

opposed to the sort of total systemic change outlined by the NJAC and the NUFF.  

They had no visions of altering the political and economic system that had 

produced the conditions they considered intolerable, nor were they interested in 

coordinating with populations of sufferers in other similarly neglected 

communities in order to launch a movement with a national scope.  Their goals, 

and consequently their struggle, were decidedly local in orientation.  They did not 

consider or intend their activities to contribute to something larger.  They did not 

draw connections between their own protest action and similar events taking place 

outside of their own community.   

The context in which this political violence emerged was dramatically 

different than it had been in the 70s.  Neoliberalism had restructured the social 

system- fragmenting the poor and working classes and reordering the racial, 

ethnic, and geographical inequalities that had prevailed in 1970- and supplanted 

the collectivist, class-based discourses that had mobilized and united the masses 

during the Black Power Revolution with discourses celebrating individualism, 

multiculturalism, and decentralization.  While the political violence of the NUFF 

was framed in the collectivist, racialized discourses of Black Power and justified 

on the grounds that its goal was the recovery of human dignity and equality, 

South Villagers’ recent forays into violent protest were disorganized and not 

based on any discernible unified, underlying political ideology.   
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In the midst of this explosive atmosphere, the NRO’s leaders, despite their 

tactical knowledge and experience, made no attempt to contribute to the protest or 

organize the masses to mobilize against soldiers and police.  For a number of 

critical reasons, both personal and structural, they no longer saw violent political 

action as a viable way to achieve social justice, and instead favored legitimate, 

state-sanctioned strategies for social change. 

For one, despite their undying commitment to the pursuit of social justice, the 

NRO’s founders were no longer youths with nothing to lose.  Without access to proper 

medical care, a lifetime of hustling-and the poverty, stress, and insecurity that entails- had 

exacerbated the injuries they sustained as guerrillas and taken a hefty toll on their 

physical health.  They were simply not in any physical condition to engage in armed 

struggle.  They also had additional kinship obligations- families that depended on them 

for survival- that precluded their risking the death, injury, and/or imprisonment that 

comes with guerrilla warfare.  But these factors alone do not provide adequate 

explanation for their aversion to political violence.  History has borne witness to 

countless elder revolutionaries with families who, because of their faith in the potential of 

armed struggle, were willing to risk it all in the name of social justice.  Also, given these 

limitations, it is reasonable to assume that they could just as easily have begun preaching 

the philosophy of armed struggle to younger, more able-bodied members of the 

community for whom violence is a daily consideration.   

In contrast to when they joined the NUFF, the NRO’s leaders now possessed the 

“tactical power” necessary to mobilize discontented citizens to revolt (Moore 1987; Wolf 

1971)- resources were far more obtainable than they had been in the 1970s and they 
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possessed the autonomy, know-how, and gravitas to organize the sufferers into a political 

force.  After hustling in the US for 30 years, Indra had significant funds at his disposal 

and he was eager to put his savings to work in the community.  He and Cudjoe also had 

acquired firsthand organizational leadership experience during their time as NUFF 

guerrillas and pragmatic Rastafari elders.  From a military standpoint, the NUFF, armed 

as they were with a very limited number of revolvers, shotguns, and improvised 

explosive devices, had been severely outgunned by the members of the Flying Squad, 

who were equipped with grenades and SMGs.  High powered, automatic weaponry was 

simply unavailable to the general public, hence the NUFF’s desperate appeal to Castro 

for more powerful arms and ammunition.  At the time of the NRO’s conception, gun 

technology was both more advanced and more available than ever on the black market 

(Trinidad Express 8/10/2008), making it difficult to determine who was better armed- the 

police or the gangs.  Beyond the extreme material discontent necessary for revolution to 

occur, the NRO’s leaders had the effective material base and autonomy necessary to 

sustain it, eliminating the possibility that their decision not to revolt stemmed from a lack 

of tactical power.   

The NRO’s founders had lost their faith in armed struggle for a number of 

reasons.  First, their prior experiences with the NUFF had revealed the limits of armed 

struggle as a path to social justice; limits to which they were unaware when they first 

took up arms.  Guerrilla warfare, as waged by the NUFF, was not intended to bring about 

regime change and a more equitable social order all by itself.  It was meant to provide the 

spark, the inspiration for total popular rebellion by the oppressed masses.  The NUFF’s 

strategy rested on the assumption that the people were ready for revolution but had been 
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forced into submission by the State of Emergency.  They thought if the sufferers could 

only see brave men out front, defying the rule of martial law, they would realize they had 

nothing to lose and everything to gain from total revolution.  But the oil boom enabled 

the PNM regime to make concessions to dampen the revolutionary spirit of the general 

population and the Black Power leadership.  The NJAC and labor unions that had 

promised to support the NUFF instead abandoned them, leaving them to face the full 

repressive power of the state on their own.  In order to advance themselves within the 

existing institutional framework, they had had to disavow and distance themselves from 

the NUFF, since the guerrillas’ revolutionary goal was to destroy that very framework.  

While the labor unions and other revolutionary organizations won valuable concessions, 

the NUFF were hunted and killed to the last man.  The NRO’s leaders would never forget 

the pain of watching their fellow brothers-in-arms pay for these concessions with their 

blood and their freedom, and they were not going to get fooled again.   Indra recalled: 

[W]e were poorly trained, poor weaponry, no military tactics of any kind, no military 
training.  It was just romanticism for the most part.  We were brave I guess.  That’s all I 
can really say.  It’s pretty stupid but brave, for the most part.  I don’t think we could have 
overthrown anything.  I don’t think we had the capability to do that.  I mean now I think 
that…In those days we thought it was going to be successful.  But it obviously wasn’t.  
Now at this age I’m thinking well that was a brave move but it was a stupid move.  It was 
a good idea but it wasn’t the best idea.  It was useless unless… we didn’t have the 
backing of the people you know.  That was the most problem…the revolutionary parties 
in Trinidad didn’t back us at all you know…none of them backed us, you know?  I don’t 
think they did at all.  Otherwise it would have gone on and become something.  Actual 
revolution.  But unfortunately we were just young kids without a damn clue of what the 
hell we were doing… I think we got caught up in the romanticism of it…we had no idea 
how things really worked… I mean how much can you possibly know about the world 
when you are only 16?... but there was nothing romantic about it.  It was pure hell.  
There’s nothing romantic about sleeping standing up in a lagoon, where the water is up to 
your waist.  There’s nothing romantic about not being able to take off your shoes for 3 
weeks and all you want to do is take off your shoes so badly.  There’s nothing romantic 
about having the same clothes get wet and dry on your back week in and week out, or not 
being able to make a fire in your camp at night because the police hunting you. 
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In light of their experiences with the NUFF, the NRO’s leaders considered the risks 

involved in armed struggle too high, and seriously doubted that the people, despite the 

depth of their discontent, would follow their lead on a national level.  

Second, class consciousness, a necessary precondition for the emergence of open 

rebellion (Gramsci 1971:377; Kaye 1988), was not nearly as pervasive as it had been in 

the 1970s.  The government’s divide-and-rule strategy of distributing state benefits and 

employment according to race had effectively eroded the interracial class consciousness 

that coalesced during the Black Power Revolution by magnifying existing racial divisions 

within Trinidadian society and discouraging Afro- and Indo-Trinidadians from 

recognizing their common structural position.  The power of organized labor had severely 

eroded as well.  The mechanization of the oil industry, the decline of manufacturing, and 

the deliberate destruction of the agricultural industry had weakened the nation’s two 

largest unions tremendously (the OWTU and ATSEFWU). Also, current neoliberal 

political discourses celebrating an idealized multiculturalism contrasted sharply with 

Black Power’s critiques of neocolonialism that called for Africans and Indians to stand 

together in solidarity against their oppressors.  During the Black Power Revolution, 

Marxist conceptions of class struggle brought tens of thousands of Trinidadians to their 

feet, willing to risk life and limb battling in the hills and the streets, but in the material 

and discursive context characteristic of the neoliberal era, Marxist rhetoric only played in 

certain parts of the country, like South Village- a perennial center of revolutionary social 

activism. Only among the sufferers, in those parts of the island most victimized by 

neoliberal reform, like South Village, did the class consciousness that emerged in the 

1970s remain.  In such a context, incendiary revolutionary tactics would make little sense 
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since they could not reach fruition without the widespread support of a discontented 

citizenry aware of its exploited class position.    

Third, at the moment of the NRO’s conception, the globally circulating Marxist 

discourses advocating violent revolutionary politics that were widely popular during the 

1970s, along with the actual social movements they engendered, had been effectively 

silenced.  During the 1970s the NJAC had enlisted these revolutionary Marxist discourses 

in their critiques of neocolonialism and brought them to the mainstream by articulating 

them in the language of Black Power.  Their relevance and effectiveness was confirmed 

by the successes of the Cuban revolution, the American Black Power Movement, and 

other ongoing national liberation struggles of colonized people around the world.  At the 

time, widespread material discontent was “accompanied by rising worldview justifying 

and explaining why revolt [wa]s necessary…local groups hear[d] their own sentiments 

echoed in far flung communities; [and] what [wa]s at  first only radical fringe opinion, 

[became] gospel” (Meeks 1999:427).  To the extent that these discourses persisted in the 

current neoliberal era, they had moved from the mainstream to the fringe of public 

opinion.  The NUFF saw their revolution as distinct from, yet connected to, other similar 

movements throughout the colonized world; part of an irreversible wave of change that 

would inevitably result in the defeat of capitalism at the hands of its victims- but by the 

1990s, that wave had since crested, broke, and receded.  Whereas in the 1970s, a new 

world order had not only seemed plausible, but readily attainable through revolutionary 

politics, in the neoliberal era the triumph of capitalism had become a foregone conclusion 

in the public imagination. 
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Fourth, the NRO’s leaders’ perceptions of the state had changed drastically since 

the 1970s, rendering armed revolt an unviable option.  The emergence of armed revolt 

depends heavily on people’s perceptions of the state- the weaker it appears, the more 

likely they are to attempt to overthrow it (Skocpol 1994; Tilly 1978; Wickham-Crowley 

1992).  In the 1970s, as a fledgling nation-state, Trinidad had found itself in the grips of 

intense social unrest.  The events of the Black Power Revolution, particularly the army 

mutiny, the massive popular demonstrations and subsequent declaration of a State of 

Emergency, the boycott of the 1971 general elections, and the resignation of Deputy 

Prime Minister ANR Robinson, revealed the weaknesses of the Trinidadian state and led 

people to question its authority.  For the NUFF, these events provided ample evidence 

that the Trinidadian state could and should have been dismantled and reconstructed to 

promote a more equitable society free from white and foreign domination.  Clearly, they 

underestimated the PNM regime’s capacity to organize and unleash a campaign of 

propaganda and state violence.  Through the violent suppression of the Black Power 

Revolution and subsequent destruction of the NUFF guerrilla movement, the Trinidadian 

state demonstrated its ability to effectively stamp out violent revolution.  In 1990, as the 

imposition of structural adjustment again led citizens to question the state’s authority, the 

ruling regime reaffirmed the state’s strength, stability, and capacity for self-preservation 

when it crushed another attempted coup led by Abu Bakr and the radical Jamat 

Muslimeen (Best 1995).  Haunted by memories of the deadly Flying Squad that took 

down the NUFF and images of Abu Bakr’s aborted bid to overthrow the government, the 

NRO’s leaders no longer perceived of the Trinidadian state as weak or vulnerable.  
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Instead, they were acutely aware of the probability that, in the face of revolution, the state 

would use any means necessary, lawful or unlawful, to maintain its authority. 

Fifth, and perhaps most importantly, not only were the NRO’s founders fully 

convinced of the Trinidadian state’s capacity for violent repression, two decades of 

neoliberal discourses and policies had led them to question whether the state was even 

responsible for, much less capable of, meeting their demands for social justice.  In the 

post-independence era, the newly formed state government, in order to demonstrate its 

departure from disinterested British colonial governance, had pledged to be a guarantor 

of social welfare for the people.  But the shift to neoliberal governance initiated during 

the era of structural adjustment forced the state to renounce its role as guarantor of social 

welfare.  Over the ensuing decades, politicians discursively reconstructed the state as a 

facilitator, rather than the sole provider, of social and economic development, 

“subdu[ing] other discourses of governance and responsibility, of entitlement or the 

welfare state for example, in which the state was responsible for the well-being of its 

citizens” (Bornstein 2005:139). Trinidad’s neoliberal model of “participatory 

development” put forth a critique of state intervention and promoted “a reactivation of 

individual initiative, responsibility and ethical rectitude through other means” (Hale 

2002:495).  This discursive transformation reconfigured the NRO’s leaders’ imaginings, 

expectations, and demands of the state, disposing them to become self-disciplining, self-

governing subjects who preferred to pursue a strategy of addressing their own needs 

instead of leveling demands for social justice at the state.   

Finally, violent revolt would have been more of a rational option for the NRO had 

other legitimate paths to social and political change been closed off or made unavailable 
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(Goodwin 1992).  When the NUFF emerged during the State of Emergency in the 1970s 

the state had imprisoned the leaders of the NJAC, imposed a strict curfew, banned 

organized labor action, and forbade any public demonstrations or gatherings.  Non-

violent forms of political participation, like striking or marching, were no longer options.  

To remain politically active meant to become an outlaw.  Under these extremely 

oppressive circumstances, the NUFF’s assertion that “the only solution is armed 

revolution” (Meeks 1999:427), seemed more than logical.  However, at the moment of 

the NRO’s conception, no such limitations existed.  Instead, the NRO’s leaders had a 

whole host of options for political participation to choose from.  So why did they choose 

to launch their own NGO instead of pursuing any of these other options? 

 

Establishing a Revolutionary NGO? 

I argue that the bredren’s decisions surrounding the establishment of the NRO were 

influenced by a number of material and discursive factors produced by Trinidad’s 

transition to neoliberal governance.  Not only did “neoliberal commonsense” (Goode 

2006) play a major role in their decision to found an NGO in the first place, it heavily 

informed the goals, discourses, structure, and practices they initially established for the 

organization.  In establishing the NRO, they made a number of critical choices informed 

by neoliberal assumptions, regarding the ineptitude of the state, the efficacy of NGOs for 

solving social problems, the autonomy of civil society organizations, the necessity of 

civic participation for the advancement of social justice and development, and the value 

of individualistic/agentive, as opposed to collectivist/structural, approaches to social 

change,  that converged with specific aspects of their existing Rastafari worldview in 



215 
 

surprising ways.   Consequently, even though it was based on a similar pragmatic 

Rastafari worldview, the NRO’s agenda ultimately bore little resemblance to those of 

other formal statical Rastafari organizations in the developing world, who were chiefly 

concerned with advancing more traditional Rastafari calls for reparations, repatriation, 

ganja legalization, land reform, religious freedom, and the cessation of police brutality 

(Edmonds 1998; Campbell 1987; Price 2000). 

 In 1999, as other South Village residents took to the streets to draw attention to 

their plight, Indra, Cudjoe, and Douglas avoided the protests.  Instead, they convened at 

one of their old haunts in the oilfields outside of town to hold a reasoning on the best way 

to continue their decades-old struggle for social justice.  It was not that they disagreed 

that the roads needed paving or that people deserved the right to skills training and decent 

employment.  Nor did they doubt that the villagers’ traditional confrontational tactics 

would succeed, at least to an extent.  When it came to something as simple as unpaved 

roads or broken water mains, if protesting villagers got their stories printed in the papers, 

government officials would almost always take action to assuage them, generally in the 

form of verbal assurances and commitments to resolve the issue as soon as possible.  But 

the NRO’s leaders knew that when it came to more substantial demands- for greater 

employment, healthcare, housing, subsidies, or education opportunities in deliberately 

neglected areas like South Village for example- the government simply would not or, in 

many cases, could not deliver.  Outside observers have reached similar conclusions (see 

The Economist 8/26/2006).  After all, according to the neoliberal logic of the Vision 2020 

national development plan, these concerns would best be addressed collaboratively 

through greater privatization and decentralization, not direct state action.  
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At this point in their lives, these former Freedom Fighters were fully disgusted 

with the idea of using traditional political participation to voice their concerns and 

waiting to see if and when the state would address them.  As Rastas, they had virtually no 

faith in the democratic process or the effectiveness of the Trinidadian state apparatus.  

Indra I, speaking at the first NRO rally in South Village in 2005, stated “The government 

of Trinidad and Tobago has lost the right to represent me.  I don’t know about you.  They 

ain’t give me nothing….all I get is beat up.”  Globally and nationally circulating 

neoliberal discourses emphasizing the inherent inefficiency, corruption, and ineptitude of 

state intervention coalesced well with existing Rastafari discourses regarding the 

crooked, exploitative nature of Babylonian poly-tricks.  Reiterating the neoliberal 

assertion that the state is fully incapable of providing the social welfare of its citizens, the 

NRO’s leaders reasoned that circumventing the state altogether and pursuing social 

justice “independently” would be the best way forward.   

With no previous experience working with NGOs, they couldn’t have known that 

the autonomy of NGOs was widely exaggerated.  Nor could they have been aware of the 

fact that while states played a reduced role in the development process in the neoliberal 

era, state agencies remained absolutely central to NGO-mediated development programs 

as sites of struggle, points of reference, and foci of demands (Edelman 1999:187).  

Instead, they bought into the prevailing notion, actively promoted by the national 

government, that NGOs operate in an autonomous realm of civil society that lies beyond 

the purview of the state (Bornstein 2005:98).  Operating under this assumption, they 

reasoned that starting an NGO would allow them to maintain total control of their own 
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faith-based development program, free from the corrupting influences of Babylon, 

embodied in this case by the Trinidadian state. 

The NRO’s founders’ ideological justification for pursing social justice by 

launching a grassroots development NGO, in many respects, meshed rather seamlessly 

with the neoliberal discourses of development promoted by the Trinidadian government 

in the Vision 2020 National Development Plan, which suggested enhanced “civic 

participation” would “empower” citizens to address social problems in their own 

communities.  Like other pragmatic Rastafari elders, the NRO’s leaders believed that 

while Haile Selassie had, through His teachings, given mankind the tools necessary to 

bring down Babylon, He was not going to do it Himself.  In their view, the responsibility 

for destroying Babylon ultimately rested not on His Majesty, but on the sufferers 

themselves whose task it was to implement His teachings.  These ideas had their origins 

in the teachings of Marcus Garvey, who suggested that self-help and self-reliance were 

critical to the advancement of black people who could never hope to be granted equality 

from power brokers within a colonial system predicated on white supremacy (Chevannes 

1994:100-108; Tafari 2000:10). Hence, in an unpublished interview with the Trinidad 

Express regarding the NRO, Ras Indra took the position that: 

We have to involve the whole community… this is a community development 
organization… Haile Selassie I told us it was our duty to pull each other up, to pull the 
less fortunate up so we can all be equal… its our job as citizens to pull each other up… 
we as citizens have a responsibility… if we as citizens don’t take this upon ourselves, 
who will?  Because if we don’t do it as citizens, together, it’s not going to get done. 
 

Indra’s comments, especially his emphasis on the responsibilities citizenship, were eerily 

similar to neoliberal development discourses that stressed the importance of volunteerism 

and civic participation for local and national social development.  His statements 

demonstrated the success of the neoliberal Trinidadian state’s ongoing attempts to 
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transform citizens’ perceptions of state accountability in order to defer the responsibility 

for social welfare provision onto citizens and volunteer organizations.  After being 

exposed to nearly two decades of neoliberal social policies and discourses, even 

revolutionaries, like the NRO’s founders, had internalized neoliberal logics of 

participatory development as common sense.  From this new perspective, they had come 

to view the violent politics of the NUFF as misguided and naive, leading Cudjoe to 

reflect, “We were blaming everyone else for we problems.  Lashing out at the 

government, everybody.  You can only blame everyone else for so long before you 

realize that you have to take responsibility for yourself.” 

 Focused as they were on “empowering” citizens through civic participation, it is 

not surprising that the NRO’s leaders established a development program that failed to 

identify or address potential structural causes of the social problems they sought to 

remedy.  As Indra stated: 

Well the point of the [NRO] was it could help.  Its not trying to change the system.  It’s 
not trying to change the system its just trying to help elevate…do something worthwhile 
with your time while you’re here.  I don’t know [NRO] could have changed anything.  
It’s possible it could have, it could have made changes.  I don’t know.  We did what we 
had to do, we did what we could have done. 

   
Alleviating suffering in their community was something the NRO’s leaders had felt they 

had “had to do” since adolescence.  But unlike the NUFF, which sought the total 

reorganization of society, the NRO was “not trying to change the system”, only to “help 

elevate” people within it.  Whether attempted through violent struggle or some other form 

of oppositional politics, they considered structural change unlikely.  In the material and 

discursive context of the current historical moment, the NRO’s leaders felt that while 

creating a community development NGO would never carry the potential to yield the 

kind of massive systemic change possible through open revolt, it was “what we could 
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have done”- a legitimate, manageable approach to social justice that would produce 

material results faster and more certainly.  After nearly thirty years “in de struggle”, the 

NRO’s leaders were prepared to settle for something less than the total reorganization of 

the social structure. 

Given this position, it is not surprising that the NRO offered largely 

individualistic, agentive solutions to social problems that were, in many ways, 

structurally produced.  For instance, in their speeches and publications, the NRO’s 

leaders identified the inadequacies of the public education system as being largely to 

blame for producing what Ras Douglas referred to as “wounded minds” in South Village.  

At the NRO’s ribbon cutting ceremony, Ras Cudjoe stated, “One of the reasons we are 

oppressed in the system is because of education.”  Ras Douglas elaborated: 

Ask yourselves as individuals, ‘Are we satisfied with the life we living?’  I can answer 
for many.  No.  Because we’re not free.  Now they’ve allowed the shackles to fall from 
our feet.  But they’re somewhere else.  They’ve been placed on our minds.  That’s why 
we’re still laboring so long after Butler sounded the trumpet of revolution. Wounded 
minds.  Jah willing, next year we will have a school structure to start healing those 
wounds. 

 
Rather than focusing on systemic change, like altering the curriculum or expanding 

enrollment, they instead endeavored to heal South Villagers’ “wounded minds” one at a 

time by establishing their own alternative “school structure”.  Similarly, the NRO’s push 

to clean up the streets was to focus more on altering individual behaviors than attempting 

to improve South Village’s infrastructure; they opted to tackle the litter problem by 

holding “environmental conversations” (see “Aims and Objectives” above) that would 

educate citizens on the benefits of proper waste disposal.  Agentive solutions were also 

offered to address the problems of poverty (by training individuals for labor market 

participation), inadequate healthcare (by bringing in nurse and physician volunteers to 

provide basic checkups and health education), illiteracy (by teaching individuals basic 
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reading skills), and disillusionment and despair among the youth (by offering them 

“athletic and other cultural and recreational programs”).   

The common neoliberal assumption underlying such agentive approaches was that 

social justice and community development would best be achieved by transforming 

individual citizens and their behaviors through education and training.  This assumption 

converged with the NRO’s pragmatic Rastafari values regarding the supreme importance 

of hard work, education, and self-improvement, invoked by specific teachings of Jah 

Rastafari, His Imperial Majesty Haile Selassie I whose following statements were 

featured in NRO publications; “From truth alone is born liberty and only an educated 

people can consider itself as really free and master of its fate…Education can harness 

man’s immense potential and enable him to be better equipped in his lifelong pursuit so 

that he can utilize his strength and intellect to the highest use” (The Liberator 12/2004).  

The NRO identified a lack of education and training among the population as promoting 

an “indiscipline” which, while not the sole or even primary cause of South Village’s 

social problems, was certainly a contributing factor:  

Indiscipline is undoubtedly another significant contributing factor to our current state of 
affairs. This predilection has been accepted for so long that it has now worked itself into 
our collective psyche. We believe that to be "Trini" is to be phlegmatic and lackadaisical 
about life in general. Indiscipline is accepted as humorous and mediocrity is tolerated and 
even praised. Well, this philosophy has finally caught up with us because the result has 
been each generation being progressively more undisciplined than the last. This is 
precisely the predicament in which we find ourselves today. We can blame Manning, 
Panday and Snaggs [national political leaders] until we're blue in the face but unless we 
as "Trinbagonians" collectively decide to take charge of our destiny, nothing will change. 

 
Although this “indiscipline” was considered a byproduct of Trinidad’s Babylonian 

political and education system, the citizenry was nonetheless responsible for reproducing 

it.  From this perspective, undergirded as it was by neoliberal discourses of individual 

blame and accountability, re-educating community residents according to the principles 
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of Rastafari seemed to be a logical strategy for instilling the discipline necessary for 

individuals to improve themselves.   

We have to ask ourselves why in hell are we not working to produce the kind of 
education and social /economic machine that would sustain us into the future?  It is for 
this reason, the TTRU has been working on developing just the kind of structure that will 
be used to educate I-n-I (all of us) along spiritual, physical, and economic lines We don’t 
think it is at all necessary to continue helping the Babylonians develop the next 
generation of slave labor by educating our children with the system “they” have designed 
for us… Rasta need to overstand their actions in the educational field, Rasta say “ we 
don’t want no devil philosophy, give us the teaching of His Majesty” and we make 
comments about the Catholics and the Pope being the devil and the likes. We complain 
about the education system and then we run and offer our children like sacrificial lambs 
to the Babylonian educational system saying, “here is my child, please educate her/him” 
(The Liberator 12/2004). 

 
Echoing neoliberal discourses that held individual moral and behavioral failings 

responsible for social problems, the NRO eschewed structural approaches to social justice 

and community development and instead sought to focus on eradicating the harmful 

effects of “indiscipline” by educating and training individual citizens “along spiritual, 

physical, and economical lines”. 

 The NRO’s self-described “small but effective educational and self-help project” 

was to take place outside of Babylon, apart from the rest of Trinidadian society, literally, 

in a space owned and controlled by the NRO, where community residents could come, 

receive training, education, and services, and then return to Babylon to put their new 

knowledge, skills, and capabilities, into practice.  In 1999, the NRO’s leaders purchased a 

nine-acre piece of land, an act of symbolic significance in the Caribbean Rastafari 

cultural tradition (Besson 1998:69-70), in one of the many oilfields surrounding South 

Village that would serve as the NRO’s headquarters and base of operations.  They hoped 

that owning their own land would grant them even greater autonomy than the average 

NGO and protect them from the police brutality that had destroyed the Rez-O, “Because 

we own the land.  We are not squatting or nothing like that, so no one has the right to 
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kick us off.  We own it, it’s ours, we can do what we want and no one can tell us not to.”  

This particular land had special meaning for the NRO’s leaders and they frequently 

referred to it as “sacred ground.”  As children they had found refuge there, learning to 

live “in de bush” by gathering wild edibles and harvesting unsuspecting iguanas and 

mangoes from the trees with “pelting stones.”  As teenagers, during the Black Power 

Revolution and subsequent government-declared State of Emergency, they would break 

curfew to meet underneath the bamboo and discuss banned books like Mao Tse-Tung’s 

Little Red Book and Che Guevara’s Venceremos, scattering when armed police or soldiers 

arrived to arrest them.  As Freedom Fighters, they had used it to stage daring operations 

and to hide out from the dreaded Flying Squad.  It was from this same piece of land that, 

as elders, they would attempt to implement their local development program. 

For support on the ground in Trinidad, the NRO’s leaders knew they could rely on 

former brothers- and sisters-in-arms, Rastafari and non-Rastafari alike, who, despite 

having suffered the violent wrath of the state, remained mentally and emotionally 

committed to social justice.  Still strongly politicized but living quietly as mothers and 

fathers or even grandparents, hustling for a living like the rest of the sufferers in South 

Village, they were just waiting to be mobilized; waiting for something to rally around.  

Some of the Freedom Fighters had gone on to prominence, like Jennifer Jones, the 

younger sister of slain guerrilla Beverly Jones, who had been elected a senator for the 

Opposition Party.  Others had stayed in the village, or migrated for work but then 

returned.  All those still supportive of the cause of social justice would come together to 

support the NRO’s leaders as they attempted to implement their community development 
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program.  These individuals would provide support on the ground- spreading the word 

about the NRO and doing the legwork necessary to make NRO events successful. 

Ras Indra, who had resided in the United States since the mid 1980s, put up the 

money for the land. “I’m in a position where I can find money.  We each have our 

different functions in the organization, different positions,” he said.  He had earned it 

hustling on the streets of college towns in Western Massachusetts, peddling ganja and 

Rastafari-themed wares, which he purchased wholesale in New York City, to wealthy 

students for huge mark-ups.  Indra’s experiences living in the United States had resulted 

in more than his attaining a position where he could “find money”.  He had learned 

valuable skills and connected with new social networks that would prove indispensable to 

the NRO.  He used his computer-based graphic design skills to produce an official NRO 

website featuring an NRO monthly newsletter that bore the same title as the publication 

produced by the NUFF, The Liberator.  This was the vehicle by which the NRO would 

make itself known to and appeal for support from Rastafari enthusiasts in the online 

“mediascape”- a transnational community and international network of black cultural 

resistance (Homiak 1999:87).  He had also established himself as a member of the 

Western Massachusetts Rastafari Cultural Committee (WMRCC) and made valuable 

contacts with Rastafari sympathizers throughout the Northeastern US- people he would 

tap to assist in and contribute to the NRO’s fundraising efforts.  Through the WMRCC, 

Ras Indra met Brother Seth, another Rastafari bredren from Trinidad who would aspire to 

become the director of the NRO’s educational program.  A self-published author and 

fiery, charismatic speaker Seth had grown up in Point Fortin, not far from South Village.  

With his university education, clean cut appearance, and encyclopedic knowledge of 
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African culture and history, Seth stood apart from Indra, Cudjoe, and Douglas.  But his 

energy, precision, and outspoken demeanor provided the perfect complement to their 

more laid-back, informal leadership style.     

After finalizing the land purchase and launching the website and newsletter, the 

NRO’s leaders, with the help of former Freedom Fighters in the community of South 

Village, initiated a number of modest programs for members of the local community.  

Their first task was to attempt to free the “colonized minds” of the sufferers in South 

Village.  On their self-described “sacred ground”, they erected a small True-brary 

featuring donated Afro-centric, anti-colonial literature.  They announced the opening of 

the True-brary by inviting the entire community to attend a Rastafari “Sports and Family 

Day” that promoted friendly competition in an atmosphere of community solidarity.  The 

NRO’s leaders also launched an initiative to clean up South Village’s refuse-strewn 

streets by purchasing a number of barrels, painting them red, green, and gold, 

emblazoning them with the NRO logo, and placing them throughout the town. 

As Cudjoe and Douglas, with help from other former Freedom Fighters, 

implemented these programs in South Village where they resided, up in Massachusetts 

Indra sought to initiate a system by which skills, personnel, and funds from other parts of 

the world, but especially the United States, would be transferred to the proposed NRO 

compound on the outskirts of South Village.  He attempted to use the newsletter and 

website to solicit donations from the online Rastafari community and also to attract 

“…Rastafari and other individuals [to] come from abroad to help with teaching and 

ongoing works” in South Village.  The inaugural issue, published in November 2004, 

featured the NRO’s “Aims and Objectives” (see above), “Project Development Purpose”, 
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and a call for any and all who were willing to join the NRO as volunteers to “make a link 

with Ras Indra.”  The following issue, published in December 2004, contained an 

announcement for an upcoming groundation (Rastfari gathering) on the NRO land to be 

held in August 2005- “We are inviting all Rastafari Idren and Sistren who are interested, 

to go to the Contact Us page at our website and fill out the necessary form to be 

considered for the trip.”  In addition to myself, five bredren and one sistren from the US 

answered the call.  We were subjected to an initial screening process whereby Ras Indra 

invited each of us to his home individually so that he might identify our intentions and 

determine the depth of our devotion to social justice.  Even though only two of the 

respondents to the newsletter were black, Indra concluded that all were black heart 

(dedicated to social justice) and all six, including myself, were invited to participate in 

the groundation in South Village.  

In July of 2005, we assembled for the first time at JFK airport and traveled 

together to South Village to help put on what would be the NRO’s inaugural groundation.  

The groundation, which featured speeches from Brother Seth, Jennifer Jones, and the 

NRO’s founders, Nyabinghi drumming, ital food, and a free health clinic for the residents 

of South Village, was a tremendous success.  Everyone was excited about the prospect of 

these well-respected bredren defying all of the odds and providing the local development 

and community solidarity South Village so desperately needed.  During the conference, 

the other visitors from the US and I had to prove our devotion to the cause through hard 

work and respect for the local Rastafari elders.  Working alongside other former Freedom 

Fighters from the village who had pledged themselves to the NRO, we dutifully 

performed the menial tasks that made the groundation possible- setting up chairs, running 
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electrical wires, preparing and serving refreshments, greeting visitors, running errands, 

hanging tarps, and assisting the doctors and nurses who had volunteered their time for the 

health clinic.  

 

Figure 32- Preparing for the First Annual Groundation 

 Attendees were given pamphlets featuring the NRO’s “Aims and Objectives”, 

“Project Development Purpose”, and the following self-representation entitled, “About 

Us”, excerpted below: 

We greet you in the name of our father Qedamawi Haile I Selassie I Abbajanhoi.  The 
[National Rastafari Organization] was formed in 1999 to meet the growing need for 
Rastafari Inity [unity] in Trinidad & Tobago. Due to the misrepresentation and the 
misinformation about Trinidad Rastafari as an active contributor to the development of 
the global Rastafari family, we decided to come forward and develop a comprehensive 
educational theory that resulted in the purchase of a parcel of land in Trinidad as the first 
step. Our project is based on the research of colonial education and its effect on the 
Rastafari family and the multi-ethnic population of Trinidad & Tobago. As a result, this 
has led us to initiate a work/study program… We have recognized that miseducation and 
misinformation has created a tremendous amount of disunity and falsehood amongst the 
population. Colonization has reaped its fruits and left us with the bare tree…If we 
continue to evaluate our progress and education based on the format of the European 
educational standards, we will continue to find ourselves being in the position of beggars. 
As miseducated and misinformed beggars, we will continue to generate underpaid and 
undereducated slave labor disguised as free people. It is with the attitude of freedom of 
thought and expression and the right to equality and justice under universal natural law 
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that we go into this project. For 500 years, we have been subjected to misguided and 
deliberate misinformation by Europeans and their African and Indian lackeys. They in 
turn have “sold” us into mental slavery. Yet once again, as in the words of our idren 
[bredren] The Right Honorable Robert Nesta Marley “Emancipate yourself from mental 
slavery, none but ourselves can free our minds,” these words ring true for Africans at 
home and abroad. His Imperial Majesty Qedamawi Haile Selassie Abbajanhoi has said 
“Until all is equal under the eyes of the Almighty God and Until Africa is free, then the 
world will not be free.” So what better reason do we need to unite! Peace and blessings 
always 

 
This document illustrated the NRO’s strategy for delivering South Villagers from lives of 

“begging” and “generat[ing] underpaid and uneducated slave labor” by promoting self-

guided-“none but ourselves can free our minds”- skills training and anti-colonial 

education.  “Colonization” was held as the ultimate cause of South Villagers’ poverty, 

having “reaped its fruits and left [them] with the bare tree”.  Interestingly, though, it did 

not identify the rapacious political and economic structures colonization had produced, 

but rather the “disunity and falsehood” that colonial “miseducation and misinformation” 

had fomented within the population as the immediate, proximate impediment to the 

economic and social development of the community. This was a critical distinction as it 

formed the ideological justification for implementing a community development program 

focused on training and educating individuals for enhanced labor market participation, as 

opposed to pursuing some measure of structural change.  The “disunity and falsehood” 

dividing the community was held to blame for South Villagers’ ongoing material 

degradation, and although the roots of that “disunity and falsehood” were traced to an 

imposed, exploitative colonial system, its persistence in their thoughts and actions was 

what now needed to be rectified.  In other words, the key to development was to 

transform the citizens themselves; to heal their “wounded minds” and in so doing, to 

eradicate the “disunity and falsehood” that functioned to keep them in a state of mental 

and physical slavery.  Once that issue had been resolved, they would be truly “free”, by 
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virtue of their enhanced self-esteem and ability to find employment and act 

cooperatively, to improve their own lives in the material sense. 

The NRO’s message was very well received.  Dozens of residents expressed their 

thanks and pledged to support the organization in any way they could.  Around the 

village, attendees proudly wore buttons bearing the NRO logo and enthusiastically 

answered questions from passers-by who stopped them to inquire about the NRO.  The 

positive impact of the program was captured by a workshop attendee who submitted the 

following account to the Trinidad Express newspaper: 

The show of unity was overwhelming. As I sat and listened to the speakers, I observed 
one woman in tears (she is not a Rasta); the conversations were exceptionally eloquent 
and to the point. The Rastas spoke of the declining social situation in Trinidad and what 
they could contribute to the restoration of some sort of civility to the population….There 
were Rastas from all over the country at the opening, as well as members of the local 
community. There were also foreign visitors present. This is the kind of community 
involvement that we need. We all have to work together to ensure that the social 
environment changes for the better. I look forward to the NRO-sponsored community 
programme [Trinidad Express 9/3/2005]. 

 
On the last day of the trip, before we gathered to leave for the airport, the bredren offered 

us membership in the NRO.  We were charged with the task of working with Indra to 

organize fundraisers in the northeastern United States, the proceeds of which would be 

transferred to South Village to fund the NRO’s development programs.  Our commitment 

would be completely voluntary and we would all be free to contribute as much or as little 

time and energy to the organization as we wished.  All present accepted the offer and we 

returned to the United States energized, encouraged, and ready to start raising funds.  We 

knew the greatest challenges still laid ahead, but we were confident in our success, firmly 

believing that “what Jah bring together no man can tear asunder”. 
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Conclusion 

In the wake of structural adjustment and the ensuing onslaught of neoliberalism in 

Southern Trinidad, the NRO’s leaders remained as committed to social justice as they had 

been in the 1970s.  They felt they had “no choice” but to do something to develop the 

material conditions in South Village, which were as bad as ever.  But the material and 

discursive terrain on which their renewed struggle for social justice would be waged had 

changed significantly since they had taken up arms and joined the NUFF, impacting both 

their conceptions of social justice and their strategies for achieving it. New opportunities 

for political participation presented themselves, causing former ways of getting things 

done to be reconsidered and discarded.  New definitions of social justice and strategies 

for achieving it came into circulation, while others faded into obsolescence.  For a variety 

of reasons, they no longer considered armed revolution or the other forms of 

confrontational political action they had employed during the Black Power Revolution to 

be rational options for promoting social justice.  Nor did they continue to maintain the 

belief that social justice could only be achieved through the total reorganization of 

society.  They had significantly reduced their estimation of the possibility of progressive 

social change and, consequently, localized the scale and intended consequences of their 

political action.  As Indra explained, they gave up on trying to “change the system”: 

“Well the point of the [NRO] was it could help.  It [was] not trying to change the system.  

It [was] not trying to change the system it [was] just trying to help elevate…do something 

worthwhile with your time while you’re here.”  Instead, they focused on doing only 

“what they could” without attempting to alter the institutional basis of the status quo. 
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Their decision to found their own community development NGO, instead of 

leveling their development demands at the gvoernment, evidences the effectiveness of the 

Trinidadian state’s efforts to absolve itself of its social welfare responsibilities.  After 

being subjected to nearly two decades of official neoliberal discourses and policies, the 

bredren no longer imagined the state to be responsible for or capable of providing for the 

social welfare of its citizens.  Nationally circulating discourses regarding the inherent 

inefficiency, corruption, and incompetence of the state reinforced the bredren’s existing 

Rastafari beliefs regarding the illegitimacy of Trinidad’s Babylonian, neo-colonial 

government.  Neoliberal assumptions regarding the autonomy of NGOs made NGO 

activism that much more attractive, as it reverberated with the bredren’s core Rastafari 

belief in the necessity of “steppin outta” Babylon. 

The NRO’s founders’ ideological justification for pursing social justice by 

launching a grassroots development NGO, in many respects, meshed well with the 

neoliberal discourses of development promoted by the Trinidadian government in the 

Vision 2020 National Development Plan, which suggested enhanced “civic participation” 

would “empower” citizens to address social problems in their own communities.  In this 

neoliberal discursive context, even revolutionaries, like the NRO’s founders, internalized 

neoliberal logics of participatory development as common sense.  Focused as they were 

on “empowering” citizens through civic participation, it is not surprising that the NRO’s 

leaders established a development program that failed to identify or address potential 

structural causes of the social problems they sought to remedy. Consequently, the NRO 

offered largely individualistic, agentive solutions to social problems that were, in many 

ways, structurally produced. 
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CHAPTER 7 

THE FALL OF THE NATIONAL RASTAFARI ORGANIZATION 

 

The unprecedented proliferation of NGOs in the developing world indicates that ever-

widening circles of would-be social activists are experiencing the trials and tribulations 

surrounding the establishment and maintenance of NGOs.  In a nod to the ubiquity of the 

NGO model, even self-proclaimed “revolutionaries” and “enemies of the state” with little 

formal education or prior administrative experience are attempting to advance their 

agendas by creating their own NGOs (Alvaré 2009).  These fiercely impassioned, yet 

untrained revolutionary social activists are contributing to the tremendous diversity of 

organizations that share the increasingly vague “NGO” classification by attempting to 

construct radical NGOs with socially progressive missions and unique organizational 

structures informed by their own particular visions of social justice (Fisher 1997:447).   

As they endeavor to create new, grassroots NGOs dedicated to the pursuit of 

social justice, revolutionary social activists soon realize that in order for their nascent 

organizations to become registered, viable entities, they must learn to play “the NGO 

game”- a distinct field of cultural practice involving, legitimate fundraising activities and 

public relations, alliance-building and self-promotion, and compliance with state 

regulations.  These practices are at once distinct from, yet ultimately connected to a given 

organization’s true goals.  Before an activist NGO can legitimately pursue its principle 

social objectives, its leaders must register with the appropriate government agencies, 

recruit and maintain staff, network with local community leaders and other NGOs 

operating in the region, develop a formal organizational structure, adopt bylaws, and 
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most importantly, raise the funds necessary to do the work.  In other words, they must 

learn to play the NGO game.  While the NGO game may be regarded as trivial and 

largely independent of an NGO’s primary mission, for grassroots NGOs with limited 

operating budgets, the game itself can end up consuming the majority of staff members’ 

time and energy (Edelman 1999: 187; Petras and Veltmeyer 2007).  

Such was the case for the National Rastafari Organization of Trinidad and 

Tobago; a loose collection of Black Power guerrillas turned Rastafari warriors from 

Trinidad’s historically revolutionary southern oilfields that got caught up in the NGO 

game in its pursuit of social justice.  These self-described “enemies of the state” still bore 

the emotional and physical scars of injustice and their fiery, anti-government rhetoric 

soon drew the support of other former Freedom Fighters to their organization, which 

quickly gained popularity among members of the local community- Rasta and non-Rasta 

alike- hungry for the dignity and pride offered by their modest programs.  Although most 

had never taken up arms with the NUFF in the 1970s, they had helped provide the young 

guerrillas food, shelter, medicine, ganja, and protection as they evaded the dreaded 

“Flying Squad” the government unleashed against the guerrillas.  The NRO’s 

revolutionary tack also resonated with many members of younger generations who, 

despite being too young to have participated in Trinidad’s Black Power Revolution 

firsthand, had grown up learning they were the inheritors of a revolutionary tradition that 

stretched back to the labor uprisings of the 1930s (Neptune 2007:32-42; Singh 1994) and 

that their state of economic deprivation was the result of intentional neglect by the ruling 

PNM regime in retaliation for their community’s long history of challenging state 

authority (see Hintzen 1989).  Resurrecting inclusive discourses of blackness forged 
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during the Trinidadian Black Power Revolution and couching them in the anti-racist 

teachings of Haile Selassie I, the NRO framed an ambitious development program 

designed to address both the material and cultural poverty of the community. 

 This chapter examines how, in an effort to legitimize and expand their fundraising 

activities, the NRO threw itself into the maelstrom of the NGO game, and, in the process 

dramatically altered their revolutionary vision.  The unanticipated demands of the NGO 

game exposed the NRO to new guidelines for action that disposed them to reevaluate 

their definitions of social justice and “fall into” new patterns of social activism (Bourdieu 

1990:90).  Their experiences playing the NGO game convinced the NRO’s leaders that 

violating the rules could potentially draw the attention of government authorities with the 

power to derail their entire project.  They had to struggle with difficult dilemmas and 

choices regarding how to adapt their local development strategies and reconfigure the 

NRO’s organizational structure to comply with government regulations.   

 

Laying Out the Rules of the NGO Game 

In the United States and Trinidad, specific national government agencies -the Internal 

Revenue Service (IRS) and the Ministry of Community Development, Culture, and 

Gender Affairs respectively (MCDCGA)- play a major role in defining the rules of the 

NGO game. What makes an NGO “official” is not whether it actually performs its 

intended functions, but rather, whether these government agencies recognize it as official, 

and confer upon it official status.  In essence, a non-government organization is only 

“real” or “legitimate” if it is regarded as such by those with the power and authority to 

regulate it, monitor it, and shut it down.  The “official” NGO designation bestows activist 
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organizations with critical rights and privileges, such as tax-exempt status, and enables 

them to legally solicit and accept public and private funding.  In order to gain official 

status and the coveted right to proclaim “Your donations are tax deductible!”, NGOs 

must comply with rigid regulations set forth by government agencies embedded in larger 

state bureaucratic apparatuses.  The practices associated with official state compliance, 

and the conflicts and dilemmas these produce, comprise a fundamental aspect of the 

NGO game.   

The official registration process mandated by the IRS and MCDCGA represents a 

kind of rite of passage by which social activists are formally initiated into the NGO game.  

As they interact with these government agencies, NGO activists learn some basic rules of 

the NGO game and the consequences for violating them, initiating a process of 

transformation by which even the most revolutionary social activists are converted into 

self-regulating citizen-subjects willing to pursue certain courses of action but not others.  

They are forced to make important decisions in order to comply with the IRS’s and 

MCDCGA’s specific definitions of how registered NGOs should operate.  Through the 

seemingly mundane process of registration, radical NGO activists are made explicitly 

aware of the power and authority of the state apparatus, and are brought face to face with 

the fact that even though their organizations may be classified as NON-governmental, 

agents of the state will be monitoring them and holding them accountable if they don’t 

play by the rules of the game.   

 

Learning to Play the NGO Game 
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Ras Indra, Ras Cudjoe, and Ras Douglas, the individuals who founded, administered, and 

operated the National Rastafari Organization of Trinidad and Tobago, had no previous 

experience with NGOs, yet, in a nod to the ubiquity of the NGO model, when faced with 

the decision of how to best address the social problems plaguing their hometown these 

bredren eventually chose to launch their own NGO.  Their inexperience meant they had 

to learn how to play the NGO game as they went along.  Over the course of three years 

(2005-2008), I intimately observed their organization’s process of becoming.  The pace 

of its transformation from an informal association of devoted Rastafari bredren to a bona 

fide NGO was not steady, gradual, or constant.  It could better be characterized as a kind 

of punctuated equilibrium, with long periods of stasis interrupted by key decisions by key 

actors at critical moments, which periodically redirected the future course of the 

organization in often irreversible ways.  In these moments of choice, the rules of the 

NGO game became perceptible and the bredren found themselves disposed to pursue 

previously unimagined courses of action.   

Cudjoe, Indra, and Douglas envisioned themselves as carrying on the same 

revolutionary struggle for social justice they had first taken up as part of the NUFF 

guerrilla army that threatened to overthrow the national government in the 1970s.  Fed up 

with the state of education, healthcare, unemployment, and sanitation in their community 

these lifelong friends took it upon themselves to create an organization, devoted to a 

vision of social justice inspired by their deep commitment to Rastafari, which would 

provide a program of material and mental uplift to the residents of South Village.  The 

notion that material and mental uplift necessarily go hand-in-hand was an essential 

feature of the NRO’s vision of social justice and was rooted in the teachings of the living 
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God, His Imperial Majesty Haile Selassie I of Ethiopia, also referred to as Jah Rastafari.  

The bredren based their community development program on this concept and quoted His 

Majesty at length in the brochure they distributed at the NRO’s first groundation in 

August 2005:  

The growth of a people is complex and interrelated. Man must be educated: he cannot come to 
grips with or cope with or understand the modern world unless he has been taught about it. He 
must be assured of a minimum economic security: he cannot concern himself with matters going 
beyond the day-to-day satisfaction of his physical needs unless he is fed and clothed and sheltered, 
nor can he acquire a sufficient degree of social consciousness to be able to subordinate his own 
personal interests to the good of the nation and the development of its society. Freedom, liberty, 
the rights of man - these mean little to the ignorant, the hungry, the ill-clothed, the badly housed. 

 

When viewed in isolation, the NRO’s mission does not appear to be revolutionary.  Its 

aims and objectives were very similar to those of most development agencies- to provide 

education, skills training, and basic services to an impoverished community.  However, 

when placed in the context of the Rastafari worldview, the revolutionary quality of the 

NRO’s development program becomes evident.   

 The bredren were not concerned with promoting development for development’s 

sake.  Rather, they ran their organization with the firm belief that Trinidad, along with the 

rest of the exploitative global capitalist system (symbolized by the key Rastafari concept 

of Babylon), was teetering on the brink of inevitable downstruction (utter destruction).  

The following quote, which appeared in the NRO’s monthly newsletter, The Liberator, 

encapsulated their stance: 

They have raped and plundered each other, and created all manner of idolization and beast 
worship, denying the truth and the right for the wrong and the lie. They have turned women into 
men and men into women, and developed weapons of mass destruction, man has committed 
genocide and taught lies and corruption to his children, and they have built their churches and 
universities from which they have graduated thieves, murderers and pedophiles. Now the hour is 
at hand, when they shall be judged according to their works, and no one shall escape the judgment, 
not even the dogs that piss upon the walls of Babylon shall escape. 
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The bredren considered the renunciation of Babylonian culture and society to be 

prerequisite for surviving the coming apocalypse (“not even the dogs that piss upon the 

walls of Babylon shall escape”), which they estimated would take place in the very 

immediate future.  As committed Rastas, they felt a responsibility to not only anticipate 

and facilitate the downstruction of Babylon themselves, but also to give their fellow 

sufferers in South Village an opportunity to save themselves both spiritually and 

physically.  Far from deluding themselves into believing that all those who participated in 

the NRO’s programs would join the revolutionary Rastafari struggle against Babylon, the 

bredren knew that while “many w[ould] be called, few w[ould] be chosen”.  To those 

who refused to renounce their Babylonian lives and opted to remain in a state of mental 

slavery, the NRO would at least offer some basic healthcare, employment training, and 

trash bins to mitigate Babylon’s oppressive conditions of until it fell. 

In its first year of official operation, (Nov. 2004-Nov.2005) the NRO grew into an 

amorphous volunteer organization with a transnational, multi-racial membership and 

fundraising structure (see prev chapter).  Indra, Douglas, and Cudjoe attempted to 

construct a fundraising system that would collect money from Rastafari and Rastafari 

sympathizers in wealthier nations to fund programs for the sufferers in South Village.  

Donations from members of the online Rastafari community that visited the NRO website 

and subscribed to The Liberator would comprise one funding source, but the bulk of the 

organization’s funds were to be raised by tapping the affluent but progressive Rastafari 

social networks in which Indra had become enmeshed while living in the US.  Years of 

hustling had enabled him to link with local reggae musicians, artists, writers, 

intellectuals, merchants, organizers, and spiritual leaders sympathetic to the Rastafari 
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worldview.  He planned to transform this social capital into a financial support base for 

the NRO’s local development programs in Trinidad, including the maintenance of a 

newly-conceived storefront operation in South Village that would serve as the local 

organizational headquarters until permanent structures were erected on the NRO land.  

The task he posed to me and the rest of the US-based staff was to help raise money by 

assisting him and Seth in the staging of a series of NRO benefits.  While most of the 

fundraisers would be held in the area surrounding Indra’s gates in Western 

Massachusetts, we were each expected to organize events in our own communities, which 

included my hometown, Philadelphia, and Columbus, OH, and Boone, NC where the rest 

of the US-based staff resided.         

In the 12 months following the initial groundation, I worked at all four of the 

fundraisers the NRO held in the northeastern US, including the event I hosted at the 

Student Activities Center at Temple University.  My school obligations prevented me 

from attending the two fundraisers staged in Ohio and North Carolina.  The other 

members of the NRO’s US-based staff, assisted as they could.  Despite the fact that we 

were a young crowd, ranging in age from 23-33, I was the only one not tied down with a 

full-time job or family obligations.  Regardless, there were always at least two NRO staff 

members on hand to contribute.  Generally we played minor supporting roles, as had been 

the case at the groundation in South Village the previous summer, though at two of the 

fundraisers I was bestowed the honor of being a “featured speaker”. 

All of the NRO fundraisers followed a similar format.  Indra or the locally 

situated staff-member would use his connections to obtain a venue and live music act, 

and to promote the event for a minimal cost.  The musician or musicians, along with 
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Seth, would be given top billing on promotional materials designed and printed by Indra.  

These always listed the NRO as the sponsor/organizer but only occasionally mentioned 

that the event was a fundraiser or benefit.  In exchange for a small donation (sometimes 

required, sometimes not, depending on the quality and notoriety of the music act), 

attendees were treated to a night of Rastafari-themed cultural performance- lectures, 

music, and video presentations.  They were also given the opportunity to purchase 

concessions.  Whenever possible, we would attempt to contact local Rastafari sistren to 

provide and serve ital food to patrons.  Indra would sell Rastafari merchandise, like flags, 

buttons, pins, books (mostly Brother Seth’s self-published works), and photos of His 

Majesty inside the venue to raise additional funds. 

 

Figure 33- Poster for NRO Fundraiser 
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The “Rastas” in attendance bore little resemblance to the bredren we grounded 

with (got to know and developed a mutual respect) in South Village. White, or light 

skinned, affluent, and well-educated, these donors occupied social and class positions that 

enabled them to become consumers of Rastafari culture. They wore dreadlocks and 

dressed the part but they had come to Rastafari from a totally different direction than the 

sufferers, and their comfortable positions within the global capitalist system made me 

question whether their calls to “bun [burn] Babylon” were truly heartfelt. The NRO’s 

fundraisers enabled these consumers of Rastafari culture to legitimize their claims to 

Rastafari identity by “contributing to the cause” (through small monetary donations) and 

associating with “authentic Rastas” from the Caribbean, like Ras Indra and Brother Seth. 

On average, each fundraiser (not including the transportation and accommodations for 

NRO staffers, which we paid out of pocket) cost about $300 to put on and generated 

$600-800 in revenue, leaving a net profit of $300-500 per.  All told, the six events we 

held from September 2005 to June 2006 raised approximately $2500.  These modest 

profits were deposited into what Indra jokingly referred to as the NRO’s “phantom 

budget”, a portion of which was used to support the ongoing maintenance of the land, the 

continuing operation of the True-brary, and the periodic staging of free events on the 

NRO land in Trinidad.  The rest was saved for larger future projects in South Village that 

the bredren envisioned, including the extension of pipe-borne water and electricity to the 

NRO land to facilitate the construction of permanent buildings intended to house an adult 

education center, recording studio, computer lab, workshop, guest lodging, kitchen, and 

Rastafari tabernacle (see example below).  These projects would cost considerably more 
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than the NRO’s existing programs and the bredren knew we were going to need more 

than a “phantom budget” to get them started.  

  

 

Figure 34- Rastafari Tabernacle near South Village 

When we returned to South Village to host the NRO’s second annual groundation 

in July 2006, Indra and Cudjoe informed me and the rest of the US-based staff that the 

time had come for the NRO to register as an official NGO.  Their decision to apply for 

official status was primarily financial, motivated by their desire to expand their 

fundraising efforts and embark on more capital-intensive community development 

projects.  So far, the NRO’s programs had been small and cheap enough to implement 

“under the radar” but if they wanted to raise “big money” and apply for building permits 

and the like, they felt they had little choice but to apply for official NGO status. There 

was a sense that everything up to that point had been practice for the real thing and they 

were now ready to get in the NGO game.  This decision would prove fateful for the future 

of the NRO. 
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During the previous year, while we had concerned ourselves with fundraising in 

the United States, a lot had happened in South Village.  With the support of volunteers 

from South Village, Cudjoe and Douglas had staged a series of events for the local 

community that had served to promote Rastafari culture as a basis for community 

solidarity while simultaneously spreading the word about the NRO.  In October, the 

NRO’s South Village contingent held the organization’s second annual “Sports and 

Family Day” on the land with great success.  On November 2, the NRO’s South Village 

contingent staged a celebration in honor of the anniversary of Haile Selassie’s coronation 

on November 2.  In April, they held a motorcade to commemorate Haile Selassie’s first 

visit to Jamaica in 1966.  Ras Chupee, one of the local Rasses who participated in the 

motorcade beamed, “It may only have seven cars but it look like seven hundred!”  In the 

meantime, Cudjoe had successfully established the NRO “culture shop” in South Village 

and made it self-sufficient by reselling merchandise like incense, t-shirts, bandanas, 

buttons, hand towels, underwear, oils, rolling papers, sandals, and necklaces bearing 

Rastafari images he purchased “in town” (San Fernando) or from Indra, who would ship 

it from the Unites States.  Some of the items- sandals, buttons, oils, necklaces, t-shirts-

were made by local Rastafari craftsmen in Trinidad and Western Massachusetts but most 

were imported from China by baldhead (non-Rastafari) wholesale merchants in San 

Fernando and New York City. 
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Figure 35- NRO Motorcade 

Along with these accomplishments, there had also been setbacks.  In November, a 

few weeks after the coronation celebration, local thieves had broken into Douglas’s shed 

on the NRO land and made off with a chainsaw, brush-cutter and CD/cassette player.  

Since Douglas was the acting caretaker of the land Indra held him personally responsible 

and, in an email to the US-based staff, suggested that the theft was “mainly due to neglect 

and irresponsibility on the part of Ras Douglas.”  Douglas, not appreciating the blame 

heaped upon him, resigned from the NRO altogether.  As a result, the land became 

severely overgrown and the small cabin that had housed the True-brary collapsed, hence 

Cudjoe and Indra’s decision to commemorate the anniversary of Haile Selassie’s historic 

visit to Jamaica in April with a motorcade instead of a groundation on the land.  

Following Douglas’s departure, Cudjoe had carefully transferred the books to the culture 
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shop in town where people could browse through them seven days a week.  This move 

actually enhanced the impact of the True-brary by making it more accessible to residents, 

who were eager to know when the next NRO groundation would take place.  

Nevertheless, the loss of one of the founders had shaken the organization to its very 

foundations.  Douglas’s departure became known around the village, leading residents to 

question the future of the organization.     

Despite these setbacks, I and the rest of the NRO’s US-based staff returned in 

July energized and ready to stage the second annual groundation and move forward with 

the NRO’s development program.  Indra had arrived with B-Dread (the white bredren 

from North Carolina) a few weeks in advance of the rest of us and reclaimed the land 

from the brush.  They had also constructed a new tool shed and pavilion from timber and 

galvanized zinc (see below).  Since they did the work themselves and the materials were 

cheap and readily available, these structures were erected at a bare minimum of expense.  

Indra and B-Dread covered the cost by hustling merchandise they brought with them 

from New York City. 
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Figure 36- Temporary structure erected for the NRO's annual groundation 

 

Figure 37- A local youth learning computer literacy skills at the True-brary 
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 After our arrival, news of the groundation spread quickly in South Village and the 

event attracted even more attendees than we’d had the previous year.  The format was 

similar, with local villagers (many of whom were former Freedom Fighters) providing 

the necessary personnel and skills to make the groundation happen.  Using provisions 

purchased by the NRO and donated for the event by local farmers, local Rastafari sistren 

prepared juice and ital food for the visitors.  Local roots men (ganja farmers/dealers) 

provided ganja below cost.  Two village nurses ran a free health clinic (vision and blood 

pressure tests) and gave out eyeglasses purchased by the NRO for that purpose.  Rastas 

from the surrounding areas brought drums and led a Nyabinghi session in which both 

Rastas and non-Rastas participated.   

Indra, Cudjoe, and Seth delivered speeches lambasting the ineptitude of the 

Trinidadian government and calling for local unity and solidarity.  Despite the fact that 

they had lost faith in the transformative power of traditional collective political action, 

they invoked collectivist discourses reminiscent of those that had circulated during the 

1970 Black Power Revolution to rally the local population.  Issuing a fiery critique of the 

deterioration of state services in South Village, Seth roared: 

We got to understand that the Indians and the Africans got to unite to bring about this 
change.  There can’t be no other alternative… And in this way we get we services in 
[South Village].  We have problems with we eyes, we have problems with prostate 
cancer, we have problems with diabetes we have problems with blood pressure.  Those 
are we four biggest killers.  And all the government has to do is bring the mobile unit into 
these neighborhoods but they ain’t doing that and you know why?  Because we ain’t want 
to stay united.      

 

These calls for African-Indian unity resonated well among the crowd in attendance, 

however, the NRO’s social development program was not about unifying the population 

to demand services, like healthcare, from the state.  Rather, the organization sought to lay 

the groundwork for health professionals to begin providing regular services on a 
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volunteer basis to the local community in facilities to be constructed and maintained by 

the NRO. 

 As had been the case during the Black Power Revolution, “unity” was a major 

theme for the leaders of the NRO, but in the current context of neoliberalism, the purpose 

and function of unity had changed dramatically.  Unity was no longer meant to serve as a 

basis for traditional collective political action.  Rather, the NRO’s unification of the 

sufferers in South Village was meant to put the organization in a position of legitimacy 

from which it could apply for funds and support from public and private sources.  Once 

secured, these would enable the NRO to do what they no longer believed the state was 

either capable of or responsible for; provide for the welfare of the people.   

Although the rest of the staff did not yet know it, Indra, Cudjoe, and Seth had 

already made the fateful decision to start working to formally legitimize the NRO so it 

could begin applying for grants to fund larger, more capital-intensive community 

development projects.  After the second annual groundation came to a close, they sat 

down with me and the rest of the NRO’s US-based staff and discussed their vision for the 

future of the organization.  They conceded that while we had already accomplished much 

as an informal group of volunteers working with a phantom budget, the time had come to 

take things to the next level in terms of fundraising and, by extension, local community 

development by transforming the NRO into an “official NGO”.  “We are becoming much 

more visible… more well-known… but you can only do so much giving people books to 

read and free reading glasses and trash barrels and health clinic…” Indra said, referring to 

the NRO’s existing community development efforts.  He felt that in order to move 
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beyond these modest programs and have a more significant impact on the lives of the 

sufferers, the NRO would have to play the NGO game.   

As we sat around the fire, Indra instructed the staff that in order to pursue official 

NGO status, the NRO would have to undergo a practical, discursive, and structural 

transformation.  He had already taken a crucial first step in this direction when he had 

given an interview to a local radio station to spread the word about the second annual 

groundation.  In his statements he had been careful to discursively represent the NRO as 

an inclusive grassroots organization with values in line with the positive multiculturalist 

social vision promoted by the Trinidadian government, “where every race has an equal 

place” and civic participation is the key to national development (see chapter 5).   

We’re having our second annual seminar…all are welcome… this is not just a Rastafari 
thing… we have to involve the whole community… this is a community development 
organization… its not just Rastafari education its across the board.  Haile Selassie I told 
us it was our duty to pull each other up, to pull the less fortunate up so we can all be 
equal… its our job as citizens to pull each other up…we as citizens have a 
responsibility… if we as citizens don’t take this upon ourselves, who will?  Because if we 
don’t do it as citizens, together, it’s not going to get done. (radio interview 7/28/2006)        

 
This rather generic, innocuous self-representation contrasted sharply with that presented 

in The Liberator, which located the NRO at the center of the struggle to destroy Babylon.  

At the annual meeting Indra revealed that beyond simply trying to attract more people to 

the groundation, he had meant for the interview to reach the ears of members of the 

highest echelons of the national government.  “We have the Prime Minister’s ear now,” 

Indra said assuredly, “They can’t ignore us anymore…Our next step is to find out the 

government agencies and prepare a letter that can go to all of those agencies.”  The 

government recognition this would bring would be essential to our obtaining the funds 

necessary to expand the NRO’s modest existing community development program.   
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To have a chance to compete with other NGOs to get these funds, Indra, Cudjoe, 

and Seth agreed, would require the NRO to adopt the structure, discourses, and practices 

associated with the professional NGO model.  “That is why why we need to do 

everything to a T.  To dot we I’s and cross every T,” Ravin said.  “Everything that goes 

out of here is going to need to be checked 2,3,4 times by different people inside… that is 

why up here [on the land] needs to stay [motions with his hands to signify under control, 

under wraps, totally organized].  We have to have everything in order before we can 

approach them.”  The bredren agreed that the informal approach we had taken up to this 

point had to be refined.  It may have brought us this far, but it couldn’t get us a seat in the 

NGO game.  Our previous efforts could be useful only insofar as documentation of the 

fundraisers and events we had held in the US and South Village might enhance the 

NRO’s applications for funds from public and private granting agencies.  “We’re now at 

the stage where we can begin applying for grants, small grants, we have photos and 

things we can show them to substantiate our requests,” Indra said.  Everything the NRO 

had hitherto achieved was reduced to a prelude to the “real works” which had not yet 

begun. 

The more substantial projects Indra and Cudjoe had in mind all had one thing in 

common- they required significant capital beyond the human resources we possessed.  

The NRO’s leaders seemed to feel that once they had obtained official NGO status, grant 

money would begin flowing in immediately.  Plans were discussed to begin work on a 

permanent structure on the land that would house a learning center and health clinic.  

“We can go to the Bill Gates foundation and get a bunch of laptops up here,” Seth 

proposed.  “First we should purchase a van for transportation,” Cudjoe suggested.  I-liza, 
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the white Rasta sistren from Ohio who served as the NRO’s de facto “secretary”, 

frantically recorded the laundry list of ideas that reached the table- electricity and running 

water, a cement foundation for the learning center, furniture, a bunkhouse with shower 

room, incentives and compensation to draw additional support from the local community.  

The idea was to come up with an estimate for the costs of these items so we would know 

how much grant money to apply for.  I was shocked when Cudjoe, the man who had so 

viciously reasoned on the evils of the global capitalist system, suggested that “we need to 

try to keep a business mindset”.  But from the nods of agreement that came from the rest 

of the NRO’s staff and leadership, I could see that I was alone in my skepticism.   

 Toward the end of the meeting, staff members were re-evaluated according to the 

potential contributions they could make toward moving the NRO toward official NGO 

status.  Seth and I, for instance, were no longer simply valued for our commitment, labor, 

and oratory skills.  These were still assets that could be used for the eventual 

implementation of a full-time educational curriculum, but our professional status could 

also help legitimize the organization and enhance its ability to apply for grants.  Speaking 

to me privately after the meeting, Indra suggested as much: 

See everyone has they own skills.  We need you for more than just digging staircases and 
trenches.  We’re just not in the position to have that commence yet. Also, it does lend 
some legitimacy to the organization to have some educated persons affiliated with it.  
Like when we need to submit forms or letters or grant applications to official bodies, it 
helps to have credited people who know how to talk to them kind of people. 

 

While Rastafari reasoning may have held the key to spiritual upliftment, Indra 

knew it could not help us play the NGO game, which requires the formal, 

professionalized discourse that can only come from an advanced Babylonian mis-

education.  The NRO’s leaders’ decision to apply for official NGO status had 

transformed my university experience from a spiritual hindrance to a valuable asset.  
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They were no longer evaluating things only according to the principles of Rastafari, but 

in terms of their imaginings of how to successfully play the NGO game.  When we 

returned to the US, everyone was eager to dive into the process of elevating the NRO to 

the status of an official NGO.  

 

Fear and Worry in the Quest for Official NGO Status 

In November 2006, I traveled to Ras Indra’s gates in Western Massachussetts.  The entire 

US-based staff was in attendance, preparing for a fundraiser scheduled to be held at 

nearby Hampshire College the next day.  Everyone gathered around the table in Ras 

Indra’s cluttered dining room to share a big West Indian meal.  Photographs and 

drawings of his Imperial Majesty, Haile Selassie I, watched over us as we dined on roti 

(Trinidadian flatbread) and pumpkin, laughing and joking about the last service trip to 

Trinidad.  As the meal wound down, Ras Indra bubbled some milky ‘bush tea’ and the 

conversation turned to a reasoning on NRO business.  As smoke swirled lazily beneath 

the cracked ceiling overhead, I-liza observed that we had yet to complete the application 

for official 501(c)(3) status in the United States- IRS Form 1023.   

Applying for NGO status in Trinidad had been a simple formality- a one page 

document asking for the organization’s name, purpose, and a list of officers- so when I-

liza dropped the 28-page form on the table the mood changed dramatically.  From its size 

and appearance, everyone could see this was clearly a binding document that would no 

doubt be reviewed and scrutinized by committed agents of Babylon with no respect for 

Rastafari livity.  For their part, half of the people in the room had hardly laid eyes on an 

IRS Form before.  In the words of these Rastamen, voluntarily submitting personal 
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information to the US government was an exercise in “madness” that could only end 

badly.  They did not want their names to appear on the form at all.  “We’ll pop up on the 

grid,” they warned.   

Eventually, it was agreed that the form should be filled out and submitted, but that 

all responses should remain as vague and cryptic as possible.  As in a police 

interrogation, we would conceal our true intentions and tell ‘the man’ only what he 

wanted to hear, nothing more.  After all, this was merely an unpleasant, but necessary, 

means to an end.  With subscriptions to the online newsletter growing every day and a 

half-dozen fundraisers planned for the next six months, we didn’t want to risk losing 

everything we had accomplished so far by neglecting a silly government form.  Besides, 

official non-profit status would make the organization eligible to apply for government 

and private grants in the US. 

But as we got down to the business of filling in the form, remaining detached 

proved exceedingly difficult.  This seemingly benign registration process forced everyone 

to rethink the existing, organic, largely personality- and commitment-driven structure of 

the NRO and re-conceptualize the organization in terms of the dictates and demands of 

the IRS.  On the one hand, we were just doing it to get ourselves into a better position to 

pursue their goals.  On the other hand IRS Form 1023 required us to consider questions 

and contingencies we had never before imagined; What if someone wants to resign?  

What if new members want to join… will they be charged a fee? What is the annual dues 

system, when do they need to be paid, and what is the penalty for late or non-payment?  

Will all members have to pay dues? What about the sufferers in South Village?  Won’t 

making those members pay dues defeat the purpose of the organization?  What are the 
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different classes of members? What is the end of the fiscal year? What date will the 

annual meeting be held?  How often will board members be elected and what are the 

responsibilities of each officer? What are the voting rules?  What are the rules for 

dismissal?  These questions could not be ignored.  IRS Form 1023 demanded they be 

answered.  As the hours wore on, the atmosphere in Ras Indra’s living room became 

increasingly apprehensive.  Despite Ras Indra’s insistence that the exercise was “just 

paperwork”, imaginings of the NRO’s future were being reshaped behind everyone’s 

eyes. 

As difficult and alien as the registration process proved to be, at no point did any 

of the attendees question whether applying official NGO status was the best way forward 

for the NRO.  Like the coming destruction of Babylon system at the hands of the 

Almighty, Indra and the NRO’s US-based staff regarded the organization’s transition 

from informal voluntary association to official NGO as inevitable and necessary.  For the 

most part, the group deferred all of the important decisions to Ras Indra.   He was the de 

facto head of the organization and we had learned on our first trip to Trinidad not to 

question his authority.  But it soon became strikingly apparent that Ras Indra found the 

entire exercise even more uncomfortable and confusing than the rest of us.  In retrospect, 

this should not have been a surprise as he, the most established Rastafari bredren in the 

room, was engaged in a practice- official state registration- that was decidedly un-Rasta.  

Nonetheless, this may have been the first time any of us had seen Ras Indra in a situation 

where he did not have all the answers.  Like all Rastafari elders, he had established his 

reputation, in large part, through authoritative demonstrations of his ability to reason on 

virtually any subject of significance to the Rastafari nation.  Both our positions as 
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novices, and Indra’s position as an elder were predicated on his well-demonstrated 

capacity for reasoning.  And yet the IRS form demanded deliberation on many topics, 

like boards of directors, annual meetings, election procedures, that could only be 

described as “unreasonable”, at least from a Rastafari perspective.  

As the night wore on, Indra increasingly deferred to I-liza for responses to the IRS 

form’s unreasonable questions.  After all, she worked as a secretary in a law firm and had 

herself identified and obtained the forms we needed to register with the IRS.  

Uncomfortable in this decision-making role, I-liza preferred to relay “standard” or 

“generic” answers to given items on the form rather than appear to assert her authority 

over Ras Indra’s.  Given the vastly divergent structural positions of I-liza, a white, 

college-educated Rasta from the American Midwest, and Ras Indra, a self-described 

“enemy of the state” with less than 7 years of formal schooling and no experience with 

government forms, the decision-making process that accompanied the experience of 

official registration with the IRS worked to curiously invert the NRO’s internal 

administrative hierarchy.  Ras Indra, the organization’s true leader, did not even appear in 

the NRO’s organizing documents.  In the eyes of the IRS he was a non-entity.  Faced 

with a lack of attendant members willing to commit their names and information to the 

forms, I found myself suddenly elevated to the position of “vice-president”.  Meanwhile, 

Cudjoe and the other Trinidadian members were completely excluded from this formative 

moment in the evolution of the NRO, not because their views were considered 

unimportant, but because, like everyone else, they regarded the registration process as 

inconsequential; a mere formality.  



255 
 

As Rastas, their knee-jerk reaction was to dismiss the entire exercise as 

chupidness (stupid-ness).  After all, they perceived the NRO as doing “Jah’s work” and 

were known to frequently proclaim, “What Jah brings together no man can tear asunder”.  

Nonetheless, if the bredren wanted to do Jah’s work in the way they had envisioned, they 

believed they had no choice but to play the NGO game.  So the NRO’s US-based staff 

grappled with the application until the early hours of the dawn, trying to come to grips 

with the demands and expectations of the IRS along the way.  For these untrained NGO 

activists, the experience of state registration was characterized by fear and worry; fear of 

losing everything they had worked for, and worry that their collective vision of the 

organization’s future might never become a reality.  Fear and worry are potent emotions, 

and they fomented new attitudes and dispositions in Ras Indra and the rest of the staff.  

The registration process planted the seeds of a new self-discipline that would blossom 

and take hold of these inexperienced yet well-intentioned NGO activists in the months 

that followed, disposing them to fall into hitherto unheard of courses of action.     

The registration process only served to exacerbate the existing fears of state 

surveillance and repression that had always been present in the minds of the NRO’s 

leaders.  Having experienced firsthand the full coercive power of the state during the 

Black Power Revolution and again on the Rez-O in the 1980s, they were constantly wary 

of getting violated by the police.  In his speech at the second annual groundation 3 

months earlier, Seth had spoken of how the NRO’s alternative education program would 

be considered a threat by the government; an extension of the NUFF’s revolutionary 

struggle.  “…because you are on ground owned by blood politics.  This is Holy Ground!” 

he roared, “And we will create our school as an alternative school to the government.  
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And we will threaten them the government in the type of mindset that we will be 

producing.”  Earlier in his speech, he had stopped himself from criticizing Prime Minister 

Patrick Manning for fear of possibly being surveilled and detained.  As he retreated from 

his critique he warned, “Believe me I don’t care for Manning.  That’s another story 

though because I know we might have problems down here [on the land].  I have to get 

home to my wife.”  His statements were, to a degree, tongue-in-cheek but they reveal the 

prevailing attitude among the NRO’s leadership that the threat of government 

surveillance and repression was very real and not to be ignored. 

The new fears and suspicions of surveillance and repression raised during the IRS 

registration process were realized when, soon after, Cudjoe was interrogated by members 

of the local police he found snooping around the NRO land.  Their visit surely had 

nothing to do with the NRO’s application for official NGO status in the US, but the 

physical presence of agents of the state on the NRO’s sacred ground effectively shattered 

the organization’s already threatened sense of autonomy.  Ras Indra expressed the 

sentiment of alarm in the internal communication he circulated soon afterward: “We had 

visit from the police up at the HQ inquiring about the NRO and its intentions…so the 

word is that we monitor what we put in the newsletter…flags are up…but Jah is de boss.”  

An article I had written criticizing the state of Trinidad’s public education system was the 

first casualty of the NRO’s new policy of self-censorship.  Indra deemed it “too 

revolutionary” and refused to print it, but up to that point, The Liberator had been just 

that: revolutionary.  The bredren had regularly used it as an organ of protest to rail 

against the “leaders of the country [who] sip champagne and go into the parliament and 

throw plates and cups at each other and spend the country’s money in building useless 
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stadiums while the healthcare system is in shambles and one third of the population is 

living in poverty” (The Liberator 11/2005).  A Rasta organization from France had 

recently written an email requesting permission to translate and reproduce articles from 

The Liberator, lauding it as “the best work we have ever read”, but the rules of the NGO 

game disposed the bredren to abandon the revolutionary tack that had enabled The 

Liberator to gain so much currency among the global online Rastafari community.  When 

I protested Indra’s decision, his answer revealed the degree to which it stemmed from his 

longstanding fear of incarceration, “I am a Freedom Fighter but I am also a father… it is 

important that I be able to be with my family, that is the number one priority right now”.  

Indra even went so far as to shut down the entire NRO website, indefinitely, until the 

application for 501(c)(3) status was approved, fearing he might be punished for using the 

website to solicit donations without permission from the IRS. 

In addition to prompting the suspension of the NRO website and the censorship of 

The Liberator for fear of being “blacklisted” by potential funding agencies or, worse, 

being arrested and imprisoned, the registration process also led the NRO to implement a 

mandatory dues system by which all US-based members would pay $20 per month to be 

added to the organizations general operating budget to fund works in Trinidad or finance 

additional fundraisers in the US.  Under the new dues system, Trinidadian members 

would not have to make any monetary payments but would be expected to contribute 

time and labor, ideally planting the land with crops to be sold at market.  Prior to their 

application for 501(c)(3) status and the subsequent implementation of the dues system, 

the other US members and me had just contributed as needed to help finance projects or 

fundraisers that were beyond the scope of NRO’s “phantom budget.”  Financial 
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contributions were appreciated but by no means expected.  Once they began paying 

regular dues, Indra and some of the NRO’s US-based staff began to expect specific action 

from the sufferers in Trinidad.  It was seen as “only fair” that they make tangible, 

demonstrable contributions of their own.  Among both the American and Trinidadian 

members, formerly voluntary contributions and participation became obligatory.  The 

US-based staff, now “officers”, felt endowed with the authority to issue directives to 

Trinidadian members with the expectation that they would be dutifully followed.  Indra 

began to attribute delays and inaction to “illiteracy and ingratitude” on the part of the 

Trinidadian Rastafari community and the notion that “the local community only want[s] 

handouts.”  This attitude eventually led to irresolvable conflicts and alienated the people 

of South Village whom the organization was meant to serve.  The dues system drove a 

wedge between the US- and Trinidad-based members, effectively destroying the 

organization’s capacity to accomplish its development goals. 

 

Conclusion 

 As the bredren learned to play the NGO game, beginning with their recruitment of staff 

to focus on fundraising and culminating with their application for official NGO status, 

they transformed the NRO from a progressive volunteer organization with a loose 

organizational structure based on Rastafari eldership to a rigid, definitively hierarchical 

NGO with permanent offices, codes of conduct, set meeting dates, formalized voting 

procedures, and a mandatory dues system that divided the membership into North 

American “givers” and Trinidadian “receivers” (Alvaré 2009).  They abandoned the 

small-scale projects that had endeared them to the local community and became 
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preoccupied with raising the funds necessary to do larger projects which never 

materialized.  No one forced the NRO to make these dramatic changes, yet not once in all 

the previous time I had worked with the organization had anyone suggested the creation 

of a dues system, the formation of different classes of members, or the self-censorship of 

The Liberator.  The process by which they fell into these new practices reveals the subtle, 

transformative power of the NGO game.  The practices and responsibilities involved in 

the formation and ongoing operation of an official transnational NGO, as opposed to a 

loose confederation of volunteers, raised new concerns and produced new forms of self-

discipline that disposed the bredren to dramatically alter the ways they perceived and 

pursued their social development goals. 

The experiences of the NRO shed light on the ways “dialectical processes of 

disciplining and self-identification are produced at the intersection of regulation by 

nation-states and individuals’ attempts to circumvent or redirect control” in their active 

pursuit of better lives (Ong and Nonini 1997:25).  For NGO activists dedicated to social 

reform, like the bredren who founded and administered the NRO, the experience of 

negotiating and attempting to circumvent the terms of state regulation can produce new 

subjectivities and new forms of discipline and self-identification.  The NRO’s staff and 

administrators emerged from the registration process changed by the knowledge of their 

own accountability to the state government(s) with which they attempted to register, 

although they did not recognize it.  They acquired new outlooks and opinions and took on 

new attitudes toward existing and potential strategies for enacting social change.   

It was more the threat than the fact of state surveillance and regulation that 

impacted the NRO’s subsequent course of action. Their structural positions and past 
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experiences with agents of the state shaped the NRO’s leaders’ reactions to this threat.  

For example, had they been formally educated, upper or middle class professionals 

accustomed to being served and protected by their governments, the activities associated 

with registration and compliance may have seemed little more than a formality, mere 

paperwork to be completed in order for the organization to move forward.  But being 

marginalized, dispossessed activists whose past interactions with agents of the state were 

characterized by violence, corruption, and intimidation, registering with the state proved 

to be a terrifying ordeal evoking fear and uncertainty.  Their experiences illustrate that far 

from being a simple, mundane task, the process of registering with the state can lead to 

conflict, disillusionment, and the drastic revision of previously conceived goals, 

practices, and policies.  

The process of official registration, a fundamental feature of the NGO game, 

forced the NRO’s leaders to consider a hitherto unimagined range of possibilities, 

situations, and contingencies related to their social activism.  They realized that in order 

to meet the imposed requirements, they had to rectify their own approach to local 

development with that permitted and encouraged by the state.  The NRO’s leaders 

consequently developed new strategies for achieving social justice, which they then 

implemented in the interest of attaining official NGO status. The seemingly mundane 

process of state registration incited feelings of fear, worry, and self-doubt that disposed 

the NRO’s leaders to embrace new regimes of self-discipline in order to preclude a 

largely imagined threat of state surveillance and enforcement.   
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CHAPTER 8 

CONCLUSION 

 
In March of 2007, four months after initiating the harrowing process of official state 

registration, Indra called the NRO’s US-based staff to Washington, DC for an emergency 

meeting to discuss the organization’s uncertain future.  This time last year, we were 

frantically organizing fundraisers and finalizing the plans for the annual groundation.  

This year no such plans had been discussed.  In fact, there had been very little internal 

communication since the November meeting.  Everything was on hold pending the 

submission and approval of IRS Form 1023.  We met in a motel room on the outskirts of 

town.  The mood was very different than it had been at past meetings.  The group’s 

characteristic optimistic, light-heartedness had gone.  Everyone was waiting for the other 

shoe to fall.   

Indra began the meeting with a scathing critique of the state of affairs in South 

Village.  The NRO’s “Trinidad House” was in complete disarray.  Cudjoe remained 

livicated to the cause but the citizens of South Village, including the Freedom Fighters 

who had enthusiastically lent their support to the organization, had abandoned the 

organization en masse.  Indra informed us that they had told Cudjoe that they were 

disinclined to comply with the directives that came out of the November meeting.  The 

land remained unplanted.  No paper copies of The Liberator had been printed or 

distributed.  The organization’s local development program was at a complete standstill.   

Indra’s patience was at an end.  He grimly announced that the NRO would 

perform no further works in Trinidad.  After reasoning with Cudjoe on the matter, he no 

longer considered the community deserving of the services or programs the NRO had to 
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offer. He characterized the sufferers as “lazy”, “hard-headed”, and “ungrateful” for 

everything the NRO had done.  He and Cudjoe had decided it was time for the NRO to 

move in “a new direction” more “global” in scope.  The plans for the community center 

were to be abandoned and the land put up for sale.  Indra even suggested removing 

“national” from the name of the organization in order to de-couple it from Trinidad and 

Tobago.  He was somewhat unclear as to what sort of “global” practices he and Cudjoe 

intended the organization to pursue.  He talked about the organization becoming a sort of 

“facilitator” for disempowered Rastas throughout the Caribbean, which would offer funds 

and technical assistance to “deserving” groups with “worthy” development plans.   

As half-baked as these future plans were, Indra seemed certain that the key to 

making them a reality was to push on with the application for official NGO status, as this 

would enable the NRO to legitimize and expand its fundraising capacity.  He reasoned 

that upon attaining official NGO status, the US-based staff would be in a position to 

devote all of our time and energy to raising capital- planning larger and more elaborate 

fundraisers, peddling Rastafari merchandise at flea markets and on the web, and printing 

hard copies of the Freedom Fighter to sell at reggae concerts in our home areas.  These 

funds would facilitate the NRO’s transition to a de-territorialized international Rastafari 

development organization by giving it the budget necessary to fund and oversee local 

development projects created by formal pragmatic Rastafari organizations around the 

world.  In order to avoid drawing the ire of state authorities, he suggested that the NRO’s 

official organizing documents, which were to be submitted as addendums to IRS Form 

1023, be denuded of any language that could be construed as “threatening” or “militant”, 

including such terms as “base of operations”, “tactics”, and “strategies”.  He even felt 
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that the organization should alter the tile of its online newsletter The Liberator, the 

publication of which had been suspended since the November meeting, to something 

“less revolutionary” in order to avoid any potential problems with the state.   

The initial reactions to Indra’s proposals were mixed at best.  Most of the US-

based staff was reluctant to completely abandon all that had been accomplished in South 

Village and essentially “start over” with a new name, new mission, and new set of 

practices.  This was not the kind of development work they had envisioned themselves 

doing.  They were more interested in doing “hands on” projects in impoverished 

communities than raising funds in the US to be lent or granted to other Rasta activists.  

Out of respect, no one directly stood up to Indra, but no one vocally supported the new 

plan either.  Sensing our reluctance, Indra asked everyone to take time to think things 

over and decide whether we wanted to continue to work together or not.  A few months 

later, Indra circulated an email stating that upon attempting to sell the NRO land he 

discovered that it had never actually belonged to the individual he had purchased it from, 

and therefore had never been ours to begin with.  Consequently, there was no need to 

continue paying dues to maintain it.  This financial obligation was the last remaining 

vestige of the NRO and when it dissolved everyone simply drifted their separate ways.  

The NRO, the last gasp of the NUFF, was dead. 
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Figure 38- A service garage now stands on the NRO’s sacred ground 

I lament the bredren’s failure to make the dream of social justice a reality for the 

community of South Village, but I take comfort in the fact that this story of the rise, fall, 

and reinvention of the NUFF has a number of major implications for anthropological 

understandings of social movements.  First, it demonstrates that Rastafari cannot be 

reduced to an escapist, millenarian ideology.  Despite claims to the contrary, the 

pragmatic variant of Rastafari can provide the basis for innovative political activism.  

Furthermore, the flexibility of Rastafari- a cultural tradition in which every man is his 

own priest and prophet- means that this political activism need not be confined to 

traditional Rastafari calls for repatriation, legalization of ganja, and religious freedom.  

Rather, Rastafari can, and does, inspire all sorts of political projects, including NGO-

based community development.  This analysis has the potential to inspire further study of 
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the political dimensions of the Rastafari movement, which continues to grow in size, 

influence, and diversity every day.  Such studies will not only help anthropology move 

away from essentialist mischaracterizations of Rastafari, but also advance understandings 

of how the dynamic, shifting connections between religion and politics are shaped by the 

material and discursive contexts in which they are forged. 

Second, this study reveals how even the missions of NGOs founded upon and 

driven by religious faith can become compromised by the process of NGO-based social 

activism.  Numerous studies of FBOs operating in neoliberal contexts have called into 

question these organizations’ ability to empower the powerless and contribute to 

alternative discourses of development, democratization, and social justice (Bornstein 

2005, Escobar 1992, Hefferan 2009, Patkar 1995, Wignaraja 1993) but the case presented 

here challenges the notion that such transformations can be regarded simply as 

unintended responses to external pressures exerted by states, markets, and local 

stakeholders.  The NRO was not connected to powerful international donors and their 

initial, modest social development programs- the True-brary, health clinics, trash barrels, 

and annual groundations- were appreciated and celebrated by the local community.  

Furthermore, there is no evidence to suggest that the organization was ever subject to 

direct scrutiny by state regulatory agencies.  Most likely the IRS and MCDCGA were 

hardly aware of it, much less concerned with policing it.  Yet in order to legitimize their 

organization’s existing fundraising schemes, gain access to additional public and private 

funding, and avoid the imagined wrath of the state, the bredren felt compelled to pursue 

official NGO status and, in the process, dramatically altered the discourses, practices, and 

structure of the NRO.   
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These fateful transformations were not precipitated by threats, warnings, 

demands, or ultimatums from agents of the state.  In terms of direct coercive action, the 

state never actually did anything to de-radicalize the NRO.  The third major contribution 

of this study is to advance the claim that it didn’t have to by demonstrating the degree to 

which citizens’ estimations and imaginings of state power shape their subjectivities and, 

consequently, the trajectory of the social movements in which they become involved.  If a 

state is seen as weak and illegitimate, yet ultimately responsible for creating or failing to 

change the oppressive material situation people are determined to change, the kind of 

political violence endorsed by the NUFF in the 1970s will remain a real possibility.  But 

if that responsibility is discursively shifted to non-state actors, including discontented 

citizens themselves, they will be less likely to consider armed revolt feasible or desirable, 

especially if they have experienced firsthand the state’s ability and willingness to take 

effective repressive, coercive action against those who oppose it.  This was exemplified 

by the bredren’s response to the demands of the seemingly routine NGO registration 

process.  The fear and worry they experienced as they attempted to enter the social field 

of legitimate NGO activism were powerful enough to generate new, positive dispositions 

toward a specific set of state-sanctioned organizational forms and norms, which they then 

fell into, prompting their departure from their own visions of, and earlier strategies for 

producing, social change.  From a practical standpoint, states need not rely on the 

strategies of direct coercion and repression mobilized against the NUFF in the 1970s to 

de-radicalize movements for social justice mediated by grassroots NGOs.  Subtler 

“technologies of power” (Cohn and Dirks 1988, Foster 1991:244, Williams 1989:435), 

including such mundane regulatory activities as classification and registration, represent 
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equally, if not more effective means of controlling, eliminating, or redirecting the 

revolutionary energy of social activists, like the Freedom Fighters, whose discourses and 

practices threaten the perpetuation of the status quo. 

The fourth major contribution of this study, therefore, is to challenge the validity 

of claims that in the current neoliberal era, nation-states are no longer obvious and 

legitimate sources of authority over contemporary struggles for social justice organized 

by NGOs (Lash and Urry 1994:281).  By focusing on how specific neoliberal governing 

practices played out in Trinidad and avoiding the trap of treating neoliberalism as a 

totalizing, unitary force, this analysis shows that the state was as central to the NRO’s 

struggle dignity, justice, and equality as it was to the NUFF’s.  The adoption of neoliberal 

discourses and policies in the 1980s and 1990s did not reduce the state’s role in the 

NUFF’s ongoing pursuit of social justice; it only transformed it.  In the material and 

discursive context of the 1970s, the national government faced condemnation for failing 

to alter the social and economic policies of the colonial era and deliver on its promise to 

reduce social inequality, disposing the Freedom Fighters to risk life and liberty in order to 

attempt to remove it.  By the 1990s, the government had successfully absolved the state 

of its social welfare responsibilities and shifted them onto individual citizens and the civil 

society organizations in which they were involved.  Yet, for all of the neoliberal 

discourses of decentralization, privatization, and empowerment they may promote, state 

agencies continue to regulate and direct the efforts of private NGOs, even those as small 

and loosely defined as the NRO, by determining what kinds of organizations and projects 

are legitimate, permitted, and, consequently, eligible for the sorts of recognition and 

funding touted in the Vision 2020 National Development Plan. 
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Finally, and perhaps most importantly, this study demonstrates how when 

committed, discontented citizens enter a new field of social activism, they “fall into” 

(Bourdieu 1990:90) a new habitus-a “socialized subjectivity” that is both produced by 

and generative of cultural practices that individuals engage in by virtue of their 

relationship to a given “social field” (Bourdieu and Wacquant 1992:126)-that provides 

them with guidelines to evaluate and react to future events, strategize and accommodate 

to new situations, and innovate social practices (Seidman 1998:154). As they learn to 

navigate a particular social field-whether it be that associated with the traditional 

collectivist politics of the Black Power Revolution, the violent insurrectionism of the 

NUFF, the cultural resistance of Rastafari, or the faith-based development works of the 

NRO- social activists must learn the rules for conduct as they go along.  Consequently, 

they fall into new patterns of thought and action and acquire new dispositions as they 

attempt to move toward their goals.  This new habitus structures the way activists 

understand and respond to the obstacles they encounter.  They reevaluate and revise their 

preconceived notions, even those seemingly unshakably grounded in matters of faith, 

about the social, political, or cultural issues they seek to address.  They react to the 

structural barriers constraining potential courses of action as they become aware of them, 

reordering or discarding many of their former priorities, and establishing new ones, 

which they then carry forward.   

Over time, as revolutionary social agents operate within a given social field, the 

political goals to which they aspire, and their strategies for achieving them, can shift so 

dramatically that they find themselves disposed to depart from that field altogether and 

seek out another, in which the process will begin again, though the individuals involved 
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will regard such recurring experiences of conversion as continuous or inevitable, 

especially if they are attempting to order them into a single narrative of their political 

lives.  Hence, when the Freedom Fighters recall their forays into guerrilla warfare or 

NGO-based activism, they see them as misguided, even though at the time they felt they 

had no choice but to embrace them.  Furthermore, despite the degree to which their 

definitions of social justice and strategies for achieving it changed over time, they regard 

them as constituting a singular, though ultimately unsuccessful, struggle. 

The story of the rise, fall, and reinvention of the NUFF is the story of a failed 

social movement; a story in which the guardians of the status quo prevailed and sufferers’ 

dreams of social justice were never realized, despite the lengths they went to make them a 

reality.  Trinidad is now one of the wealthiest nations in the region, yet the material 

conditions the sufferers must endure are as oppressive as ever.  The Freedom Fighters are 

growing old and are now facing the harsh reality that they will never know the kind of 

dignity and equality for which they have longed for so many years.  It is easy to look 

back and suggest what they might have done differently to succeed at various points in 

their struggle for social justice, but far more difficult to identify what they, or members of 

younger generations of sufferers, should do from this point forward.  One thing is for 

certain- state-sanctioned, NGO-based, participatory development approaches will never 

produce the kind of structural change necessary for the sufferers to escape the endless 

cycle of hustling, poverty, and insecurity.  If you want to destroy Babylon, you cannot 

play by Babylon’s rules.  You must be willing to challenge the legitimacy and authority 

of the system itself, and thus run the risk of incurring the wrath of those vested in 

preserving that system.  Such an approach does not necessitate political violence, but it 
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does require revolutionary social agents to commit themselves to addressing the 

structural causes of their oppression.  The NUFF’s guerrilla struggle did that, and even 

though it failed, success was a possibility, no matter how unlikely.   

By the time the Freedom Fighters turned their attention to NGO-based activism, 

they had become so convinced of the permanence of the oppressive, inequitable social 

system in which they lived that they no longer considered structural change to be 

possible.  They were still convinced of their ability to achieve their social justice goals, 

but they wanted to get there by playing by the rules; to operate above-board, within the 

structures of the very system that perpetuated itself by confining them to a life of 

sufferation.  They learned the hard way that you cannot have it both ways.  In a sense, the 

NRO’s refusal to challenge the structural basis of the status quo meant that they 

acquiesced to defeat before they even began.  The NUFF’s guerrilla struggle may have 

failed, but at least it threatened the status quo to the extent that the state had little choice 

but to resort to the use of the armed forces to avoid annihilation.  The tragedy of the 

NRO’s NGO-based approach to social justice was that it posed so little threat to those 

responsible for the sufferers’ oppression that they never even knew it existed.   
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