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From Apocalypse to Awakenings: 
INTERVIEWS WITH GORDON ROHLEHR 

 

PAULA MORGAN 
 

 

PM:  In the preface to My Strangled City you state that the essays in the volume are about the 

journey between two catastrophes and two awakenings and, hence, they are about the 

relationship between catastrophe and awakening as “a central phenomenon of Caribbean 

history and as a recurrent feature of our traumatised present.” Tell us more about these 

catastrophes. 

 

The essays in My Strangled City oscillate between moments of 1970 and 1990. The book was 

published in 1992. But both 1970 and 1990 must be viewed as framed in the earlier Guyanese 

catastrophe—since that’s the word we’re using—of 1962 to 1965, when there was a tremendous 

upheaval. I don’t think Guyana has quite recovered from it as yet. It involved the whole society; it 

involved issues of class and race and the movement from colonialism to independence. But the 

most disastrous aspect of it in Guyana was the resulting racial and ethnic division in the country.  

 

I came to Trinidad in 1968 and by 1970 we had that enormous Black Power upheaval. Then 20 

years after, in 1990, we had again the attempted and almost successful coup I got a sense that the 

region itself was caught up in a process of change which involved catastrophe in the sense of 
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upheaval, destruction, and the opening up of all sorts of wounds. It was really very difficult for the 

region to heal.  

 

While all of this was going on, we must not forget that Jamaica was caught up in an ongoing tide 

of violence. Some of that violence very specifically political — that is the form that the catastrophe 

was taking in Jamaica — not a single upheaval but a continuous and a broadening tide of violence. 

So I had that sense that change in the Caribbean, change from colonialism to independence, 

change involving a reorganization of privilege [and] of who is in charge, of class, of all sorts of 

things also involved upheaval, catastrophe. That’s what I meant by that statement. 

 

PM:  When you speak of these catastrophes you use an interesting formulation. You talk 

about traumatic awakenings as if the trauma and the awakenings have to come together. 

You speak of them as a central factor of Caribbean history. Why do you intimately intertwine 

the notions of catastrophes and awakenings?  

 

I don’t know. (Laughter) Most of things there I am discovering them while I am saying them. I see 

myself basically as just chronicling things which I observe. I think that, yes, we are societies which 

have absorbed tremendous amounts of trauma. I think that we don’t really know ourselves from 

that point of view. We have simply normalized our lives around that phenomenon of trauma. Every 

now and again something happens. It’s like a fissure opening up in the consciousness of the society 

where we return to the trauma, relive the trauma or the trauma erupts in us. It is in that sense I 

believe that I meant traumatic awakenings. 

 

In Trinidad, for example, we tend to normalize situations which in other societies might be 

regarded as abnormal. But we absorb them - in a sense we almost carnivalize them. But from time 

to time, the mechanisms of absorbing them seem to break down and the spirit of celebration, of 

Carnival, does not seem to work. I am thinking of Explainer’s 2006 calypso All Inclusive:  “We don’t 

want no potow pow, potpow pow in the party” where the recognition comes suddenly that the 

party is not doing its job. It’s not enabling us to normalize all the crisis and all the stress in the 

society. We can’t escape from it. I think that that’s what I mean by traumatic awakenings. From time 

to time, these moments confront us that we just can’t escape from. We tried our best with things 

like the 1990 curfew fetes for example. We have a curfew and people are going to their liming 

spots and drinking all night denying the reality around them. There are times when we can’t deny 

that reality and we’ve got to face it, and I think this is what I mean; we wake up from time to time to 

discover that our strategies for escape: the gated community, the armed guard, the all-inclusive 

fete, don’t protect us from impending and inherent violence.  

 

PM:  You seem to interpret the carnivalizing as trying to offset the imperative to recognize 

the trauma… 

 

Yes,…Yes. I don’t want to come out against the carnivalizing. If we are good at celebration maybe 

we should continue to do what we are good at. But I think there is a great deal of escape. It has 

always been spoken about as an escape hatch. People are saying if you stop the Carnival what is 

going to happen? I think Rudder has a line [asking] what is going to happen when the wining 

stops - you know, if Saucy Wow’s bicycle gets punctured or something like that. (Laughter) 

 



 From Apocalypse to Awakening: Interviews with Gordon Rohlehr – 2007 & 2009 3 
 
 

 
 

Tout Moun  ▪  Vol. 2 No. 1  ▪  October 2013 

PM:  Do you see direct connections or pathways between these historical catastrophes, even 

the recent history of 1970 and 1990, and our traumatized present and where we are today? 

 

Well, I had begun to feel that we face trauma or we face the challenge, let us say, of significant 

change, sometimes violent change, every generation or so between 15 and 20 years. These cycles 

have been rolling out since Emancipation, certainly since the 1880s with the Canboulay Riots in 

1881, then in 1884 when there were those confrontations in Port of Spain, in San Fernando and in 

Princes Town, and later on the Hosay Riots in 1884. And 20 or 21 years later by 1903, just around 

that time, there were the Water Riots in Port of Spain. These were immense social upheavals. Then 

in 1919 again after World War I, there were very significant labour disturbances, significant 

enough, for example, to lead to one section of the community asking for vigilante groups and 

armed patrols around the city—that’s 1919. And then there was 1937 as the next moment. After 

that 1956 offered the society the possibility of politically resolving or absorbing the current conflicts. 

So that there was this hope for a political solution in ’56, and in ’86 which I thought was a moment 

of great hope. I think that we are still suffering from the failure, if it was failure, of that moment. 

After ’56 there was 1970, and then 1975—those big marches from South to North paralleling the 

1970 march from North to South. 

 

Then there was 1990. So by that theory, around now [2007], sometime before now we ought to 

have another something. But again, it may resolve itself politically, something new might emerge 

politically that would give us hope that we could confront some of the issues that have always 

confronted us. Because the issues are the same you know— issues of unemployment, issues of 

poverty, issues of overcrowding—the city, always getting larger and larger from the 1880s. The 

issue of the city in 1880 was migration. There was all this migration taking place. The question was 

how did you deal with that migration; how did you deal with all the so-called “small islanders”—the 

Barbadians, the Vincentians—coming into Trinidad and ending up in the city. That’s part of our 

trauma if you like, part of the challenge which confronts us. So that there is, for me, a constant 

interconnection between the various moments that I have described. I think that what happens is 

that at no point, in no single cycle, in no single generation do we really truly confront or solve any 

of the basic issues. There is an overlap. We transfer it from one generation to the other and at some 

point it accumulates and blows up in our faces. I was writing about crime long before, I was writing 

about illegal violence since ’69, ’70—not in Trinidad, in Jamaica. But I tend to see these societies as 

nearly the same. I was writing about this current wave of crime 10, 15 years ago, because it was 

very clear then that we weren’t handling it and I am not surprised at anything that is happening 

now.  

 

PM:  If you were to project that vision, what do you expect could happen? You have given a 

best case scenario, that something new could happen politically that would alleviate the 

tension. What is the worst case scenario? 

 

The worst case scenario is that it may not. The political scenario is for me very fragile. Its fragility has 

been signalled for at least two decades, in the phenomenon of what has been termed frog 

hopping. People just jumping from one party to the other, just like that, sometimes just before an 

election. All of this signals that people, some of them aspiring towards leadership, don’t really 

believe in the thing; they don’t have a really firm belief and if they don’t feel the thing in a powerful 

way I don’t know how they can transmit that to a public, a population. I think that that cynicism 
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runs right through the leadership and the people who are being led, or who pretend that they are 

being led. Also, the worst case scenario is that this would simply continue and probably blow up in 

our faces. Already we have a significant cadre of youth who don’t seem to me to believe anything, 

even their own lives, even the value of their own lives. The casual way with which they take lives 

and in which they seem to surrender their own is a signal that we are already, in that respect, at 

what I have termed terminality, that is definitely a worst case—terminality. The question is how do 

we turn that kind of thing around. I can’t say I know. 

 

PM:  But our societies have been birthed in genocide and have survived in a bewildering 

array of diverse forms of violence. What is unique about today’s cycles of violence and what 

you have termed a culture of terminality? 

 

When one tries to think of it, I myself am puzzled by this concept of terminality. It’s just a concept 

that came to me when I was trying to think about how to approach folk culture in this time 

because in 1973, I was asked to give the address at the inauguration of the folk research centre in 

St Lucia. So I asked myself, why are we bothering about folk research in an age when it seemed as if 

the folk as we conceptualize them have disappeared, been wiped out, eroded. My generation is 

becoming more nostalgic about the past and inventing a folk in the face of what confronts us, 

which is the almost complete disintegration of the life that we knew.  

 

So, I looked at that original folk, pastoral folk, urban folk who come from the country but bring all 

that they knew in the country into a new context. In terms of music they moved from folk song to 

something like calypso which was more urban oriented, moved from mento to reggae and 

dancehall and so on. I saw the urban folk embracing what I called a cultural dread. Dreadness had 

a lot to do with the impact of the city on that essentially rural mind. Lamming talks about the 

peasants who came and what happens to them when they are faced with five decades in the city. 

They change in all sorts of ways. We get Rastafari, which is probably different from what 

Bedwardism was. You get all sorts of manifestations, new manifestations, new creativity, new 

music, new paintings, everything. Then beyond this I saw something that was strange and 

different. This is what I called the culture of terminality. Something that was anarchic. Something 

that seemed to have no rules, no regard for even its own life and that’s what I called the culture of 

terminality.  

 

It seemed also to have created its own sound, its own music. It has gotten rid of melody, you get 

rhythm, you get language and you get a kind of violent clash between rhythm and language. It 

could be very vigorous, it could be very fascinating what they do with words and rhythm, but at 

the same time the message which is being translated is one of struggle, resistance, ‘let us mash up 

this place, let us do this, that, anything goes’. So those are the symptoms of terminality. There were 

other things which I spoke about, the way in which the youth were huddling into massive, massive 

blocks of people. Their cultural occasions involved something huge and massive. Drugs entered 

into all of this, crime, new communities that are not like the old villages. There are more gangs. Yes 

there were gangs in the past, but it seems that the gangs now are more dreadful things and 

frightening things outfitted with guns and other dangerous toys. There’s a whole culture there, a 

whole new thing there that all our societies in the Caribbean seem to be wrestling with at different 

levels. It’s confronting us all, because we are located somewhere in between the suppliers and the 

purchasers of narcotics. What comes through Latin America, from Colombia and places like this, 
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Venezuela, passes through the Caribbean by different routes and ends up most likely somewhere in 

the United States. We are in between, we are islands in an archipelago, stepping stones between 

greater markets and greater suppliers. It has transformed, I think, our lives. It has transformed how 

we view each other. There is a culture of fear reflected in the buildings.  

 

PM:  Are you saying then that this has had an impact on how the entire population lives?  

 

There is huddling and cowering of the privileged within gated communities and then there is the 

defiance of the youth who know it’s dangerous out there but still go. They know that last week 

somebody got gunned down at that corner but would still lime as if they are daring their potential 

attackers. There are redefinitions all the terms of gender relation, of manhood, of womanhood.  

 

One of the things that I think is very new is the revolution in communications. The whole 

technology of communications. You used to read Dick Tracy, the comic book and Dick Tracy had a 

wrist radio, a wrist television. But everybody has it now. When I say everybody, everybody, and it’s 

made an enormous difference. Everybody is communicating with somebody at any given time. You 

really wonder how we used to make out without these things. It means too that gangs, crooks, 

criminals are probably better equipped than the police. We also spoke about drugs—the drug 

business is hierarchical. The cartels are linked from outside like most other things that have 

happened to us in our history, in our economy. It’s run from outside with local entrepreneurs and 

then there are the middle distributors and then there are the ones who push it in the street. At 

each point, the commodity becomes more expensive because you’ve got to pay the person who 

supplies and you’ve got to make a profit for yourself.  

 

And the gang culture has produced a class of distributors on the street. They do the real hard work; 

they are the slaves on the plantation. Their structure is also hierarchical. You’ve got the leaders and 

you’ve got the foot soldiers. At each point there is the whole issue of violence and how violence 

controls the trade. So if I supply you and you cannot bring the stipulated money back to me in time, 

well then I’ve got to show that I am not a person to be fooled around with because I would lose 

face, so I’ve got to “manners” you. So, that alone has transformed the Caribbean. They’ve brought 

the mindset of gangs anywhere, gangs abroad, gangs in the United States, where you have to 

qualify in order to join the gang. Given the breakdown of the family, the gang becomes your family 

in another kind of huddling I suppose, but to qualify for the gang you might have to kill somebody. 

We’ve heard of police renting out their guns to criminals. So, there is breakdown in every 

conceivable way. Now for me, that is new; that is different. You had distinctions between different 

categories of people in society. Now those distinctions have all gone.  

 

PM:  Your vision of these destructive forces seems to extend far beyond youth culture. Are 

you seeing the “apocalypse” as rooted in a general breakdown of the moral fabric? 

 

Now, I may have spoken before about the threat of disease, the viruses. First of all, we need to 

consider the whole revolution, not in sexuality so much as the promotion of sexuality, of sexualities, 

I should say. I mean anything goes. Anything goes on the television if you look at it late enough. 

Everything is taking place there. But you don’t need a television. You look at newspapers right now 

under the personal columns and you can get adult videos, 14 for $100. That’s the cheapest of any 

kind of electronic stuff. I can barely remember when an LP was $20, that was 40 years ago. Now 
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you’re getting a video for about $10. So there’s a whole porn trade and it’s flourishing. It is legit in 

the sense that it is advertised openly in the columns. You want it—you ring this number—you get it. 

The youth are up into this thing… they’re up into it.  This is their culture. This is what shapes them. 

So sexuality and the fantasy involved in it shapes their minds, very much the same way, I suppose, 

that calypso might have done a few decades ago.  

 

PM:  But certainly not with the intention of using people in quite the same way. 

 

Well I don’t know, you know. I think if you go deeply into what calypsonians were saying, it’s about 

using people. It’s about women as economic predators, the ones that live off of men and men 

wanting to live off of women too. So you’re trading your body maybe. You’re trading your work, or 

a home. Love might emerge out of such relationships but those relationships can go on without 

love and you’re constantly checking to see whether your partner, your spouse is keeping his or her 

end of the bargain because you don’t want to be exploited; she doesn’t want to be exploited and 

the body becomes a highly negotiable thing in this game of exploitation. So it’s using, but when 

you get it raw in pornography and it’s savage and it’s grim—that’s what’s helping to shape today’s 

mindset.  

 

I have spoken to young women students of mine and they are not interested in getting married, or 

let us say they do not see the possibility of getting a suitable partner. They can’t stand the young 

men of their age, that is 23, 25, 26. They’re going for men of 35 to 40. So I say, “Most of these men 

that you’re going for are probably married.” “Well, yes”. I say, “You don’t see something dangerous 

about that? Dangerous to you, if nothing else?” I tell them that these are men who may be trying to 

boost up their egos, to revitalize themselves by finding something in a younger woman, something 

that they are not getting from their spouses and so on. The young women are aware of all of this 

and respond that most of the married women are in denial. The men are all around there outside in 

clubs hustling and hunting these younger women and their wives wouldn’t admit it to themselves. 

So the younger women feel a kind of triumph over the wives, while at the same time it seems they 

are trying to, as they say, “play” the men and the men in turn are trying to “play” them for what 

they can get. These are students that I taught. And I try to tell them, “What you are telling me here 

is something very dangerous and I wish you would stay away from it, look at the situation and not 

sell yourself to that kind of lifestyle”. But I don’t think that what I am telling them is making any 

sense to them.  

 

PM:  So we can see very clearly in all that you have said, the seeds of a kind of destruction, of 

impoverished relationships, of a really grim future. 

 

Yes, I think so. It’s a grim scene although I have no way of knowing that this is a total picture, that 

this is a majority picture. I always feel that there is something else happening. I say to myself, “Well, 

what if you look at the newspapers, the television, to see what these same young people, this same 

generation has been producing?” If you look at sports, they’ve been doing better and better and 

better. This means that they have to do the healthy things which make for a good athlete and a 

good cricketer, footballer or whatever. So, OK, they have certainly done better than any other 

generation, more runs, faster races. In music, I see a lot of young people emerging. I don’t know 

exactly what they’re doing but every day you get a new one. And, in all kinds of different areas, all 

sorts of music, even the sort of very stripped down music that we’ve got, the talk-songs where the 
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melody almost disappears—you’ve just got raw rhythm and the words and the hostility, the 

violence, the self-assertion. Beneath all of this, I think there is a fear. You’ve got to assert yourself 

because there are so many things out there to get you, to wipe you out. But still there is something 

positive about that energy; and there is a lot of energy around. You see a lot of painters, designers, 

jewellers, sculptors.  

 

There are so many writers that I know nothing about. When you look at what they are doing—

Nicholas Laughlin and Anu Lakhan and the others and what they are doing with Caribbean 

Review of Books. You look at all these things that I need to read, that maybe these kids have read 

already. Now I think that is good, that is very healthy. Small Axe is another fascinating journal that is 

generated largely from the academic group, from certainly a generation younger than mine. There 

is that energy and you feel that what happened with New World, what happened with Tapia in 

Trinidad, Bim in Barbados is being resuscitated. So you feel that life and creativity are going on. You 

still don’t know how these things add up, to what extent they actually transform the society. What 

has the impact of New World really been, or Tapia or Trinidad and Tobago Review, all of the other 

things, you don’t know. I suppose that’s part of what challenges us as academics to talk about these 

things. 

 

PM:  Well, that leads me neatly into the next question. My Strangled City identified within a 

single frame or maybe the better term is cycle, both apocalypse and awakenings. You 

mentioned there two awakenings, and even now we’re speaking of new catastrophes in the 

making, the sprouting of new seeds of destruction? What sorts of awakenings—how can we 

define these awakenings? 

 

What types of awakenings? The first one I talked about was 1970. This awakening had to do with 

black nationalism which goes back long before black power. It goes beyond Garveyism back into 

what Blyden and others were doing in the 19
th

 Century. So, that black consciousness is something 

that has always been bursting out, awakening and then going to sleep it seems, sometimes for as 

long as two or three decades. Right now, people are so fascinated and enthralled and I myself was 

by say Obamism. It was very clear that Obama had to position himself very carefully within the 

whole history of black consciousness. So, he positioned himself vis-à-vis Martin Luther King. Look, 

for example, at his celebration of the anniversary of King’s march on Washington. Now they’re 

talking about him positioning himself vis-à-vis Abraham Lincoln. So he is very, very carefully creating 

this image, trying to locate blackness outside of the plantation, cotton picking and lynching. In a 

sense, he hasn’t experienced that location; he has lived outside. Wayne Brown says he is an island 

person, which means he is far more complicated than the continental diasporan black who has to 

confront the raw white-black racism. The island person is subject to so many different kinds of 

influences coming at him that he has to negotiate in between them.  

 

So in 1970, black nationalism/power was an awakening. It made us attempt to reassess the 

plantation and relocate ourselves in Caribbean history, in new world history. It stressed the African 

thing but it didn’t stay at that, because one of its major slogans was “Africans and Indians unite” 

and there was an attempt to view both histories as being two sides of the same process. It 

frightened even the generation of Eric Williams including Williams himself, who had been a great 

awakener in terms of the early impact he had on the society. He gave the society a historical 

consciousness. He was not a doctor; he was not a lawyer; he was a historian who came and 
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located the society in terms of what had gone on in the past and what he felt we all needed to do 

to change this, to transform this. What the 1970 student leaders did was to say that Williams had 

somehow failed, that he was just a black man with a white mentality. I remember trying to correct 

that at a student meeting in the JFK Hall the night before the march to Caroni. Williams…black skin 

white mask…I said, well, no. I am not satisfied. I said he is blacker than most of you.  

 

PM:  OK. I gather that you were also not enthusiastic about the UWI students going to cut 

cane in Caroni in a bid to show solidarity with Indian cane workers? 

 

Yeah. That was the march to Caroni in March—a very hot day, blazing hot. I was not too 

enthusiastic about the plan to cut cane. I said that with all these “cutlashes”, all you need is a few 

jumpy folks and something could happen that you can’t control. I had students who joined in just 

like that. I remember Carol who saw the march beginning in Port of Spain when she was on her 

way to UWI and she joined the march...she left in Couva…This was Carol Johnson, a very quiet, 

lovely girl. It grabbed people like that—it was an awakening. The young people I knew were mostly 

students, but they were really serious about understanding themselves, understanding the history, 

locating themselves in history, finding something to do that would better the society, whatever that 

was. Students used to adopt places like Erin and go there to implement projects to make the 

community a better place.  

 

So that was one type of awakening, a kind of ferment. Now it was highly idealistic. I was sceptical 

because I knew what had happened to people like Martin Carter and how his enthusiasm became 

a very, very bleak despair and I wanted to protect the students from possible disillusion. So I 

remember it was Russell Andalcio one of the leaders of the movement on campus who told me 

after I had spoken, he said, “Doc I don’t like what you’re saying, you know. I feel you want to 

sabotage the movement.” I said, “I don’t want to sabotage anything. I want you to understand that 

Williams is not your enemy. You may see things a little differently but he’s not your enemy. I want 

you to understand Guyana and how easy it was to split Guyana into racial camps and how that led 

to a transformation within a few years of the Guyana that I knew. It led to the Indians at Mona 

campus sitting themselves at their tables, Indians from Trinidad, from Guyana, from here and there. 

Fellas who might have been your friends revised their friendship. You ent do them nothing, they 

ent do you nothing, but stuff happened at home and that split became absolute in some instances.” 

So, I said, “You’ve got to anticipate that. Your attempt to correct history as it were in one day by 

cutting cane is very quixotic, it’s very romantic, but I say you have all of time future to correct time 

past. If the Indian is your brother you have a very long time to work out the terms of that 

brotherhood. You don’t have to rush into anything. If you’re really sincere about it, you could wait - 

the brotherhood will emerge”. And I said, “I want you to remember what I’m telling you in a few 

months’ time when the regime turns against black power marching and they declare a state of 

emergency and they lock some of you up. I want you to see whether after that, you would still have 

the same enthusiasm”. I said “I want us to have this conversation again, sometime down the road. I 

ent have time to sabotage. I want to boost you for something that is going to come”.  I never had a 

chance to meet Slim— they used to call him Slim—again. 

 

It came, of course, and that too was part of the awakening. The awakening did not stop with the 

idealism—the desire of a small generation to change notwithstanding a not too clear 

understanding of what this change would involve. Then there was the need to locate themselves in 
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a context other than United States-type black power. The need to go beyond Fanon, and beyond 

Stokely and beyond Rap Brown and to say what that black power would mean for us here in 

Trinidad and Tobago. How do we confront each other here in ways that we have not confronted 

each other before? That process is going to be hard and it’s going to be bitter. When disillusion hit, 

there was a retreat from consciousness. Some went towards guerrilla strategies. But those were, I 

would insist, totally different from Geddes Granger and Dave Darbeau and Dave Murray and those 

people who were at the core of the black power. This was a new set of people—the guerrillas. I 

don’t know what Guy Harewood was into, but the police felt that he was into a guerrilla 

movement and shot him up there in Curepe at the side of Riverside Road. It was a whole set of 

different names, a new set of fellas, who believing that NJAC was moving towards “a culture scene” 

that could change nothing, took to the hills and were hunted down. That was what happened 

after black power. NJAC itself said it was not going to be involved in conventional politics, without 

clearly defining what sort of politics they were going to be involved in. Then they held on to 

cultural promotion, calypso shows, a whole number of things. More than that, they had their 

Emancipation programmes. In some ways, they took the society very seriously and tried to continue 

thinking about how they were going to deal with it, but they lost all contact with a mass 

movement. 

 

PM:  So in essence what you are saying is that 1970 was a significant moment of awakening, 

which despite its failures and setbacks made a difference to the social consciousness of youth 

and of the entire population even if it failed ultimately to give leadership to a mass 

movement. What then was the fall-out of this withdrawal of consciousness?  

 

The mass movement insofar as I could see, became affected by a new thing, the oil boom. [There 

was] more money for our young people, mainly from their parents’ pockets and a complete change 

in cultural lifestyle. So that instead of the house fete, the little party that they used to have in the 

late ’60s—in front of the house the young people would be feting, with the parents inside, 

monitoring remotely and silently—the young people moved in droves to the clubs. So as soon as 

you finished your O’Levels and you got your licence at 17 you wanted to go out and drink in clubs. 

That was a whole new thing that happened when the oil boom brought new wealth to the society 

and it changed a whole way of thinking and a whole style of doing.  

 

What happened with the withdrawal of consciousness? Simple. Politics out. Many small socialist 

groups sprang up between ’70 and ’75 but they didn’t get anywhere. This was the period in which 

CLR would come and he would be put up by George Weekes. Socialism, as far as I could see, had 

no impact. OWTU, which in the ’70s seemed to be actually part of the black power movement, 

OWTU became like a historical relic. It was the most important union in the sense of the wealth that 

went with oil, and yet, not necessarily the one that had the greatest impact in the labour 

movement. The labour movement was itself split up between NUGFW and the Transport and 

Industrial Workers Union. They were all fighting and they’re still fighting. There are still different 

cliques in the union movement. 

 

So all of that for me was part of the awakening. The awakening was not necessarily all positive but 

it made you realize that you were indeed in a difficult situation and what people justifiably called a 

struggle was a very complex thing from the social, cultural and political points of view...very 

complicated. How was one going to change that? What kind of thinking was required from the 
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academics who might have been involved in black power and subsequently carried its concerns 

and complexities into their research and writing? It was very clear that one was dealing with 

processes which would take time to evolve. One hoped that work that one did was work that was 

positive in the sense that it illuminated some small part of the society and helped to make us a little 

wiser in how we approach things.  

 

The second awakening was even harder because it produced a greater alienation. 

 

PM:  Now you mean the 1990 attempted Muslimeen coup in Trinidad. 

 

Yes. Replacing NJAC entirely in terms of the impact on Laventille, the impact on Morvant were Abu 

Bakr and the Muslimeen. NJAC began with a mission to bring together all kinds of diverse 

community cells—writers’ groups, youth groups, activists of all kinds—together for joint action. These 

were pockets of discontent but not just discontent, but small groups grappling with their own 

situation. So NJAC tried to provide them with this big umbrella for joint action. It had pockets of 

support in the hills as they call it. For example, even before the NJAC newspaper Liberation which 

appeared around 1970, one of the little newspapers which first appeared was East Dry River Speaks 

so that East Dry River had a young voice to discuss their issues and to try to work out an ideology. 

After the 1970s, NJAC lost its impact on all these different groups. They either disappeared, 

continued to do their own thing, or found other things to do. You don’t hear too much about them 

after that, but no doubt there were groups of mainly young people who wanted to make some sort 

of statement, have some sort of impact on their own situation. I think that what emerged between 

1970 and 1990 were groups that were more aggressive like the guerrilla movement, if that was a 

movement.  

  

It emerges then that a group like the Muslimeen had the greatest impact from the late ’70s on and 

throughout the ’80s. What did they offer? They offered a structured religion. They offered almost a 

uniform, the clothes and so on, something by which they could be identified. They offered 

connection with politically militant groups in America, some segment of the black Muslims, because 

there were several groups in America. They offered a connection with that. So they brought some 

kind of structure, some kind of family, again a huddling, to people who were now scattered. It 

might not have been a huge number. They brought stuff and they brought religion; they brought I 

suppose the morals that are supposed to go with the religion. They brought Islam’s historical tenets 

which impose discipline, a requirement to submit to the rules and the rituals, a sense of purpose. 

They had their own little school there, their own community and increasingly they became a group 

that had to be negotiated with. Eric Williams was among the first to negotiate with them. He 

allowed them to stay in that place which was originally meant for the Muslim League. The League 

dissolved and the only group that remained was Abu Bakr’s. I don’t think that the other Muslims 

liked Abu Bakr...let’s put it that way. But Williams who had no right to do it allowed them to stay 

there, almost promising them the land, which was then under the control of the Port Authority. 

And that was the root of the dispute between them and the police. They stayed there. 

 

Now, 1990 was to my mind, different from 1970 in that the Muslimeen as a movement involved far 

fewer people, far fewer groups. It was a powerful group in itself. It had its own segments all over 

Trinidad but I don’t think it made connection with the number of groups and the range of groups 

that you found in the NJAC. On the other hand, it was very clear in 1990 that Abu Bakr was trying 



 From Apocalypse to Awakening: Interviews with Gordon Rohlehr – 2007 & 2009 11 
 
 

 
 

Tout Moun  ▪  Vol. 2 No. 1  ▪  October 2013 

his best to bring together the very union. I remember SOPO that coming together of a whole set of 

groups, similar to 1970, but it was definitely not as strong. I don’t know what they discussed and I 

don’t know whether Bakr hoped that all of those groups would spontaneously support him. I think 

he was shocked to find that he was on his own and a number of them came out and even 

condemned what he did. But clearly there was an attempt to pool discontent at a strange time 

because it happened I think when the NAR had begun to turn things around. Yes, they had taken 

away COLA and cut the salaries by 10 per cent and that sort of thing, but the society was running 

and certain things were getting into place, things were being done, things were being built. It may 

very well be that part of what happened in 1990 was an attempt to say ‘let us make it clear that 

they weren’t doing anything so that historically now people would see 1990 as part of the great 

overall failure of the NAR’. In fact, the NAR I think was succeeding at the very point when 1990 

occurred. It mashed them up of course.  

 

PM:  I can see how in wake of the 1970s revolution the society changed, the stereotypical 

face of the Trinbagonian in the media, the banks, the advertising industry, the beauty 

contests changed to incorporate Afro Trinidadians and a new aesthetic. The nation 

embraced its blackness so to speak and an entire social order emerged with a more vigorous 

sense of identity, self-assertiveness and pride. It is more difficult for me to discern what we 

learnt from the 1990 catastrophe? 

  

What did one learn from 1990? Well, I saw the emergence of the Latin American-type scenario, 

where a strong man with access to arms and a small group of people could take it on himself to 

take over a society. This is the warlord, the gang leader, whatever you like. I mean it was gang 

leading at a pretty high level. I thought that was amazing. Something that went beyond NJAC 

because I don’t think NJAC ever had that kind of ability or clout. So I saw that as amazing. I was far 

less hopeful. There was no attempt at the public education, dialogue or social comment that was 

integral to the 1970 black power movement. Indeed, what happened in 1990 and what had the 

greatest impact on me was the looting all over the place and the sense that nobody was in control 

of the society and I feel that 1990 left us a very dangerous heritage, a heritage in which we are 

forced to confront the fragility of the whole society and how easy it is to mash it up. 

 

PM:  So are you saying it stripped us naked? 

 

Yeah it did. But that is not to say that we understood the extent to which it stripped us naked. I felt 

that we had had the experience but missed the meaning. When I heard of people having curfew 

fetes in these same nightclubs, though they not the whole society, but only a small group of 

people, I said, ‘but this is crazy. They are denying; this is a serious denial. What’s taking place is very 

terrible.” It’s very horrible and I thought very unjust. I just didn’t think that Robinson and his 

government deserved what happened. I thought they were on the road to doing a lot of very good 

things. The government farms were producing; you saw a lot of local stuff in the supermarkets; 

prices were good. In fact, farmers started to complain that they couldn’t compete with state-

sponsored farms. There were more fruits, more cottage industries, the roots of agro-industries. I 

thought that was good. The PNM is a very strange party. They know what is to be done, they don’t 

do it. Naparima Bowl which was the cultural centre in San Fernando had been burnt down for 

nearly 15 years and they hadn’t done anything and the NAR tried to get it moving again.  
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PM:  But it always struck me that the 1990 debacle left the society with a deep sense of 

shame and that the shame is connected to the unwillingness to probe what really went on. 

 

Well, maybe. It certainly has not been probed. There have been a lot of books written. Selwyn Ryan 

published some research. Eden Shand wrote his docudrama. There were attempts to figure out 

what was taking place. But the fact is that there has been no enquiry into it.
i
 When Abu Bakr was 

released from prison everything stopped. There was a whole Caribbean Prime Ministers’ 

Conference right here in Trinidad in which they were instituting the Order of the Caribbean 

honour—[Shridath] Ramphal, Derek Walcott, Willie Demas. The meaning of that conference was 

blown away, completely blown away. I was mad. Everything stopped. The newspapers put 

Caricom on page 4 and page 5. You had to get through pages of Abu Bakr before you got to 

Caricom.  

 

PM:  Are you suggesting that the attempted 1990 coup shifted and distorted the meaning of 

things and the distortions have never been addressed? 

 

Yes. You know the television stopped while the coup was going on for maybe two or three nights 

and it seemed as if somebody said Trinbogonians couldn’t live without television so they started to 

have a limited number of movies. You know the first set of movies they played—The Good, the Bad, 

the Ugly, Once Upon a Time in the West, the Sergei Leone spaghetti westerns— were all movies 

that celebrated fantasised violence, and ruthlessness. 

 

What is wrong with these people? Abu Bakr had the station running tapes of Carnival, the 

Panorama, steelband playing, calypsonians singing and so. That was it. That was like a meaningless, 

meaningless, meaningless thing. It made me personally very angry and it made me feel that I really 

shouldn’t bother to say anything to this society because they want curfew fetes. They don’t want 

meaning. They don’t want to understand what is happening. Nevertheless, I continued writing and 

saying in a sense plenty more than I had said before. But I swore then that I would just shut up. 

 

I think that some of the anarchy we’re facing now has to do with then—in the sense that nobody 

was punished for what happened, in the sense that it wasn’t clear what happened and who was 

guilty, or innocent, or whatever it is, who was responsible. Nobody was held responsible for what 

happened. In schools, the word bandit became a verb—to bandit somebody—“He bandit me Miss. 

He take away my lunch money.” Students  started stealing from cafeterias mirroring the looting that 

had occurred in 1990  when it somehow got into some people’s heads that nobody was in charge 

and  you could do what you like. I remember the threat of looting on the Sunday morning after the 

coup. I was at the Tunapuna Market and I saw all of these young, young men. I had never seen 

before in the market on Sunday mornings. Their eyes were bright, and I knew they would raid that 

whole market if there weren’t fellas there with guns patrolling the market. You saw it. I drove past 

Trincity and observed a set of people cruising with cars hoping they could get into the mall to loot 

it. But, again, Trincity Mall was under armed guard. Hi-Lo here in St Augustine was demolished. 

Looters cleared out everything. One, one fella who arrived late found that there were only broom 

sticks left. I saw him coming out with a whole set of broom sticks. They had a little drug store there 

in that block next to RBTT and they had cleaned all the drugs out. Only the shelves remained. I saw 

people lifting up and thieving the shelves. Some people in my neighbourhood, went to thief, and to 

loot, they got a little bit of detergent. A fella down the road, he stole a set of shoes. This thing was 
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like a plague and perfectly honest people, you thought, got caught up in just the excitement of 

going to get something for nothing. Looting became mas, became bacchanal. I can’t say whether 

that was apocalypse or awakening.  

 

PM:  So you are saying that the spirit of anarchy which was released during the 1990 

attempted coup loosed something on the population that is still playing itself out, because 

justice has not been served. 

 

Yes, something was unleashed in our heads. Yes. I wrote a thing which I never published. It was a 

letter to a friend quoting Shakespeare’s Troilus and Cressida when Ulysses says, “Take but degree 

away, untune that string/And hark what discord follows” (Troilus and Cressida, Act 1, Sc 3, 109-

110).  Degree means a sense of order. For Shakespeare’s society, it meant a sense of hierarchy, a 

sense of who is in charge and people knowing their place within society. If you took degree away, 

what followed would be chaos. Ulysses outlined the stage by which the society would disintegrate. 

I saw everything happen: every stage took place during the ’90s. It may take some time to recover 

from this and we’re not even going to know what we are recovering from, what is confronting us. I 

don’t know whether there is a link between the Muslimeen and the drug trade. The authorities 

have been constantly trying to establish this link and searching them for drugs. 

 

PM:  Certainly the link between Muslimeen and the gang culture has been established. 

 

The gang culture, yes. But what is happening between the gangs now has to do with the loss of 

something that might have controlled them a little more in the past. Now it is every man to himself. 

They mark out and defend a territory. I don’t know how any authority or group will stop that. The 

only hope is that again, it only involves a small sub-section, but the impact on the entire society is so 

dreadful. 

 

PM: But can it be contained if the container is leaking? 

 

Well we always talk of containing them, you see “behind the bridge.” Crime was geographically 

contained in a sense; at least conceptually, we had a sense that this is where the bulk of the 

criminals would be. When we look now, it’s all over Trinidad. So how do you contain that? Then we 

had the notion of the gated community. If we can build high enough walls and have fierce enough 

dogs, at least we will be separate from them, they could do what they like, leave them and they will 

shoot themselves and they will kill themselves and violence will contain itself. But of course it 

doesn’t, it spreads.  
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PM: Let me ask again - has there been any awakening at all in the midst of this dreary 

season? 

 

There have been all these people that I consider to be saints. There are good people who try to 

deal with this thing, could be social workers, could be religious people like say Father Dottin, Clyde 

Harvey, lots of groups and these are saints, good people. Servol Centres work very well. I don’t 

know why they have not multiplied. There are pockets of goodness, positivity, people stay, people 

don’t give up. I think that one has to acknowledge that.  

 

Another facet of awakening is in the arts. Musically good things have come out between ’70 and 

’90 and beyond. I think Rudder has been phenomenal. I don’t know if his work has been fully 

appreciated. I think he has about 50 to 60 really tremendous songs and that is fantastic. It is not 

easy to have so many really good songs, serious songs. He invites us to look at ourselves, to locate 

ourselves in all kinds of ways. His time may be over within today’s social framework. He may sing a 

good song every now and again but the relevance to this moment may not be as great as between 

’86 and 2000 when he had a 15-year run that was really amazing. You can hear the really 

significant differences between his era and the Sparrow era. People say that Bunji Garlin and some 

of the younger voices are saying certain things; Three Canal, they are saying things. So there are 

positives. Rubadiri Victor is a good person to watch. His publication Generation Lion is an attempt 

to really appraise what young people have been doing. He is aware of disconnections between this 

era and the past, but he doesn’t feel it is inevitable because you’ve got to teach the youths. There 

are good things happening in pockets while the evil is widespread all over us. That may be what 

1990 has been teaching us. 

 

PM: In My Strangled City you speak of the creative imagination as capturing the spiritual 

dimension of that turmoil from independence to the present. Tell me about the qualities of 

the creative imagination that would empower us to go to this sacred space. 

 

This might have come about from my closeness to writers like George Lamming and Kamau 

Brathwaite. These are writers who constantly recognize a sort of interior dimension of the 

Caribbean people. We are really not what we seem to be on the surface. They speak about 

descending beneath the surface to some more genuine aspect of self, of identity, of consciousness. I 

think they try to find ways of depicting what happens and takes shape; what arrangements of 

words capture how we feel when we move beneath the surface to what is locked up inside of us. 

That’s what I think I meant by the writers capturing the spiritual dimensions of trauma. Take 

Brathwaite’s poem “Ogun” which is really about his great uncle but he calls him Ogun -  a man 

who is a carpenter making ordinary furniture during the week but who had this vision of Africa. It 

isn’t clear why he should have it in Barbados of all places but he has this vision of Africa and is  

always talking about Africa. On the weekend he is carving a mask, a mask out of wood and that 

mask Brathwaite sees as an image of who he really is, of the journeys that he and his people have 

undertaken through cycles of time. One either believes this or one doesn’t believe this, but I think 

Brathwaite believes that. Because I have been involved in reading and re-reading writers like that, I 

feel that they are in touch with that dimension of the spirit that exists beneath and beyond trauma. 
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PM:  You seem to feel that there is that capacity or power created in our imagination to… 

 

Yes. It is like if you go back to trauma and I know that you are very interested in the notion of 

trauma. There is the psychiatrist who through hypnosis is able to take a person back to a moment 

that is so deeply buried in their unconscious or subconscious that they normally would not visit that 

place at all. In fact, that is a place of nightmare that they’ve learnt to avoid. The psychiatrist can take 

them back and make them face that moment and in facing the moment they begin the process of 

healing. You can’t run from that past and you gain a certain strength when you confront that past. 

It doesn’t mean that you heal just like that, but you are on the pathway, you’ve begun the process. I 

think our writers have functioned in that way, as shamans as priests, as psychiatrists, if you like, who 

have attempted to sound the depths of that moment. Walcott was trying to do the same with 

Dream on Monkey Mountain, Harris, Michael Gilkes, all of these people. It’s there. 

 

PM:  Wilson Harris speaks of the cataclysmic encounter between continents, civilizations and 

cultures which generated these New World social orders as a “happy catastrophe” which 

produced infinite potentialities. Can you relate this to how these traumas and awakenings 

have been unfolding? 

 

As I said, it is all interconnected. I’m not too certain about happy catastrophes. I think they force us 

to look at those aspects of ourselves that we have constantly denied. Particularly that notion of an 

African self, an African past, an African history. Everything that we have done, that we have been 

taught has encouraged us to forget. The question is how can one constantly ignore, wipe out, 

erase and forget something which has been part of one’s development? I think that the writers are 

forcing us to relive those moments via imagination. Those imagined moments, notions of what 

those moments have been, I think they are forcing us to come to terms with aspects of ourselves. If 

there is happiness or joy in that process, good. I think there is a lot of terror, there is a lot of pain. It 

is necessary though and it may be favourable in that sense. Happy, I guess. 

 

PM:  You have been laboring in these island nations for a long time as a cultural critic and 

commentator holding up a mirror in which we can see ourselves. Do you also see yourself as 

a visionary or a shaman co labouring with the creative writers that you so carefully critique?  

 

I just see myself as a humble worker in a whole forest and I am trying to cut a little trail. I see us as 

having to do an immense amount of spade work. I worked for a little while in the archives when I 

was writing Calypso and Society and most of the stuff in our archives at that time, I don’t know 

about now, were documents that were uncatalogued, unclassified. The few documents that I was 

exposed to suggested to me that we don’t really document ourselves and our past. I see myself as 

somebody who is trying to deal with a lot of primary material and trying to bring it to the surface. 

Which is why when I am working on calypso I quote so liberally. It’s not to plagiarize or anything, 

not to infringe the intellectual property rights, it’s actually to bring these singers, these creators out 

of obscurity. So that when somebody reads something I have written, they can then say this is how 

Lion thought or this how Atilla thought or  Black Stalin; to bring them out of obscurity. A lot of 

what I am doing is making available to the public stuff that I might have seen, become privy to and 

making the thing available for public scrutiny, public analysis, the understanding of the public, and I 

am hoping that through that understanding there will be some kind of enlightenment. I don’t see 
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myself as shaman, as prophet, as anything. I see myself as a humble spade worker, intellectual 

spade worker, turning the soil as I see it in front of me. 

 

PM: Do you think that there is healing potential in the manner in which you have 

systematically taught and nurtured generation after generation of students.  

 

I don’t know. I often improvise as a teacher. I might be teaching the same book, one year, two years 

running. I seldom teach that book the same way. It is like a different way every time. The basic 

material is there, but the packaging, the ways of viewing that material and transmitting it generally 

vary, sometimes considerably. Now my hope is that I’ve left some sort of legacy which would have 

opened up areas that other people will now come and work. I just see myself as being very much at 

the surface, very superficial really, very much at the beginning, in a sense a pathfinder; as our 

writers are pathfinders, I see myself as a pathfinder too, pointing to the various trails where people 

who are wiser than I have walked down and theorized. I’m hoping that the next generation goes 

much farther than I could have gone. I’m really hoping for that. I can’t say whether that has 

happened yet. I’m sure it will. 

 

                                                           
i
 A Commission of Enquiry into the 1990 attempted coup by the Jamaat al Muslimeen was initiated 

by the Trinidad and Tobago People’s Partnership Government after two decades, in September 

2010. The enquiry was intended in part to bring a measure of finality and alleviate varying degrees 

of trauma experienced by citizens and institutions, directly and indirectly.   


