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Watch Night Speech 2013 by Mickel Brann, journalist and social activist 

 

In a village in the small island of Antigua, big sister to Barbuda, an elder dons his 

dashiki and attends a town-hall meeting. 

 

He’s there to listen to a lecture about reparations by Prime Minister of St. Vincent and 

the Grenadines Dr. Ralph Gonsalves. 

 

He joins the usual crowd, all of whom beat the drums literally and figuratively. They 

acknowledge the tragedy, the dehumanization that was 400 years of chattel slavery and 

the residual effects 200 years after its abolition. These effects range from matters 

temporal to spiritual, physical and psychological, political and economic. 

 

Around that same time, not day but by period, on a radio station that boasts as one of 

its taglines listen and learn, a female guest host, a regular staple of the show on which 

she is featured, roundly dismisses Watch Night, what it symbolizes, its aim and 

objectives and those who fan that flame. 

 

As far as the host is concerned, slavery is long gone and it is pointless to return to any 

place to honour the ancestors, reflect on their sacrifices and their struggle and how that 

has shaped or, perhaps, misshaped descendants and other people’s view of them. 

 

In her words, “if I were a slave and I got my freedom, why would I want to return to 

any place to talk about slavery?” In other words, forget, because remembering is of no 

useful value. 
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And the near silence of the callers who are usually vocal on any and every matter is 

maddeningly deafening. 

 

Add to that advice that came by way of an editorial in the paper of record which prides 

itself on shining the light, in the wake of Dr. Gonsalves’ lecture. It dismissed the 

reparations movement and our prime minister’s commitment to same as a distraction. 

 

We were told that, instead of seeking reparations, the “most promising course of action 

is for blacks to seek political influence, if not control, of the major parliaments of the 

western world.” And it added quite flippantly, after all, America has elected its first 

black president. 

 

We were told that these distracting pursuits “do little for the development of our 

people.” 

 

And that doesn’t elicit a “national debate,” which really means a hot and sweaty radio 

discourse for at least several hours. The sun rose, ancestral people continued to find 

their place on this island under the guise that they are in control, and the sun set. Case 

closed. 

 

This, ladies and gentlemen, is the state of affairs in Antigua and Barbuda where the 

subject of slavery, what it continues to mean and the pursuit for reparations are 

concerned. 

 

Contrary to what would seem obvious, we are not having a national discussion about 

how we move forward or the modalities for seeking reparations; we are talking about if 

we should seek reparations. 
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And so as we gather here tonight, all of us in this room and those in the wider society 

who care must ask ourselves how have we passed the baton of consciousness from 

generation to generation? 

 

What have we said of its relevance? How it has shaped our being? And even when we 

postulate that we should never forget, has there been dissonance between our talk and 

our action? 

 

Because know ye this: If we do not actively pass along the consciousness, its flame will 

die.  

 

If people from among us continue to join with others to dismiss the residual effects of 

slavery, focusing only on our parochial pursuits and claiming, as success, our 

individual achievements, then we have not done a good job. 

 

Because, you see, we can’t forget, as we prepare our children for success, that how we 

carry the torch – or fail so to do – will impact that very notion of success.  

 

What cultural heritage are we leaving our children?  

 

Are we working as hard to prepare them for leadership and defining their course as 

much as we are preparing them for social success?  

 

What are our children learning about the importance of our past and our heritage by 

the way we live our lives?  
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Have we fallen for the ruse that is fool’s gold? 

We look at our island where we have a government comprised of black people, and we 

say we are under self-rule.  

 

We are, perhaps, lulled into a false sense of achievement and security, into believing 

that the barriers have been busted with the ascendency of an African American to the 

presidency of the United States of America. 

 

And just when we start patting ourselves on the back and start telling our children that 

they can … ignoring all the signs, all the odds, all of the issues stacked in our path … 

along comes the shooting that grabbed the world’s attention, that of Trayvon Martin, 

and the trial and verdict that followed. 

 

And, you see, I followed that issue closely from day one. 

 

I am the mother of two young sons, and I recognize the shrinking of the world from a 

vast place to a global village. And I realize how so-called trade pacts and what my 

father and his peers once eschewed as imperialism is now made new as globalization, 

and that under the guise of a larger space in which to trade and thrive, we’re being set 

up to believe that, without a doubt, we can ...  in a straight line from here to there, 

simply the application of with grit, determination and hard work. 

 

As a mother, and a worrisome mother at that, I wished I could believe that as I prepare 

my sons to be citizens of this world. But I know that the history that shapes us and by 

which others define us is still at the center of relations today. 
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And it is this knowing that drives me, every day, to lecture to my now fourth grader as 

we near the school gates at Oliver’s Estate. He knows the spiel, he tells me he knows it, I 

feel him in the backseat behind me rolling his eyes as I tell him again. 

 

But I can’t help it. I tell him again and again, because I don’t want him to just hear me or 

remember what I said. I want him to believe me and act upon that belief and to gird his 

loins and fortify himself, even at this age. I want him to understand that what we’re 

being told is not the whole truth. The world doesn’t judge us on merit. Long before we 

signal who and what we are, the assumptions have been made, and we have to be 

prepared to come through the door fighting. 

 

So I tell this boy daily that he’s not at that particular school to preen, or to have fun, or 

to be lulled into a false sense of security. I tell him he’s not there to go with the flow or 

to just pass. He’s there to do his best in a liberal arts environment and to sharpen his 

skills. 

 

I tell him that, unfortunately, in many instances, money talks and wealth is boss. So 

long before they prove themselves in what will become their respective spheres, many 

of his classmates are ahead of the game, and those who come from working class 

families still have a leg up by virtue of the color of their skin. 

 

And his father is among those who think I should lighten up and let the kid be a kid. 

And there are some mornings that I wonder if I should just focus our talk only on the 

weather or banal things and stop applying all this pressure, but knowing and wanting 

to wrap him in balm and to prepare him cause the words flow out of me. And I can’t 

help telling my boy about his two-ness, at a time when the rest of the world is saying 
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we have overcome. That twoness is about being and being black. Some might argue that 

there is actually a three-ness – being, being black and being a boy. 

 

And as I struggle with this, and as I have people telling me to lighten up, it will work 

out in the end, I read a repost on a friend’s Facebook page the morning after the George 

Zimmerman verdict.  

 

It was written by someone well-travelled, schooled, and “cultured.” 

 

The post said, in excerpts … “I'm just glad I had a mom who gave me the realness from 

a young age … I can remember thinking she was so stuck in the past … but, wow, I get 

it now. 

 

“I owe her the deepest of apologies for all of the times that I accused her of overacting 

or impressing a vision of a society long since passed on the one that exists today.  

 

“It doesn’t matter how well traveled you are or how many languages you speak or 

where you went to school. It doesn’t matter how many friends you have or how much 

good you’ve done in the world. From afar we are all the same.  

 

“It used to hurt when my mother would tell me I couldn’t put my hood up or that I 

couldn’t stay out as late as my white friends. She told me I was a young black male and 

I couldn’t afford these things and I figured she never knew how much it hurt for me to 

know that she did not have faith that I could transcend the many stereotypes that swirl 

around me and be seen as an individual.  
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 “I have fought with my mom, dad, and stepdad about what it means to be a young 

black man in 2013. And I have at times been annoyed at all of them for presenting me 

with my constraints. But I am so lucky to have been armed with the truth at such an 

early age. The world can be so confusing for us. So much kindness, and so much 

cruelty.  

 

“We've all accused our parents of over-estimating the dangers out there. But they 

managed to teach us not to allow this country to fill us with fear, while simultaneously 

not allowing it to rob us of our vigilance. Shout-out to all of the parents out there, 

giving that extra course on how to keep your children from being victimized in a 

society that does not believe that they can be victims.” 

 

And, to be sure, there is no joy, in that validation or countless others. What there is a 

dull throbbing that makes me wonder how we galvanize ourselves. 

 

How do we not get duped into believing that there is automatic equity, so that we let 

down our guards, let it down so far, that your children – people of my generation – and 

others that follow, don’t know and don’t care about Lumumba … Stokely Carmichael 

… King Court …Toussaint L’Ouverture …  Mandela … you can make your list … 

 

In fact, a sister-friend in the room reported to me recently that during a training session 

with a group of Carnival 2013 contenders, one asked, with seriousness what’s 

apartheid? Not shame on her at all; shame on us. 

 

Shame on us for thinking that we have arrived at the pinnacle; that we have torn down 

the walls of inequality so much so that we can forget; that we can cruise and give up the 
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intensity and the vigilance and the determination that has been the hallmark of 

everything and anything remarkable previous generations accomplished. 

 

At the risk of being called angry and black, what have we, today, identified as our 

struggle? 

 

And I find that we rest on our laurels so much that we are complicit, these days, in 

perpetuating a fallacy on the population – and some think it’s by accident or 

coincidence, but I feel, know, in my bones that it’s by design  

 

Now before I tell you what it is, I’m going to make the disclaimer: I’m no 

mathematician. But my math and logic tell me that if we have 10 things and let’s say 

three are different, we would call those three the minority.  

 

But what has been happening in Antigua and Barbuda in recent years is that instead of 

noting the minority status of that small group, we have decided to alter the majority, 

even in view, and with our words, saying repeatedly that we are a multicultural society. 

 

I’ve heard it said even by high-ranking politicians and I’ve read it in descriptions about 

this country. 

 

Now, at the last census count, Census 2001, we were 91 per cent of African descent, 

with mixed accounting for 4 per cent of the remaining nine, and other ethnicities, Asian, 

Chinese, Middle Eastern, Portuguese, representing, in lower numbers, the remainder. 

 

 Top officials at the Statistics Division told me this, week, when I sought information 

from the most recent census exercise, that while they are still processing the data, 
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preliminary results show that the country is still predominantly comprised of people of 

African descent.  

 

To be sure, we have a multicultural minority, but we are mischaracterizing the entire 

population. 

 

And this is no small issue, nor is it, in some quarters, incidental or happenstance. 

Especially when we couple it with the historical fact that we have accepted the watering 

down of who and what we are and what our forebears’ struggles meant so that we 

seemingly forgot another thing: there was a power sharing agreement. 

 

The children of African descendants in a country that is predominantly black do not 

and have never held the reins of economic power. 

 

Another check this week, this time at Inland Revenue Department and other such 

institutions, revealed that Antiguans, either born Antiguans or people of Antiguan 

descent, control, in an estimate described as safe, just 20 per cent of the economic pie. 

 

Mom-and-pops, the self-employed and hucksters aside, in terms of registered 

businesses, we have only institutions like Antigua Commercial Bank, Veg International, 

Bargain Center and Kennedy’s Club Limited as examples of major players. 

 

Even in the tourism industry, which accounts for almost 75 per cent of the GDP, the 

only major locally-owned player is Jolly Beach. 

 

An elder who was well positioned to provide me this economic view recalled that in the 

mid-seventies, for instance, born Antiguans controlled a larger piece of the economic 
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pie. We can just look at the eateries and entertainment centers, with favouritues like 

Golden Peanut, Queen’s Park, Kensington Court, Amaryllis, Sand Haven, Pigottsville, 

Nook, Brother B’s, and that’s not an exhaustive list. 

 

And what seems to have happened with the transition of ownership, if not outright 

closure, was that parents struggled and used the businesses to educate their offspring, 

because we have been told that education is key. Then discontinuance came, at times, 

with the urging to step into the upper strata as accountants, attorneys and doctors, 

engineers and other self-employed professions that bring prestige, acceptance, perhaps 

a measure of financial security and increased status.  

 

But it did not beget continuity.  So many of us, too many of us, had to shed our skin and 

our parents’ skin – none of that shop work or back-breaking work for us, not when we 

have arrived. How would they know we had arrived? 

 

So we  run the race with little to no input on the course, but we don’t get that.  

 

We run it hard, run it fast, and we’ve beaten many to the finish line in individual 

pursuits, but we have failed to acknowledge that, in many instances, what we’re 

running from is our own past in this quest to prove that it doesn’t matter.  

 

One day soon, hopefully, we will understand that we can’t run away from ourselves, 

and hopefully this realization will call us back to the table, forcing us to consider where 

I began, which is exploring how or if we’ve passed the baton of consciousness and 

noting the importance, vital importance, of so doing. 
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Compare what some of us have done as a people and continue doing to other cultures 

residing here, who regardless of what their children study and qualify in – architects, 

doctors, engineers, lawyers – they work, in some, way, if not directly, in the family 

business, building it and seeking to put it beyond economic or social threat for 

generations to come. 

 

I don’t have to give you the family names lest I be accused or profiling but I know some 

leap readily to your minds. 

 

But because we, of African descent, have not established our consciousness, built and 

maintained and respected our council of elders, we beam with pride and a false sense of 

accomplishment and belonging in worship at the altar of bread and shiny things, to 

borrow the title of a piece written in run-up to the general elections of 2004 by Dorbrene 

O’Marde. 

 

And while we jump through these hoops and contort, within the majority of our 

families, each generation starts from scratch, as our multicultural minority scores a coup 

with our consent. 

 

You see, for years, we created synergy, balancing the political power with those who 

have economic power. And then just like that, in recent years, we knowingly? readily? 

expediently? ceded political power to those who already had the economic power. 

 

I saw a printed explanation, from the holder of high office when this vexing matter 

surfaced just after the 2004 elections that “you have to dance with who brought you to 

the party.”  
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And no one contradicted that statement. In fact, it stood as the poetic explanation of the 

new state of affairs. A naked, unadulterated admission of how our people had once 

again been sold on the new auction block. 

 

And this “political power-sharing” was not … is not ... the result of those individuals 

having faced the electorate. Money makes the mare go, and we don’t seem to care if he 

takes our pride and patrimony with him. 

 

And this ceding of political power to those who assume awesome responsibility and 

pride-of-place in the pecking order, if we are to engage in real talk tonight, has resulted, 

in some instances, in them turning around and using it effectively to relegate elected 

officials to second tier. And inspired by this political and economic power, they seem 

set to do it again, while “we” and even those under siege seem paralyzed.  

 

Simultaneously, though, the majority wants us to believe – even as we fail to teach and 

learn, even as we fail to build economic capital that can benefit the whole, even as we 

cede political power – that we are still holding on to the reins of power, still in charge of 

our destiny. 

 

We do this even as we see our children’s future blowing in the wind in “multicultural 

Antigua and Barbuda.” 

 

And that’s why in some ways, the call for reparations, the commitment at the highest 

levels, both at home and in Caricom, puzzles me.  

 

If we willingly and expediently cede political power to those who have economic power 

and who could care less about us and who use every opportunity to downplay chattel 
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slavery, waving it away as over, to whom will we pass the baton in this uphill pursuit 

for reparations?  

 

The offspring of those who scoff to our faces when we recall our history? 

 

We can’t talk reparations in a meaningful way if we don’t look at our national agenda. 

We can’t talk reparations in isolation of our development, educational, financial, social, 

and other objectives. 

 

I recall, in what was then a staple, a weekly address by Hon Prime Minister Baldwin 

Spencer, who in the run up to the historic elections of 2004 was then leader of the 

opposition. He used colloquialism in a particular speech to remind the electorate to stay 

focused in the face of what he saw was influence peddling and political expediency. He 

said, as our grandparents would caution, “drunk or sober study your bar.” And I hope 

as we get set to intensify the elections campaign that those to whom we gave and 

renewed the mandate will also remember that. 

 

Because we can’t talk reparations and not talk about our culture and how and what we 

pass to our children. We can’t fail to identify that which ought to be included in the 

equation to fuel us. 

 

We must not believe the hype that’s being pushed these days. There’s this popular 

checklist that would have us believe that the only unconquered frontier is the 

technological front. Our kids have instant access to the information superhighway; the 

world is at their fingertips. They are being prepared to write programs. But culture and 

heritage – African culture and heritage – we don’t have an app for that. 
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We can’t focus on the so-called big picture or prosperity – and boast of our hundreds of 

self-employed professionals – while ignoring all of the issues, large and small, that 

impact on the journey.  

 

Things that no one can describe for us – or take away from us – because they haven’t 

walked in our skin. The things that people trivialize, even us, but the very things that 

matter. 

 

I’m talking about things like the notion of beauty, from a woman’s visage, to her size to 

her hair, and the lessons that we teach little black and brown girls when they are forced 

into front row seats of our loathing, whether that is in hearing themselves described as 

or depicted as unattractive and as they bear witness to the mutilation called bleaching 

and weaving.  

 

We can’t say we’ve crossed the river when we continue tell our men that they don’t 

have to settle down, that we can bastardize the family structure, and when too many of 

us equate our men’s worth to their ability to sire kids and support them financially.  

 

We can’t delink our health issues from our history. 

 

We can’t say we are progressing and marching on when we don’t teach and practice 

entrepreneurship in schools and elsewhere in ways that will change the economic 

landscape and when we fail to patronize each other, not because the service is poor, but 

because of taught and nurtured bad-mindedness. 

 

We can’t keep being apologetic for being black and proud. 
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And, as this is the season, I can’t help but highlight a pet peeve of mine, which I fretted 

again this past Sunday as I took my children to Children’s Carnival.  

 

Once upon a time, we went to frolic and to witness the color and splendor of the 

costumes. But these days, as it has been for about seven years now, the attraction for the 

children is not the other kids on parade. It’s the bungee jump and the bounce castle and 

other inflatable devices and the mobile arcade.  

 

So, in many instances, there is no deliberate transfer of the artistry and the various art 

forms and what it means for a peoples’ psyche in the schools, in the homes and in 

community spaces. And we’re working hard to ensure that it won’t happen by osmosis 

either. 

 

I dare the person who will attempt to counter my argument by saying evolution, to 

show me which other race abandons its teachings and traditions. We’re not talking 

about ebbs and flows and natural evolution, we’re talking about a deliberate 

abandonment. 

 

When I lived in New York, I met many people, and I was always amused about how 

they identified themselves.  One of my girlfriends who I met in the mid-nineties had – 

still has – a thick Spanish accent and describes herself as Puerto Rican. For sure she was 

born in New York City to Puerto Ricans, but at the time when we met, she had never 

stepped foot on the Caribbean island. 

 

I know people who say they are Irish and Italian and Greek, Jewish (which is a religion) 

who can’t even claim those nationalities by their parents, but still they are, because their 
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forebears were. And it’s okay to be proud and to celebrate and perpetuate their culture 

and we, all of us, give them that space to be proud, not that they need our permission.  

 

But in my Antigua and Barbuda today, we’re still having discussion on the airwaves, 

loud cuss-outs about if we’re African or European or Caribbean or other. In many 

instances, to call a man or woman African or descendent of Africans is to seriously 

offend them. 

 

We have to gather at the national table, to have an ongoing discussion, because we 

cannot just resign ourselves to assimilation and “making it” in pockets, because even if 

we try to forget, the world won’t let us. 

 

Just check the scene in Italy where that country’s first black minister – a doctor and a 

member of parliament – has been described by members of the opposition party as an 

orangutan. Members of the same party have vilified her and assaulted her with 

perennial racist comments, causing fear for the safety of the immigrant from Democratic 

Republic of Congo. People went as far as to post on Facebook that she should be raped. 

 

Last November, as I sat, attention divided between Cable Television and Facebook on 

the night Barack Obama sought reelection, my son – who had been in New York with 

me when he was elected to his first term – was glued to the coverage. 

 

Election and reelection represented, in his young mind, the clearing of the path for him 

and boys like him, even if symbolically. 

 

And I looked at my child and I encouraged the dreams he was expressing. 
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And then I had a reminder of why our grounding must, of necessity, be eyes on the 

prize coupled with an understanding and appreciation of our past – not toning down so 

others can accept us. 

 

I got that that very night via a post from someone with whom I had come of age, 

someone with whom I felt that we had minimized the differences and embraced our 

humanity and sameness for more than 20 years now. 

 

But at the same time my then eight year old was whopping it up and basking in ways 

he was not fully able to comprehend the Obama reelection, my friend was at the 

opposite end. 

 

She wrote that her daughter, who had been asleep during the ballot count, woke up 

from a fitful sleep to announce that she’d had a nightmare, to which her mother, my 

long-time close friend warned her and all of her Facebook associates, that it was not just 

a nightmare from which the little girl could awake soon. It, as in the reelection of Barack 

Obama, “the nightmare,” was real. 

 

And, I’m not under any illusion, but in that single post, many years and escapades, and 

experiences and lows and many, many high and most of all that sense of togetherness 

regardless of what fell away just like that … leaving us striped down to bare essentials 

… back at the one that we tried hard all these years not to acknowledge … her and her 

white daughter and their innate, I guess, sense of entitlement on one side of this often 

unmentioned but yawing chasm … and me and my black son on the other side. 

 

We can’t leave it to chance, to have people use our children’s race against them. We 

can’t tell them that it doesn’t matter. We can’t have a small and ageing choir preaching 



18 
 

about our history and the struggles and how it does and ought to shape our present and 

future and the call for reparations. 

 

We can’t have incongruity in the messaging.  

 

We can’t, you can’t, be the parents of children removed from their roots and culture,  

wandering like nomads duped into believing that it doesn’t or should not matter. 

 

Your job is to find ways and means to actively pass the baton; to rage against the 

notions that it is irrelevant to do so. We need the knowledge and the acceptance to 

move forward. 

 

Our job, and the generations after mine, is to take that baton and run with it.  

 

None of us have the luxury of leaving it to chance or throwing it to the ground. 

  

 

 

 


