
Florida State University Libraries

Electronic Theses, Treatises and Dissertations  The Graduate School

2006

Finding an "Equal" Place: How the
Designation of the Steelpan as the National
Instrument Heightened Identity Relations in
Trinidad and Tobago
Daina Nathaniel

Follow this and additional works at the FSU Digital Library. For more information, please contact lib-ir@fsu.edu

http://fsu.digital.flvc.org/
mailto:lib-ir@fsu.edu


THE FLORIDA STATE UNIVERSITY 

 

COLLEGE OF COMMUNICATION 

 

 

 

 

 

FINDING AN �EQUAL� PLACE: 

HOW THE DESIGNATION OF THE STEELPAN  

AS THE NATIONAL INSTRUMENT 

HEIGHTENED IDENTITY RELATIONS  

IN 

TRINIDAD AND TOBAGO 

 

 

By 

 

DAINA NATHANIEL 

 

 

A Dissertation submitted to the  

Department of Communication  

in partial fulfillment of the  

requirements for the degree of  

Doctor of Philosophy  

 

Degree Awarded: 

Fall Semester, 2006 

 

Copyright © 2006 

Daina Nathaniel 

All Rights Reserved 

 

 

 



 ii

The members of the Committee approve the dissertation of Daina Nathaniel defended on 

July 20
th

, 2006. 

 

 

       _____________________________ 

       Steve McDowell 

       Professor Directing Dissertation 

        

 

       _____________________________ 

       Phil Steinberg 

       Outside Committee Member 

        

        

       _____________________________ 

       John Mayo 

       Committee Member 

 

 

       _____________________________ 

       Danielle Wiese 

       Committee Member 

 

 

Approved: 

 

 

_____________________________________ 

Steve McDowell, Chair, Department of Communication 

 

 

_____________________________________ 

John Mayo, Dean, College of Communication 

 

 

The Office of Graduate Studies has verified and approved the above named committee 

members. 

 

 

 

 

 



 iii

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This project is dedicated to the memory of my late father, Danrod Nathaniel, without 

whose wisdom, love and support in my formative years, this level of achievement would 

not have been possible. I know that where you are now you can still rejoice in my 

accomplishments. 

   R.I.P. 01/11/04 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 iv

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS 

 

�Stand in the space that God has created for you �� 

It is said that if you do not stand for something, you will fall for anything. It is therefore 

appropriate for me to stand by my faith and thank God, His holy angels and saints with 

whose help, guidance, protection and strength, this work would not be possible. Often 

people ask me how I managed to complete this work in a matter of nine months from 

comprehensive exams to dissertation defense. I have shied away from telling them that I 

prayed, although that is exactly what I did. But my prayers were not alone but instead 

were joined with those of my mother, sister, extended family and many friends. I thank 

them. I thank God. 

 

�I wouldn�t take nothing from my journey �� 

This path to acquiring the PhD was wrought with hard times and challenges that should 

have stopped me along the way. From the death of my father and other family members, 

broken bones and other illness, scarce finances and friends, amidst a cloud of doubt 

regarding my ability to finish, I marshaled through every hurdle, knowing that this day 

would come. As a wise priest once said, there is no growth without suffering. 

 

�Grant us peace in our day �� 

Peace does not only come in the form of that inner sense of stability but from the 

knowing that you have a space in the lives of others who care about you regardless of 

time, distance and circumstance. I want to say sincere thanks to my mother, because in 

this life of limited words, it is all I have to let you know how much I appreciate your 

time, prayers, and other undying forms of support that you never hesitated to extend my 

way. This thanks is not just for this time but for all time. You have shown me what true 

faith and grace under fire is all about. To my sister Karene, my ceaseless cheerleader, 

your wisdom and selflessness stands as an example of what it truly means to extend 

oneself to another. Thank you for your love and your belief in my worth as a human 

being. To my other family members, I appreciate your quiet support and long-standing 

prayers that kept me moving forward when I was prone to give up. To my friends 



 v

especially Natasha, Anthea, Brian and Audrey who remind me all the time what genuine 

friendship is all about. Your love and support have blurred the lines between friendship 

and family. To my adviser, Dr. Steve McDowell, I was blessed to have worked with you 

because I was always assured of your guidance coupled with your quiet belief that I could 

stick to the timetable I had set for myself. A true teacher knows how to correct and 

encourage at the same time and after every meeting with you, I believed that I could 

continue moving toward completion. To the other members of my committee, Dr. John 

Mayo, Dr. Danielle Wiese and Dr. Phil Steinberg, thank you for always challenging me 

to do more, to dig deeper and to push forward. Your interest in my work was always 

encouraging. 

Finally, a special thank you to Ollie and Shelby. In your own way, you kept me going 

everyday, steadfast in your support and tireless in your love. You have taught me a level 

of unmatched loyalty. 

 

�And when the night has been too lonely and road has been too long, and you think that 

love is only for the lucky and the strong, just remember in the winter, far beneath the 

bitter snow lies the seed that with the sun�s love in the Spring becomes the rose.� 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 vi

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

 

 

ABSTRACT          vi 

 

CHAPTER 

 

I. THE PROBLEM 

 

Introduction        1  

History of the Steelband       3 

Purpose of the Study and Research Questions      7 

Significance of the Study        8 

Structure of the Dissertation      11 

 

II. REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

 

Introduction        15 

Toward a National Identity in a Multicultural Nation 

 The Concept of Nation      16 

Defining National Identity      20 

The Broad Impact of National Identity    22 

Cultural Identity as Part of National Identity    25 

Postcolonialism: Establishing a National Identity After Colonialism 26 

Nation and Cultural Policy      29 

 A Cultural Studies Approach to the Study of Nation and  

Cultural Policy      32 

                  Summary of Literature Review      34 

       Research Questions       35 

      

III. METHODOLOGY 

 

Introduction        37 

Overview of Research Design      37 

 Document Research       39 

 Personal Interviews       41 

Population and Sample 

 Documents        43 

 People         45 

 Participant Observation      46   

Access and Entry        50 

Reliability and Validity       50 

 Documents        51 

 People         52 

Data Collection         54  

 Document Review       54   



 vii

 Interviewing        56   

Data Analysis          58 

 Analysis of Interview Material     58 

 Document Analysis       59 

 Cultural Studies Analysis      60 

       

 

IV. FINDING A VOICE: THE HISTORY OF THE STEELPAN IN TRINIDAD 

AND TOBAGO THROUGH INDEPENDENCE 

 

Introduction        63 

A Brief History of Trinidad and Tobago     65 

Steelpan Before World War II: From African Drum to Biscuit Tin 68 

The Emergence of the Steelpan in the aftermath of World War II 71 

  The Impact of Colonialism      77 

  The Indians and the Africans       78 

      The Steelpan Through Independence     82 

      Conclusion 

 Summary        88 

 Analysis        89 

 

V. FINDING THE �INDIGENOUS�: THE DECLARATION OF THE 

STEELPAN AS THE NATIONAL INSTRUMENT 

 

Introduction        92 

State of the Nation in 1992      94 

 Thirtieth Independence Anniversary     94 

 The Aftermath of Carifesta V      99 

 Trinidad Under Siege � The 1990 Attempted Coup   102 

 Threats From Foreign Interests     104 

Citizens React to the Declaration      104 

 Time for the Panman       105 

 Toward a Trinbagonian Identity     106 

 Representation of the Nation      108 

 The Politics of Culture      109 

 A Call for Action       110 

 No I in Steelpan       112 

 View From the Other Side      114 

Conclusion 

 Summary         116 

 Analysis        117 

 

VI. FINDING THE �NATIONAL�: PAN AND THE NATION IN THE 21
ST

 

CENTURY 

 

Introduction        121 



 viii

The Steelpan Movement Since 1992     122 

 Standardization and Patenting of the Steelpan   125 

Government Involvement in Culture     128 

Finding an Equal Place       130 

Perspectives on the Notion of �National�     135 

Conclusion         

 Summary        136 

 Analysis        138 

 

VII. FINDING THE EXPERIENCE: PAN IN LIVE PERFORMANCE 

 

Introduction        141 

Character of the Steelpan in the New Millennium 

 From Panyard to Panyard      143 

 Farewell to the Savannah      145 

 Celebrations on Coffee Street      149 

Defining the Trinidadian        151 

Conclusion 

 Summary        152 

 Analysis        153 

 

VIII. CREATING AN �EQUAL� PLACE: CONCLUSIONS FROM THE STUDY 

 

Introduction        157 

Trinidad and Tobago�s Multicultural National Identity   159 

The Steelpan as a Valuable Part of the National Fabric of Trinidad 

and Tobago       160 

Government as the Facilitator Culture    163 

Fostering a National Identity      166 

       Revisiting Key Theoretical Concepts     168 

       Multicultural Nations and National Identity 

  Satisfying Divergent Ethnic Communities    168 

  Creating a Global Identity      171 

  Levels of National Identity      171 

       Cultural Policy in Multicultural Nations 

  Balancing Politics and Culture Through Policy   172 

  Defining Cultural Representation     174 

       Postcolonialism and National Identity     176 

       A National Instrument in a Multicultural Nation    178 

       Limitations of the Study and Suggestions for Future Research  

 Limitations of the Study        180 

 Suggestions for Future Research       184 

 

  

 

 



 ix

APPENDICES 

   

  A: List of interview questions      187 

  B: List of newspaper articles      189 

  C: List of interviewees      193 

  D. Human Subjects Approval Letter     194 

E: Informed Consent Form      195  

 

 BIBLIOGRAPHY        197 

 

 BIOGRAPHICAL SKETCH       205  

 

    

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 x

ABSTRACT 

 

 The purpose of this study is to examine the nature of national identity in a 

postcolonial, multicultural nation. Trinidad and Tobago became independent from Britain 

in 1962 and given its multicultural population, ethnic, political and cultural harmony 

continue to be point of contention. In 1992, the steelpan was declared the national 

instrument of this West Indian nation, which won the approval of many but unearthed the 

dissatisfaction of others. Thus, using the case study of the steelpan in Trinidad and 

Tobago, this study focuses on the debate surrounding the appropriateness of the steelpan 

as the national instrument, in an attempt to examine the concerns of ethnic communities 

in a multicultural nation as they try to find a sense of identity on the national level. 

Through the examination of newspaper archives, government documents, personal 

interviews and participant observation, the findings indicate that national identity should 

be understood beyond the indigenous nature of a cultural practice, and the ethnic 

community with which it is associated, and instead, should focus on the cross-cultural 

appeal of the cultural practice as the primary indicator of whether it should be accorded 

�national� status. This study uses the Cultural Studies methodological and theoretical 

approach of the �circuit of culture� to unearth the webs of meaning that are formed as 

cultures negotiate the process of national and cultural identity.  
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CHAPTER ONE 

THE PROBLEM 

Introduction 

 

Many years ago, Trinidad and Tobago coined the title �Land of Calypso and 

Steelband,� and continues to claim the fame of creating the only new instrument invented 

in the 20th century � the steelpan. The origins of this instrument can be traced way back 

to the days of slavery and has had a rocky history since then. People around the world 

who have only become attuned to the steelpan in recent years as it appeared in the global 

market, may be surprised to learn that the pan is far more than the literal instrument and 

music. In Trinidad and Tobago there is a definite culture around the steelpan and pan 

playing that sets it apart from other artforms and musical traditions.  

In 1992, the then Prime Minister, in his Independence Day speech, named the 

steelpan Trinidad and Tobago�s official national instrument. By designating the pan as a 

national symbol, it was legitimized as an icon of cultural and national identity. In 

response to the decision to make the steelpan the official national instrument, many 

citizens commended the decision, believing that recognition of the steelpan and pan 

players was long overdue. At the same time however, members of the East Indian 

community in Trinidad rose in uproar, claiming that the pan does not in fact encompass 

the multicultural nature and diversity found in the country. More specifically, they 

believe that the steelpan is largely representative of the Afro-Trinidadian community and 

suggested that an additional instrument, an Indian drum called the dholak, should also be 

made an official national instrument. 

What became clear in the weeks after the decision is that there are divided 

perspectives surrounding the institution of the steelpan as the official national instrument, 

and these divergent perspectives have deep roots in largely unspoken tensions regarding 

cultural identity brewing in the country. In fact, although these tensions have been 

dormant since before Independence in 1962, I contend that the naming of the pan as the 

national instrument opened the floodgate of underlying identity issues, causing them to 
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rise to the surface of the minds of Trinidadians and Tobagonians, and to set the stage for 

conflict in the country never before seen and experienced. 

To understand the complexity of this issue, it is necessary to investigate the 

history of the steelband movement, searching for those historical events that planted 

seeds of discontent that separated the two major ethnic communities in Trinidad and 

Tobago � the Africans and the East Indians. The historical development of the steelpan as 

a national artform, which has become a source of national pride and identity, can provide 

some indication of why the naming of the pan as the national instrument could precipitate 

such a volatile debate. This history will be explicated in Chapter Four. 

Some scholars posit that national identity is most clearly demonstrated in national 

symbols: flags, songs, instruments, food etc., which seem to embody the history, culture 

and values of the nation they represent. As such, these seemingly aesthetic choices are far 

more than superficial representations but instead provide distinctive characteristics by 

which the people of the nation feel a sense of community, as well as demonstrate to the 

world that the nation stands apart from the rest. Nevertheless, the concept of a national 

identity is not a simple one, and in the case of Trinidad and Tobago the issue is made 

more complex because the nation is both postcolonial and multicultural. The different 

ethnic communities have strong cultural and religious heritages which they strive to 

maintain, and which seem to be threatened by a number of factors. Although the 

members of these various groups recognize that their birth makes them Trinidadian, the 

question of what it means to be Trinidadian has not been adequately addressed or 

explored.  

The growing points of contention between Afro and Indo-Trinidadians are rooted 

in part in different visions of cultural and national identity. Edensor (2002) makes the 

argument that national identity takes form in performance, and is most recognizable at 

national ceremonies i.e. grand and �stately occasions when the nation and its symbolic 

attributes are elevated in public display� (p. 72). For Trinidad and Tobago, Carnival, of 

which the steelband is a prominent fixture, is one of the most clearly articulated 

demonstrations of national identity. Although Carnival and steelband have grown to 

incorporate individuals from all ethnic groups in the country, members of the East Indian 

community still believe that Carnival and steelband are not representative of the Indian 
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culture. Arguably, the fear is that the acceptance of Carnival and steelband as the national 

culture would somehow undermine the Indian culture that remains quite vibrant. Much of 

this debate is hinged on the political climate in the nation and opinions fly whenever the 

issue of national culture is discussed. The debate is neither simple to define nor to 

resolve, yet it is conceivable that it will be perpetuated for years to come. Interestingly, 

Parekh (1999) posits that national identity has to do with how individuals identify with a 

community to the point that, regardless of the disagreements and frustrations, there is a 

commitment to continue to live together. With this in mind, this study seeks to 

understand to what extent Trinidadians and Tobagonians of all ethnicities feel a sense of 

national identity to the point that they are willing to work toward a common 

understanding of what constitutes that identity.       

 

History of The Steelpan In Trinidad And Tobago 

 

 From the time of French colonization, Carnival celebrations in Trinidad involved 

the beating of drums (Steelband: The Beginning, 2004; Anthony, 1989). By the time of 

emancipation in 1834, the freed slaves were unable to afford traditional instruments and 

instead turned to the African drums with which they were familiar (The Steel Pan: A 

Short History, 2004). Fifty years after emancipation, in 1884, the European rulers 

imposed a ban on the use of the African drums made of skin (Scher, 2003), because they 

were afraid of the �power� associated with drumming. They feared that the drums would 

transmit messages between plantations and thereby incite revolt. Additionally, there was 

mass Christian conversion on the island, so the African religion and culture was 

suppressed (Steel Island: History, 2004).  

The ban forced the freed slaves to find alternative means by which to make music 

and there emerged the use of bamboo (Hill, 1993). The musical use of the bamboo was 

not entirely new, as this was a regular African practice. This rediscovery saw the 

establishment of the Tamboo Bamboo bands, and from 1891, they were incorporated into 

the Carnival celebrations to provide accompaniment for the masqueraders (The Steelpan: 

A Short History, 2004).  
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Through the 1920s and 1930s the Tamboo Bamboo bands flourished, and in the 

mid-thirties the bands began to incorporate instruments made from an array of metal 

containers (Hill, 1993). During the war in the 1940s, the British Colonial government, 

issued a ban on Tamboo Bamboo bands, thereby forcing the local citizens to find, yet 

again, an alternative means of making merry. By that time, oil had been discovered on 

Trinidad soil and the discarded steel oil drums became the next instrument of choice 

(Steelband: The Beginning, 2004).  

Early pan tuners realized that the indentation made from the hammering created 

different sounds (Collymore, 1995). Thus to achieve further indentation, they began to 

heat the drums over bonfires to get more notes with different tunes. Overwhelmingly, it 

was the backyards of poor black Trinidadians that saw the development of the steelpan. 

When World War II prompted the suspension of Carnival from 1942-1945, the initial 

discovery and development of the first tuned pans continued in secret (Mason, 1998; Hill, 

1993). When Carnival resumed in 1945, the streets erupted with the sweet sounds of pan 

music, signifying the end of Tamboo Bamboo dominance.  

Some Tamboo Bamboo players became steelband players, carrying with them 

both their loyal followers and �slum dweller attitudes� (Mason, 1998, p. 59). The 

popularity of the pan spread to many towns, however, the poorest areas of the capital city, 

Port-of-Spain, still remained the hub. As a result, the loyalty to the bands caused friction 

and violence between groups, and the steelband became associated with violent clashes 

particularly at Carnival time (Hill, 1993; Anthony, 1989; Collymore, 1995). As a result, 

the steelband players were regarded with disdain. The Establishment condemned them, 

referring to them as pariahs and outcasts and tried to limit the steelbands during Carnival 

time, claiming that their actions were vulgar, worthless, violent, and at its core, 

threatened the very fabric of Trinidadian society (Mason, 1998). 

The steelband, however, was not the only drumming tradition in Trinidad and 

Tobago. In the decade following slavery East Indians were brought to Trinidad and 

Tobago under an indentureship system to work the sugarcane plantations. From the start, 

the Africans and Indians formed separate communities as the Africans lived closer to the 

urban towncenters, while the Indians settled in the rural areas surrounding the cane fields. 

It is interesting that the Indians also have a history of drumming which they brought to 
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Trinidad amidst other strong Hindu traditions. Nevertheless, the Carnival tradition 

continued to be dominated by those of African descent and with the violent reputation of 

the pan culture, other ethnic groups were reluctant to be associated with it.  

Undaunted by the colonial suppression, the steelband movement transformed 

itself in a new space. As time passed, middle class youth became interested in playing the 

steelpan and their involvement seemed to liberate the movement from its violent 

reputation, while adding prestige and glamour. As a result, steelbands encouraged and 

fostered racial and class integration, and were welcomed into middle class social clubs 

and homes (Steel Island: Culture, 2000). By the 1950s the popularity of the pan grew 

among the masses. At this time as well, the steelband started to shake off some of its 

violent reputation and moved beyond the Carnival sphere into a more global arena. 

Companies also began to sponsor the bands, thereby giving them the ability to make 

recordings and go on tour (Hill, 1993). This move gave more legitimacy to the steelband 

movement, which was heightened by the development of actual musical arrangement for 

the pan. In the 1960s, the decade that brought Trinidad and Tobago independence from 

Britain, the president of the Steelband Association brought rival bands together to sign 

peace agreements in an attempt to move toward a harmonious coexistence, particularly 

during the Carnival season. Although there still remained fierce territorial rivalry, the 

bands restrained themselves from the violence, and focused more heavily on the quality 

of the music they produced.  

As the historical account above indicates, steelpan players and patrons were 

forced to fight for the artform, even at the level of being able to play the pan. But there is 

much more to the historical fabric that provides more of an explanation as to why the 

steelband movement came to be a key feature of Trinidad and Tobago�s national identity, 

which is the purpose of this present study and will be explored in Chapters Four, Five, 

Six and Seven. Today, the pan has flourished considerably and besides gaining global 

appreciation, it was declared the official national instrument of Trinidad and Tobago. It is 

here that the issues surrounding the pan take on new dimensions because immediately 

after Prime Minister Patrick Manning declared the steelpan the national instrument 

during his Independence address on August 31st 1992, the daily newspapers saw a flood 

of articles and commentaries both supporting and denouncing the decision. Some 
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individuals from the East Indian community were outraged, claiming that the steelpan 

does not adequately represent the diversity in Trinidad and Tobago and moreover that it 

is not reflective of the East Indian culture. Others refuted such claims, arguing that the 

very fact that the steelpan was invented in Trinidad and Tobago makes it by nature a true 

representation of the entire nation.  

Throughout the month of September 1992, opinions and ideas were exchanged in 

the daily newspapers, which provides the basis for this current study. The dailies remain a 

very vibrant part of Trinidad and Tobago life and they stand as the mouthpiece of the 

people, not just reporters and regular contributors. Through expressive letters-to-the-

editor and op-ed pieces Trinidadians and Tobagonians from all walks of life have a public 

forum through which they can express their take on current events and issues in the 

nation. It is through this medium that the public-at-large is made aware of the debates that 

arise and also see how the issues are responded to and addressed. The daily newspapers, 

namely the Trinidad Guardian and the Trinidad Express, provide a contained collection 

of opinions and contributions on any given subject and in this case, the designation of the 

steelpan as the national instrument.  

Upon superficial examination of the newspaper articles, it would seem that the 

reaction of some members of the East Indian community was simply self-serving given 

that they were pushing for one of �their� instruments to also be named as a national 

instrument. There is also a sense, however, that the story being told in these articles 

points to something deeper than a material symbol. There seems to be a cry for a sense of 

identity that perhaps before was taken for granted or natural by other members of the 

Trinidad and Tobago society. There is really nothing substantial to suggest that once a 

nation becomes fully independent that unity and a sense of place will automatically be 

felt by all, which is at the heart of identity. It is therefore the intention of this study to 

closely examine the debate surrounding whether the steelpan should be the national 

instrument, as played out in the daily newspapers during the month of September 1992, 

with a view to understanding the latent arguments regarding a sense of national identity 

for all ethnic communities in the country. 
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Purpose of the Study and Research Questions 

 

The main purpose of this study is to take a closer look at the issues of identity that 

came into question and were interrupted by the naming of the steelpan as the national 

instrument, in an attempt to establish connections between that event and the continuing 

struggle for a national identity in Trinidad and Tobago. With this in mind the study 

attempts to examine the contribution of the steelpan as the national instrument to this 

discourse in several ways. First, this project will trace the history of the steelpan 

movement, searching for the parallels between its development and the movement of 

Trinidad and Tobago from crown colony to independent nation. Second, this study will 

examine how the steelband movement initiated a sense of national identity in both the pre 

and post-independence eras in Trinidad and Tobago for members of some communities, 

which may have been satisfied by the declaration of the pan as the national instrument. 

However, this study will also consider that the steelpan is not a symbol of national 

identity for members of other communities and that its declaration as the national 

instrument called into question their place in the national milieu. Thirdly, through 

Cultural Studies analysis this study will examine the debate surrounding the declaration 

of the steelpan as the national instrument as evidenced by government documents, 

articles, editorials, letters-to-the-editor and op-ed pieces in the two daily newspapers in 

September 1992, as well as personal interviews. Fourthly, this study will consider the 

implications of government sanctioned national symbols, specifically regarding the 

impact on the relationship between different groups in a pluralistic society and their sense 

of identity, while it considers the definition of what is �national.� 

Given the complicated issues surrounding the designation of the pan as the 

national instrument in Trinidad and Tobago, several potential research questions arise: 

• What are the problems facing a multicultural nation trying to foster a national 

identity? 

• What are the problems of developing a cultural policy in a multicultural nation? 

• Why is it important for a postcolonial nation to have a national identity? 

• In what ways does the case of the steelpan illustrate the challenges facing 

multicultural nations? 
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Significance of the Study 

 

In addition to the economic, health and environmental issues that come with being 

a developing country, there are also challenges regarding one�s identity. Most developing 

countries live in the shadow of a colonial past which has largely shaped how they 

function in the present. In the case of Trinidad and Tobago, the colonial grip was released 

less than fifty years ago, thus the growing pains of being a relatively new nation are still 

being felt. But this nation comprises more than a colonial past. It also boasts of being the 

most multicultural nation in the West Indies, having welcomed peoples from all over the 

world including: Africans, East Indians, Europeans, Chinese, and Syrian/Lebanese. This 

has necessarily led to a growing segment of people with mixed heritages.  

Often the discussions of becoming independent are wrought with ideas of 

oneness, unity, the thrust to define what exactly it means to be a national of the particular 

place, in this case Trinidad and Tobago. However, behind the rhetoric of national unity, 

there is a continuing struggle for some segments of the population as they negotiate a 

vibrant past linked to another Mother country and their new allegiance to Mother T&T. 

This is precisely why this study is important. Identity, feeling a sense of place, sets the 

foundation for a sound nation since it is directly linked to patriotism, democracy (in this 

case) and steadfast support for the betterment of the nation. This is not suggest that to 

identify and address identity struggles is an easy undertaking, but to overlook its 

importance in the light of other seemingly more important national issues is to ignore the 

backbone of any nation, the people. 

Communication in all forms comes into play here. First, in the very declaration of 

the steelpan as the national instrument, there are clear messages regarding what is 

significant in the fabric of national culture, in what terms should the nation be presented 

both at home and abroad, and which groups have more prominence than others in the 

national circuit. Secondly, in this study the choice has been made to focus the analysis on 

the newspaper articles that appeared in response to the steelpan being named the national 

instrument as well as the responses from personal interviews. In terms of mass media, the 

newspapers have a stronghold in terms of reaching a wide cross-section of the population. 

For many years, the newspapers have been not just the place where the daily happenings 
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around the country, region and the world are reported, but they also provide a space 

where commentators, who are not journalists, can provide insight into certain issues, and 

wherein the general public could also add their own opinions and contributions. This has 

been made even more popular because of the availability of the newspapers online, which 

allows nationals and others abroad to submit their views on current events in a timely 

manner.  

Moreover, it is not amiss to suggest that the contention regarding the steelpan as 

the national instrument only grew in intensity because the initial reactions were brought 

to the general population through a newspaper article. Therefore, these reactions became 

more than private opinions because they entered the domain of public discourse, which 

precipitated a flood of comments, opinions and heated reactions that were played out 

intensely in the newspapers for almost a month after the Prime Minister�s speech. As 

many other newspaper systems around the word, the Trinidad Guardian and the Trinidad 

Express pride themselves on objective reporting but the interesting thing in this study is 

that the articles being examined are not all from the pens of reporters. Many articles are 

the direct words from the commentators and the general public, which thereby 

authenticates these contributions as original thoughts, not only reported ones. 

In terms of interview material, a cross-section of individuals was interviewed in 

Trinidad and Tobago in 2006. Respondents were asked to reflect back to 1992 when the 

steelpan was declared the national instrument and to indicate their feelings regarding the 

national and cultural identity in Trinidad and Tobago. The respondents include Public 

Servants, steelpan officials and players, university lecturers and students as well as a host 

of other lay people. These interviews were important to situate the debate with the people 

of the nation, to show how they understand their own identity as Trinidadians and to 

examine their thoughts on the national identity of the nation. 

Given the research questions suggested above, Trinidad and Tobago, specifically 

the divergent reactions after the declaration of the steelpan as the national instrument, 

provides a compact case study to explore issues of national identity in one postcolonial, 

multicultural nation. Undoubtedly, issues of national identity have become more 

prominent in the modern world where concerns of globalization, Americanization, and 

ethnic cleansing among others, have come into worldwide discussion. This case is 
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particularly intriguing because the designating of a national instrument could seem paltry 

at best. After all, national flags and anthems are usually the symbols that ignite all 

manner of reactions, whether in support or protest. In fact, many countries have never 

even considered declaring a national instrument. But in the case of Trinidad and Tobago, 

the steelpan presents a different scenario since it has become a means for this nation to 

catapult onto the world stage in ways that a national flag or anthem could not do. Many 

believe that the steelpan provides the opportunity for Trinidad and Tobago to set itself 

apart from other nations in a region that is most often regarded as homogenous. 

Furthermore, there are those who regard the steelpan as the cultural backbone for a 

country with a rich cultural heritage, a country that can claim that in this little nation, 

�we� could invent something wholly new, something that could have a significant impact 

on cultural systems across the globe, and therefore something of which �we� can be 

proud. But, there is also the argument that the steelpan cannot represent all ethnic 

communities by virtue of is historical roots and that making it the national instrument 

shuts out the possibility for other ethnic representations on the national level. If the pan is 

used as the symbol to represent the nation on the world stage, then the world might come 

to believe that the face of the nation is reflected in those who developed the artform, 

namely Afro-Trinidadians. The implications of considering or implementing other 

national symbols, instruments or otherwise, must therefore be explored. 

Finally, this study is particularly significant on a personal level because I am a 

Trinidad and Tobago national of mixed heritage who dreams of growing unity not 

division in the nation. When the steelpan was named as the national instrument, I was 

appalled that anyone would object because after all, it is �ours,� i.e. equally of everyone 

in Trinidad and Tobago. But I have grown to appreciate that the steelpan is not regarded 

consistently across ethic groups in the nation. It is not my intention to validate or revoke 

the opinions of anyone regarding their take on whether the steelpan should be the national 

instrument, but instead to gain a deeper understanding of the opposition and the support 

thereof, since I believe it is directly linked to our national identity and it is the sense of 

identity, the commitment to Trinidad and Tobago that will move the nation in a positive 

direction. Maybe in my own way I believe in the possibility hinted at in closing line of 

Trinidad and Tobago�s national anthem: �Here every creed and race find an equal place 
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and may God bless our nation.� It is here that the title of this project is derived since the 

national anthem was written in anticipation of Trinidad and Tobago�s independence. In 

part national anthems attempt to encompass the visions for the nation, and put forth the 

ideals that citizens should aspire to, based on where they have come from. With this in 

mind Trinidad and Tobago�s anthem as composed by Patrick Castagne reads as follows: 

Forged from the love of liberty, 

In the fires of hope and prayer, 

With boundless faith in our destiny, 

We solemnly declare, 

Side by side we stand 

Islands of the blue Caribbean Sea 

This our native land 

We pledge our lives to thee. 

Here every creed and race find an equal place 

And may God bless our nation 

Here every creed and race find an equal place 

And may God bless our nation. 

The idea of an �equal� place is inherently problematic because equality is cannot always 

be quantified especially when the components of that equality may differ between 

communities. In the case of ethnic communities in Trinidad and Tobago it would seem 

that equality has less to do with the assertion of rights in the present but what the nation is 

becoming in the future.  

 

Structure of the Dissertation 

 

Chapter One: Introduction 

 

In the first chapter the author lays out the history of the steelband movement in Trinidad 

and Tobago, leading up to the declaration of the steelpan as the national instrument of 

Trinidad and Tobago. The author explains that problems arise because of the 

multicultural composition of the people of the nation and that not all groups subscribe to 
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the steelpan as a national symbol. The author suggests that the expressions of discontent 

that came on the heels of the naming of the pan as the national instrument go deeper than 

the instrument itself but instead indicate deep identity crises that can be traced back to the 

introduction of the various ethnic groups to the country. 

 

Chapter Two: Literature Review 

 

The literature review takes a closer look at the major themes and concepts that come to 

impact the issue at hand including: national identity and symbolism, nation and 

multiculturalism, postcolonialism, and culture. 

 

Chapter Three: Methodology 

 

The methodology chapter addresses the study�s research design and data collection. The 

research used a qualitative research approach, particularly Cultural Studies analysis to 

explore the relationship between national identity, national symbols and culture. Data 

collection techniques will include document analysis, newspaper archive research and 

personal interviews to explore the debate surrounding the naming of the steelpan as the 

national instrument of Trinidad and Tobago.   

 

Chapter Four: Finding a Voice: The History of the Steelpan in Trinidad and Tobago 

Through Independence 

 

Trinidad and Tobago became independent of Britain in 1962 and issues regarding how 

this new nation should move forward continue to emerge. This chapter looks at these 

issues, specifically, the challenges that face the nation in the shadow of colonialism, 

while tracing the development of the steelband movement. The process of nation-building 

has been impacted by the steelband movement, since it is such an intricate part of 

Trinidad Carnival, which encompasses a significant portion of the cultural fabric of the 

nation. This chapter will explore how the steelband community forged a sense of identity 

and how this identity was negotiated in the wake of independence.  
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Chapter Five: Finding the �Indigenous�: The Declaration of the Steelpan as the National 

Instrument 

 

When the pan was named the national instrument in the year of Trinidad and Tobago�s 

30th Independence anniversary, a heated debate ensued surrounding the appropriateness 

of the steelpan as a national symbol. In this chapter, using newspaper archives and 

personal interview evidence this debate will be explored, showing the relationship 

between the steelpan as a symbol and the identities of the people it was designated to 

represent. Through in depth Cultural Studies analysis, the newspaper articles which 

chronicle the debate will be closely examined to uncover the true points of contention 

beyond the pan as a national symbol.   

 

Chapter Six: Finding the �National�: Pan and the Nation in the 21st Century  

 

The debate surrounding the steelpan as the national symbol is now 14 years old. This 

chapter will explore the current state of affairs on two plains. In the first instance the 

current status of the pan will be explored, to discover any significant changes that have 

occurred within the artform and whether there has been any continued contention 

regarding its status as the national symbol. In the second instance, however, the state of 

the nation will be examined to determine whether there have been other changes in the 

nation to improve identity relations between ethnic groups toward the development of a 

national identity. 

 

Chapter Seven: Finding the Experience: Pan in Live Performance 

 

Chapter Seven takes a different turn in that a personal account of experience at live 

steelband events is presented with a view to understanding the manifestation of identity 

among those who attend such events. Overall it was noted that the ethnic make-up of 

those in attendance, as well as those on the judging panel was varied, which suggests that 

the artform is enjoyed by a cross-section of Trinidadians and Tobagonians, which might 

stand as some justification for the steelpan being named the national instrument. Also in 
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this chapter the interview responses to the question of what it means to be a Trinidadian 

will be explored with a view to examining those components that the respondents identify 

and how these compare to the arguments made for and against the declaration of the 

steelpan as the national instrument. 

 

Chapter Eight: Creating an �Equal� Place: Conclusions from the Study 

 

In this chapter the researcher presents the results of the dissertation as they relate to the 

challenges facing a multicultural nation as it strives to engender a national identity. With 

this in mind, this chapter will revisit the theoretical and conceptual ideas presented in the 

literature review in Chapter Two, specifically considering the relationship between the 

nation, the ethnic communities that comprise it, and the potential for a national identity 

that satisfies all. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

 

Introduction 

 

 After thirty years of independence, the government of Trinidad and Tobago made 

the decision to declare the steelpan, an instrument invented in Trinidad, the official 

national instrument. To many, this was a great move, one that was not too soon in 

coming. For others however, the declaration meant a denial of their own heritage and 

symbols, given that they do not see their community reflected in the steelpan culture. The 

debate regarding whether the steelpan should be the national instrument provides and 

interesting and appropriate case study of national identity in a multiracial, postcolonial 

nation. Although it is a challenge to conceptualize how a nation�s leaders go about 

forging a national identity, it is clear that when certain decisions are made on a national 

level, they impact the citizenry in significant ways, and set the foundation on which the 

fabric of national identity is built. This encompasses the major concern in this study: the 

challenges that arise when a country becomes independent and must negotiate their 

colonial past, and multicultural present in order to foster a strong national identity in the 

future. Although much of the debate in Trinidad and Tobago focused on the 

appropriateness of having the steelpan as the national instrument, this study seeks to 

explore the identity concerns that are at the heart of the debate. Additionally, this study 

seeks to understand whether the naming of the pan as the national instrument cheats some 

ethnic communities of their ability to identify with the burgeoning national culture. It is 

the intention here to take a closer look at this issue from a historical and cultural 

perspective. 

 In order to better understand the complex case at hand and its implications, it is 

important to acknowledge that there are complicated issues involving nation, national 

identity, postcolonialism and cultural policy. With this in mind, this literature review is 

divided into three major sections, surveying the scholars who have contributed to the 

discourse within a variety of contexts. In the first section, the concepts of nation, national 

and cultural identity will be examined and considered within the context of a 
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multicultural society. Second, the concept of colonialism will be explored, while the 

challenges of nation-building for a postcolonial nation will be discussed. Finally, the third 

section deals with the development of a national cultural policy particularly within the 

context of nations striving for a national identity, while historical methods and Cultural 

Studies approaches to the current study will be considered.  

 

Toward a National Identity in a Multicultural Nation 

 

The Concept of Nation 

 

 The concept of national identity is said to have emerged in the academy in the last 

sixty years or so, in fact, the concept is rooted in the idea of nation, which many argue is 

a product of the need for a sense of identity. Scholars who have explored the idea of 

nation typically fall into two camps: the modernists and the primordialists.  

One of the most often cited scholars on nation is Benedict Anderson who proffers 

the definition of the nation as an imagined political community, which is both limited and 

sovereign (1991). Based on modernist notions, Anderson (1991) argues that the nation is 

imagined because all of its members will never know each other but regardless, they 

share a deep-rooted sense of connection and commitment to each other. He adds that the 

nation is also limited because there are finite, though elastic boundaries that mark where 

the nation begins and ends. The nation, according to Anderson (1991) is also sovereign 

because the concept emerged in the late eighteenth century during the time of 

Reformation and Enlightenment wherein the monastic and dynastic orders were being 

challenged. Finally, he argues that the nation must be conceived as a community because 

of the loyalty and camaraderie shared by its members. 

 Anderson (1991) justifies his explanation of the nation by tracing the 

development of language and language forms and the emergence and development of 

print capitalism. He claims that these systems effectively challenged Latin as the 

dominant written language and thereby created the possibility for other language forms 

between the highly-sacred Latin and the common vernacular tongues. 



 17

 Ernest Gellner (1999) and others agree with Anderson�s modernist underpinnings 

and emphasis on language and print capitalism. Gellner (1999) sees the nation as a 

literate, codified culture where there is context-free communication, and community 

membership and acceptability. As a modernist, he believes that the world was created 

toward the end of the eighteenth century and that that which came before has no impact 

on the issues and challenges the world faces today (1999).  

 On the other hand, primordialists as Anthony Smith (1994) and Robin Cohen 

(1999) believe that history of the nation goes back to pre-modern times because at the 

heart of the nation lies ethnies i.e. ethnic communities that have sustained over time. 

Robin Cohen (1999) argues that �by embracing ethnic identity, groups of human beings 

acknowledge that they are parts of society, that their survival depends on forces bigger 

than the individual, that the locality into which they were born and which has nurtured 

them as an object of affection � and that there are others who share their origin and likely 

their fate� (p. 5). 

 Smith (1994) defines the nation as a named human population, sharing a historic 

territory, with common myths and memories, a mass public culture, a single economy 

and rights and duties for all of its members, emphasizing the importance of memories, 

values, myths and symbols (p. 40). He, in accordance with other scholars, argues that the 

modernists simply disregard the ethnic ties which formed the first nations way before the 

Enlightenment and Reformation. Cohen (1999) suggests that the nation is more than a 

vehicle for the advancement of certain interests but instead an object of affection: �One is 

enjoined to love one�s country, to revere its institutions, to salute its flag, to support its 

sporting teams, to fight and die for it in a war� (p. 6).  

 Tim Edensor (2002) accepts the modernist argument for the emergence of the 

nation but accuses both camps of reductionism. He criticizes Anderson specifically for 

emphasizing language and print capitalism. He says that Anderson seems to disregard the 

other factors that also impact the development of the nation over and beyond the printing 

industries. Some of the factors include ceremonies, rituals, and native practices that have 

endured and facilitated a sense of continuity over time. Edensor (2002) also criticizes 

Smith for reducing the nation to those material manifestations that seem to laud the 

nation � ceremonies, community rituals etc. and therein ignores the fact that the nation is 
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practiced, negotiated and performed in everyday life. He argues that the nation is best 

understood in how people enact their sense of community and solidarity in even their 

most unconscious of actions. 

Beyond the modernist-primordialist dichotomy, others have argued for definitions 

of nation that center on shared cultural practices. Adam Roberts (1999) posits two 

meanings of the term nation; (1) a group of people who share certain attributes including 

history, language and religion, and (2) a group of people who live in live in a state or 

country and form a political entity. This definition omits the legal and political systems, 

leaving that to the realm of the state. In many cases around the globe however, the duties 

of the nation and the state come together under one entity which therefore blurs the 

distinction between the two.  

 Homi Bhaba (1990) sees the nation as the narration of political power and cultural 

authority, wherein culture is at �its most productive position, as a force for subordination, 

fracturing, diffusing, reproducing, as much as producing, creating, forcing, guiding� (p. 

3-4). Ernest Renan (1990) argues that forgetting is an important component in the 

creation of the nation because although the nation involves people who share many 

things, they have also forgotten many things and these fragmented memories have 

converged to form the nation. He adds that the nation as a soul or spiritual principle 

points to the fact that it has one foot in the past (a rich legacy of memories) and one in the 

present (the desire to continue to live together). The nation in his view is based on 

widespread solidarity and is �constituted by the feeling of the sacrifices that one has 

made in the past and of those that one is prepared to make in the future� (p. 19). 

 Several major changes in the dynamics of the world�s systems in recent decades 

have impacted nations and their identities. Some of these changes include: the advent of 

industrialization, the emergence of the mass media, the increase in global transport 

systems and the fall of colonialism.  

 The advent of industrialization, which facilitated mass production, formed part of 

the contest for national identity, because it introduced a major division between societies 

around the world, effectively making those who were industrialized above those who 

were not. Industrialization became the benchmark toward which other societies were 
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expected to strive, and therefore was entwined in how many nations, led primarily by the 

United States, chose to define themselves. 

 Industrialization and mass production affected all aspects of society and was 

undoubtedly felt in the arena of the mass media. This meant that not only could all areas 

of a given society receive the same information but that this information could also be 

spread to other nations. This process of information exchange embodied national identity 

at all levels and communicated to other societies not only what was happening, but what 

was important, how they perceived themselves and how their society functioned as a unit. 

Thus the mass media has been one of the most important ways of disseminating 

representations of national identity (Edensor, 2002). 

 Another significant change in the world that illuminates the issue of national 

identity is the increase in global transportation systems. With automobiles, 

transcontinental ships and later commercial airplane travel, people were now able to 

move between societies in greater numbers. A significant aspect of this travel involved 

migration (Roy, 1999; Hall, 1999), which initiated the need to define what constitutes the 

nation and its people, and more importantly, what does not. As issues of globalization 

continue to be discussed, scholars argue it is inextricably linked to the discussion of 

national identity (Edensor, 2002; Hall 1999). The integration of divergent cultures, 

heritages, languages, religion etc. therefore created the opportunity for discussions of 

identity at the level of the nation, to arise.  

 Finally, one of the major changes occurring from around the mid-1900s was the 

decline of colonialism, particularly the British Empire which had a stronghold for 

centuries. The reasons behind the release of many colonies, and specifically Trinidad and 

Tobago has been well documented by the country�s first Prime Minister, Dr. Eric 

Williams (1964, 1970) and in most cases the road toward independence began with a 

thrust toward self-governance. For many of these newly independent territories, there was 

a struggle to find a sense of cohesion, an identity that they can call their own (Collymore, 

1995). Establishing a national identity continues to be a great challenge in these nations 

given that many former colonies are now multiethnic societies, and the various groups 

came to these colonies under very different systems including slavery and indentureship. 
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As a result, the legitimacy, rights and representation of each of these groups � singularly 

and collectively � are called into question. 

It would seem that there is measured consensus in either the history of the term 

�nation� or the definition thereof, but what is clear is that the concept of nation is 

complex. Given Anderson�s definition, the term nation best describes Trinidad and 

Tobago after independence. In recent years ethnic communities in the country have been 

striving for greater recognition. This recognition is being sought primarily in the area of 

culture which has led to the designation of national holidays, the erection of monuments 

and public acknowledgment of key leaders in sports, politics and the arts. Fundamentally 

each group wants to feel that they have a legitimate place in Trinidad and Tobago and the 

claim of being an ethnic or cultural community can both serve to encompass their history 

and heritage while leaving the space fluid enough to include those others who may not 

share the racial legacy but feel invested in the cultural practices. 

In the case of Trinidad and Tobago it is important to recognize that there are 

many rich heritages, ethnic and cultural groups that are well celebrated in the country. 

Additionally, the proliferation of interracial relationships means that there is a growing 

mixed population which mirrors the emerging hybridization of culture as exemplified by 

fusions of music, food and religion. It is this phenomenon that will come to define 

Trinidad and Tobago in the coming years. Although many communities, including the 

Indian and African, want to remember their legacy and tradition, there is a growing 

commitment to defining and understanding what it means to be Trinidadian or 

Tobagonian for the future, in light of the experience of the past. 

 

Defining National Identity 

 

Trinidad and Tobago is the most southerly island of the West Indies, and claims 

to be the most multiracial with a population that includes descendants from a number of 

places: Native Carib, Africa, India, China, Syria, Lebanon, and Europe. As a result, there 

is also a significant growing population of mixed ethnicity. As the people of this society 

strive to create a sense of identity in the wake of colonialism there is a need to preserve 
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those things that celebrate their ancestral roots, while working toward an understanding 

of what it means to be Trinidadian and Tobagonian (Collymore, 1995).  

National identity is a pervasive concept that has been discussed and explored in 

many academic and non-academic arenas, and is one which continues to grow in 

relevance and application. Arguably, the concept of national identity has been contested 

since the debates regarding what constitutes a nation, and it appears that as the fabric of 

the globe changes, national identity has taken on more significance, erecting walls which 

never before existed, while demolishing those that have withstood the test of time. 

 As varied as the definitions of the nation, the concept of national identity is much 

contested among scholars. Stuart Hall (1996) posits that national identity is a process of 

becoming rather than being. He says that it is not so much who we are or where we came 

from but who we might become and how we might represent ourselves. From his 

perspective, national identity is about articulation, the coming together of different 

perspectives to develop one cohesive unit. Like Hall, Gilroy (1994) posits that national 

identity is not concerned about a return to our roots i.e. where we came from, but a 

journey through our routes i.e. the process of finding a sense of who we might become.   

 Bhikhu Parekh (1999) argues that national identity is not about an essence, or 

spirit or soul. He claims that national identity is both dynamic and dialogic, engaging a 

community of people striving for shared loyalty and shared commitment to the nation. 

Parekh (1999) suggests that national identity is constituted in three major components. 

First, it must have a constitution or constitutive principles that govern the political 

community of the nation. Secondly, it is based on how that political community imagines 

itself. And thirdly, it involves the ways in which individuals see themselves in relation to 

the community. 

 At the heart of his argument Parekh (1999) stresses that national identity is about 

the relationship between the people and their society, and is primarily embodied in the 

use of symbols which communicate that relationship. He adds that the formulation of a 

national identity should be governed by the institutions, values and systems within a 

society rather than ethnicity and culture. He insists that national identity, especially in a 

multicultural society must take into account the many other �sub�-identities which exist 

(cultural, religious, ethnic etc.), and give due and equal regard to all of its citizens so that 
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all groups feel a sense of legitimacy and place in the society. He cautions however that 

national identity should not be expected to be ethnically or culturally neutral since this 

could be interpreted as disregard for the rich composition of the various communities. 

In multicultural societies there is heightened concern when dealing with the 

concept of national identity. Collymore (1995) argues that the problem of national 

identity in this multicultural scenario is trying to create a society with homogenous roots. 

In many multicultural societies, individual groups are seeking recognition and validation 

in the public sphere and it is up to those in power to find ways to appease all groups and 

to make sure that everyone feels a sense of place within the society (Parekh, 1999). This 

is particularly challenging since groups tend to center their sense of identity on symbolic 

representations (Smith, 1994), and there are few single national symbols that can satisfy 

all ethnic and cultural groups.  

All this means that defining national identity in a 

multicultural society is an exceedingly difficult enterprise. 

It cannot, and should not be ethnically and culturally 

neutral, as it then satisfies nobody and lacks power to 

evoke deep historical memories, but neither should it be 

biased towards a particular community as it then de-

legitimizes and alienates others, nor should it be culturally 

eclectic as it then lacks coherence and focus (Parekh, 1999, 

p. 73). 

 

The Broad Impact of National Identity 

 

 Currently, issues surrounding the concept of national identity continue to have 

great relevance in societies and nations dealing with the challenges of division within and 

outside of its borders. In the realm of research, the concept of national identity has taken 

on new meaning within the scope of globalization and more specifically, 

Americanization. Arjun Appadurai (1999) discusses the impact of globalization in terms 

of different landscapes. Mediascapes refers to the constant moving and exchange of 

media messages across the globe. Facilitated by technological advancement in a variety 
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of fields, global messages are being exchanged at unprecedented rates. In particular the 

advent of the internet has changed the very fabric of global communications and has 

created links between previously separated voices, groups and societies. Technoscapes 

refers to the exchange of that technology and the way that it impacts and changes the 

societies involved in the exchange. Finanscapes refers to the global economy and the 

movement of money and monetary systems which impact the relationships among 

societies. Ethnoscapes refers to the movement of people as enabled by increased 

opportunity for global travel. In very tangible ways, both tourism and migration patterns 

have changed the landscapes of societies in fundamental ways. And finally, ideoscapes 

refers to the movement and exchange of ideology across the globe. It takes into account 

how systems of meaning are used and adapted to various societies and how they have 

brought about dramatic changes in others.   

Given the impact of these various landscapes, the boundaries that seem to 

separate one nation from another are being stretched and blurred. Researchers are 

focusing more and more on the long-term effects of colonialism, added to the impact of 

global mass media and globalization since �global processes might diminish a sense of 

national identity or reinforce it� (Edensor, 2002). Researchers have shifted their focus 

from national identity as a quest for unity and solidarity among its members, to national 

identity as the articulation of difference (Hall, 1996; Grossberg, 1996): �national identity 

is about who does or does not belong to the community� (Parekh, 1999, p. 70). Some 

argue that the designation of difference is the most important aspect of national identity 

because it illuminates the ways in which the Other is defined and kept separate from the 

members of the defined nation (Hall, 1996).  

 Across borders it seems that national identity is represented most prominently in 

the mass media. For many countries around the world, tourism is a major source of 

income, thus their representations in the form of tourist marketing are particularly 

relevant when it comes to national identity. Even though in large part, tourism images 

attempt to capture the beauty and charm of the landscape, scenery and architecture of a 

given place, it is these images that embody the national identity of that location � the 

things that the nation is most proud of, the things the people use to define themselves, the 

things that they want to inscribe on the global memory (Edensor, 2002)..   
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 The concept of national identity becomes relevant especially within borders 

because there is a sense that the concept is about equal recognition for all members of the 

national community. Adam Roberts (1999) argues that the term nation has two meanings: 

�a group of people who share a significant number (but seldom all) of such attributes as 

the following: history, language, ethnic origin, religion, political belief, fear of the same 

adversaries and a wish to live under political institutions which they can regard as their 

own � [and] a political entity, namely an existing state or country, or simply, to all the 

inhabitants thereof� (p. 79). Ernest Renan (1990) also proffers a definition of the nation, 

claiming that at its core it is a soul which has two dimensions: a rich legacy of memories 

together with the present-day willingness to live together and perpetuate this legacy in an 

undivided manner. 

National identity is an ever-changing process (Hall, 1996; Frith, 1996) and there 

is much to be said of this process toward the integration of all members of the nation. 

National identity is about a collective sense of self, built on shared loyalty and shared 

commitment but the concept is also founded on the designation of difference (Hall, 

1996). Since the world is figuratively becoming smaller because of technology, 

globalization, travel, mass media etc., the strong boundaries erected by notions of 

national identity may be challenged and even eroded as global organizations and systems 

take up the fight for equitable global citizenship. As Hardt and Negri (2000) argue, 

globalization should be best understood as a regime of the production of identity and 

difference. 

 The concept of national identity is undoubtedly complex. It takes form in a variety 

of ways depending on people and place. But the concept must be recognized as a process, 

not a point of arrival (Edensor, 2002). Changes in the world happen daily and people 

move and adapt their own lived experience in order to maintain their sense of who they 

are. Identity is always about belonging and on the national level, that need to belong is 

ever present. But even at this level, the decision of who belongs and who does not, will 

also be revisited. What will never change perhaps is the debate over what truly 

constitutes national identity and how these challenges should be overcome. 
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Cultural Identity as Part of National Identity 

 

The concept of cultural identity has been much discussed both within and outside 

the communication discipline as it relates to development, international communication, 

and culture (Hamelink, 1989). Friedman (1994) argues that cultural identity involves both 

individual and local social mechanisms. He posits that cultural identity is closely related 

to personal identity and can be inherent in the individual (internal) or take the form of 

symbols and rituals (external). Identity, according to Tanno and Gonzalez (1998), is 

concerned with the �I� as well as the �we�: �it is about the rituals and rules, the idioms 

and ideologies, and the languages and experiences of the multiple �I�s� and �we�s� (p. 3).  

Hecht et al. (1993) developed a communication theory of ethnic identity based on 

the premise that �identity is inherently a communication process and must be understood 

as a transaction in which messages are exchanged� (p. 161). They conceptualize identity 

as �a way of understanding constellations of behaviors that can be interpreted as creating, 

expressing, protecting and changing identity� (p. 162). They also claim that identity 

prescribes modes of conduct in the way that defines an individual, and thereby instructs 

what that individual should do. Identity then, functions as a narrative told to oneself, 

exists within cultures, and �provides the means for understanding self, interaction, 

relationships, and society by defining the nature of self and social life� (p. 162).  

Stuart Hall (1994) explains that there are two ways to think about cultural 

identity. The first, he says, has to do with the shared or collective culture hidden within 

the more superficial selves that people with shared cultures tend to have. In this case, 

cultural identity reflects the common historical experiences and shared cultural codes. 

The second view of cultural identity is quite the opposite, in that it recognizes the 

significant differences that constitute who people really are and who they have become. 

He adds that cultural identities have histories and that they are in constant transformation. 

Fundamental to identity, therefore, is the notion of community (Hecht et al., 

1993), which is at the core of culture. Cultural identity thus provides the synthesis 

between culture and identity, and creates a concept that refers to those material practices 

that over time cultivate a sense of who people think they are, including the images and 
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symbols that are reflective of them. Cultural identity is rooted in tradition and practices 

that over time have become modes of self-definition.  

In Trinidad and Tobago, cultural identity is difficult to define, given the 

multicultural nature of the population, with distinct ethnic groups who have very different 

histories. Although there is much pride in the fact that Trinidad is a relatively harmonious 

multiracial society (Harney, 1996), the concept of a nationally accepted cultural identity 

is not easily agreed upon. In fact Munasinghe (2001) argues that Trinidadians of East 

Indian descent continue to struggle for recognition in the national arena. She says, �Indo-

Trinidadian attempts at redefining national culture and identity were integrally linked to 

the creation of a national image that could facilitate the previously unthinkable � 

acquisition of state power in a nation long perceived as Afro-Caribbean� (p. 247). 

Stoddard and Cornwell (2001) also argue that there are clear points of unity in Trinidad 

and Tobago that mostly center on festivals, food and music that all ethnicities enjoy. 

However, they add, �a number of other signs point to mounting ethnic tension, including 

fears of cultural erasure, homogenization, or domination by different groups within the 

country� (p. 31).  

 

Postcolonialism: Establishing a National Culture after Independence 

 

The term post-colonialism, according to Mishra and Hodge (1994) has for years 

been regarded as a compound, wherein �post� is the prefix, which governs the subsequent 

element �colonial.� Essentially then, the term is used to designate that which comes after 

the colonial, i.e. post-independence colonies (1994). However, they also contend that 

dropping the hyphen and creating the term postcolonialism, not only reflects the results of 

the processes of colonialism, but is also one which hints at the �always present 

�underside� within colonization itself� (1994). Moreover, they stress that postcolonialism 

is not homogenous across nations but in fact is always in the process of change (1994). 

Quoting from The Empire Writes Back Mishra and Hodge (1994) offer another 

definition of post-colonialism: �We use the term �post-colonial�, however, to cover all the 

culture affected by the imperial process from the moment of colonization to the present 

day. This is because there is a continuity of preoccupation throughout the historical 
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process initiated by European imperial aggression� (1994). Other theorists have also 

battled with the term. McClintock (1994) makes some interesting observations, claiming 

that the term shifts the focus from the binary axis of power (colonizer/colonized) to the 

binary axis of time (ex-colonizers/ex-colonized). She argues that the �post� half of the 

term effectively deems colonialism as the �proper� history, while other cultures are 

juxtaposed chronologically to what is essentially a Euro-centered period (1994).   

The question that arises in this case study is how did the steelpan culture 

contribute to the establishment of a Trinidad and Tobago national identity. One way to 

explore this question is to consider the concept that Homi Bhabha (1994) calls the 

beyond. He says: �to dwell in the beyond is � to be part of a revolutionary time, a return 

to the present to redescribe our cultural contemporaneity; to reinscribe our human historic 

commonality; to touch the future on its hither side� (1994, p. 7). The case of the 

steelband movement may provide evidence of cultural resistance, negotiating itself in the 

beyond, embracing an emerging artform, and in its practice, defying the norms imposed 

by European colonizers.  

Bhabha (1994) explains that the beyond is not about embarking on a new horizon, 

nor is it about shedding the past but instead is �the moment of transit where space and 

time cross to produce complex figures of difference and identity� (p. 1). To reside in the 

beyond, is therefore to inhabit an intervening space where cultural differences are 

articulated. Since to dwell in the beyond means to be part of a revolutionary time, �these 

�in-between spaces provide the terrain for elaborating strategies of selfhood � singular or 

communal � that initiate new signs of identity, and innovative sites of collaboration, and 

contestation, in the act of defining the idea of society itself� (1994, p. 7).  

Bhabha (1994) goes on to argue that the terms of cultural engagement are 

produced performatively. He cautions against hasty assumptions that paint difference as 

reflective of traditional ethnic or cultural traits. Instead, he suggests that �the social 

articulation of difference, from the minority perspective, is a complex, on-going 

negotiation that seeks to authorize cultural hybridities that emerge in moments of 

historical transformation� (1994, p. 2). Social and cultural differences then, are not 

articulated through an established tradition but creates an interstitial space wherein 
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community is envisioned and constructed in the beyond, but is re-negotiated in the 

political conditions of the present. 

Bhabha (1994) also argues that the work of culture calls for an interaction with 

the new i.e. that which is separate from the continuum between past and present. The new 

is essentially the beyond, which is an intervening space where hybrids emerge, which 

Shaobo Xie also calls the Third Space. Xie (1997) argues that the Third Space emerges 

when colonizer and colonized interact. �This newly emergent cultural space proves 

subversive to both the Western and the indigenous, allowing neither of them cultural and 

discursive continuity� (Xie, 1997).  

This study must therefore consider the role of the steelband movement in the 

development of a national culture. Additionally, the tensions that were exacerbated in the 

wake of the decision to make the steelpan the national instrument, could provide some 

indication to whether Bhaba�s concept of the beyond adequately accounts for tensions 

that are not explained by the colonizer/colonized dichotomy. Arguably, the case of the 

steelband in Trinidad and Tobago uproots tensions between colonized groups, as they try 

to center on a national identity that is satisfactory to all. 

Establishing a national identity in post-colonial nations is tricky in the formative 

years. Catherine Hall (1996) posits that the search for independence and the struggle for 

decolonization had to premised on new identities, a re-working of old ancestral identities. 

Hall (1996) suggests that the term �postcolonial� is not merely a description to separate 

some entities from others. In fact, he adds, �one of the principal values of the term �post-

colonial� has been to direct our attention to the many ways in which colonization was 

never simply external to the societies of the imperial metropolis. It was always inscribed 

deeply within them � as it became indelibly inscribed in the cultures of the colonized� 

(1996). According to Collier (1998), �postcolonial scholars recognize that the identity 

groups that are the object or subject of study are formed and socially constructed in 

historical and ideological contexts in which power is consistently experienced, used, and 

negotiated� (p. 126). 

In some post-colonial nations, especially in the West Indies, independence from 

European owners was not something that the countries had to fight for. There were 

neither wars nor significant battles. Instead, Great Britain and the other European 
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colonizers conditionally gave independence to many of its colonies because in post-

World War II, colonial holdings were no longer lucrative. Freedom came to the colonies 

only when the essentials of sovereignty were satisfied (Ryan, 1972). Preparations were 

made to systematically declare the colonies independent without adequately ensuring that 

the infrastructure was in place for the nations to thrive un-tethered. Precisely because 

many of the former West Indian colonies did not have to fight for independence, national 

identity takes on a different face. One may argue that national identity can hardly be 

measured and compared, but the demonstration of national pride can be seen. Post-

colonial citizenry constantly strive to carve a niche of collective cultural identity, which 

is celebrated as much as the very act of being independent. National identity in this 

context therefore places more emphasis on the collective attempt at nation-building.  

 

Nation and Cultural Policy 

 

In discussing issues and concepts regarding policy, undeniably the root terms of 

�police� or �policing� emerge. Denotatively, policy refers to those, often governing 

mandates, meant to regulate a given population, with deliberate attempts to change 

people�s behavior (Stone, 1988). Certainly, human beings often talk about personal 

policies, i.e. those time-honored decisions that individuals make regarding how they 

intend to live their lives. However, on a national level the concept of policy suggests �a 

constant struggle over the criteria for classification, the boundaries of categories, and the 

definition of ideals that guide the way people behave� (Stone, 1988, p. 11). 

 The concept of policy is rooted in community and according to Deborah Stone 

(1988), even when there is conflict within a community over its goals and membership, 

policy always involves a community working toward something as a community. Thus, 

�policy decisions are not made by abstract people, but by people in social roles and 

organizations, addressing audiences of people in social roles and organizations, and using 

procedures that have been collectively approved� (1988, p. 27).    

Communication policy, more specifically refers to those regulations that address 

issues regarding the use of communication technologies within a given population. Often 

the term �communication policy� is associated with the mass media � television, radio, 
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and now, the internet. In fact, national governments have the strongest influence on the 

shape and scope of mass media industries in their own countries (Stokes, 2003). But 

arguably, communication policy can also incorporate those non-electronic media forms 

of communication that also affect a mass audience. All of these domains provide the 

opportunity for communication and cultural policies to interact. Cultural policy refers to 

those regulations that seek to organize and maintain cultural expressions and practices 

within a given population. Often these policies attempt to give legitimacy to certain 

practices and guard against abuse and denigration thereof. Since communication systems 

have become a major avenue for the dissemination of cultural expressions and practices, 

it becomes clear that policies under either of these systems � communication and culture 

� often rely on, borrow from and coincide with each other. 

  Research surrounding national cultural expressions and practices has been part of 

both academic and non-academic endeavors for many decades. In many respects, the 

quest to know more and to understand how human beings make sense of their worlds has 

been at the forefront of man�s ultimate attempt to establish links between seemingly 

disparate segments of the world at large. Certainly, the ways in which this research is 

undertaken is arguably as varied as the peoples and practices it hopes to understand. 

Nevertheless, much of this research tends to fall into two camps: one that takes a 

decidedly historic approach and that which assumes more of a scientific approach. This 

section will argue that the very choice of methodology between these two camps have 

certain implications regarding the ultimate outcome of the research and how that impacts 

one�s understanding of the given national culture. Secondly, the argument will be made 

that historical research may provide a more holistic understanding of culture, given its 

broad focus and willingness to incorporate a range of perspectives. Given the fact that 

even in historical research there are hurdles to be overcome, this section will explore the 

ways in which certain theoretical concepts within the realm of Cultural Studies can 

provide the most useful means of addressing these issues. 

 Before addressing the issues surrounding the research of national cultural policies, 

it is necessary to lay out some definitions that provide a reference point for this 

discussion. Undeniably, the term �culture� is ubiquitous. It is used to describe material 

practices and artifacts, as well as those intangible aspects of a population that cannot 
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quite be explained. There is measured consensus between scholars on the definition of 

culture. Tim Edensor (2002) and others proffer perhaps the broadest definition of culture, 

arguing that it refers to the practices involved in everyday living. In this case, the very act 

of living becomes a cultural endeavor. Paul du Gay (1997) suggests that at the heart of 

culture is the sense of creating maps of meaning i.e. that in the practice of everyday life, 

human beings give meaning and significance to their worlds and that these meanings are 

articulated in a web of interconnectivity, whereby links are made toward greater 

understanding of those worlds. Hall (1996) also argues that culture is a process of 

becoming, not being. This adage is founded on the premise that culture is an ever-

changing process that is focused not on who we are as much as what we might become. 

Given the pervasive link between culture and material practices and artifacts, the 

sentiment remains that culture is somehow static. This is not the case as scholars argue 

for a more fluid concept of culture that takes into account the progressive forces that 

bring ongoing adaptation and change. 

 Many argue that the nation is different from the state in that the latter refers to 

those economic, legal and governing bodies that attempt to maintain law, order and 

control. The nation, they suggest refers to the culture, value and belief systems that exist 

to create a sense of community among its members. Across the globe, however, there are 

numerous examples of the nation and the state as one unit. In fact, in most countries that 

is the case. This complicates the issue of national culture at hand because now in many 

cases the governing body is also the cultural body. In combining the concepts of nation 

and culture therefore, therein is born a complex term that undoubtedly links culture, 

identity and representation. If the nation also functions as the state but is based in culture, 

and culture functions to create a sense of community and continuity among people, the 

question becomes, how does national cultural policy emerge and how should it be 

studied?  

 National cultural policy often emerges to validate certain practices and regulate 

others in the maintenance of order and control. Although not in every case, national 

cultural policy is prevalent in heterogeneous societies with many varying ethnicities 

seeking to find a sense of place. In these cases the national cultural policy may bring a 

sense of legitimacy to some, at the risk of excluding others. Nations are complex entities 
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that are formed and exist under a wide range of circumstances. Given this, added to the 

premise that at some level culture is about the practice of everyday life, the study of 

national cultural policy can be a daunting task.  

 

A Cultural Studies Approach to Understand Communication and Cultural Policy 

 

 The selection of a theoretical approach provides one framework with which to 

make sense of the subject of investigation, and give form to the process of undertaking 

the research. In understanding communication, and by extension, cultural research, James 

Carey (1989) suggests that there are two major models employed many researchers. The 

transmission model, as in the strain of that propagated by Shannon and Weaver, looks at 

communication as a loop whereby a sender sends a message to a receiver through a 

channel, and in turn the receiver sends a message or feedback. This process is impacted 

by noise or interference. The second model Carey (1989) suggests is the ritual model 

whereby communication is understood from the point of view of everyday practices in 

which people engage. This model focuses on how rituals and routine behavior are passed 

from generation to generation, thereby communicating a sense of identity, belonging and 

community. 

It is this ritual model of communication that seems to provide the necessary 

complement to Cultural Studies. Cultural Studies is a growing field of investigation that 

did not start in the academy but took form in the 1950s in Britain, seeking to understand 

the adult working class education and relations of power, the impact and slow demise of 

imperialism and the integration of members of former colonies into British society 

(Johnson, 1997). Cultural Studies as an academic field has been on the rise since the 

1970s (Johnson, 1997), but many critics argue that Cultural Studies is or should not be 

related to the academy at all. Regardless, the rudiments of Cultural Studies, informed by 

the essence of the ritual model of communication provides a sound approach to the study 

of national cultural policy. 

Cultural Studies as an interdisciplinary approach can provide a sound 

investigative framework for this current study while addressing some of the issues that 

arise in the practice of historical research. First, the emergence of Cultural Studies was 
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premised on taking a closer look at the impact of power relations on the way that people 

live (Bennett, 1998; Frow & Morris, 2003). Other scholars tend to focus on identity and 

community, believing that these �are framed not only by issues of race, class and gender 

but by a deeply political concern with place, [and] cultural memory� (2003, p. 495). 

Additionally, many culture researchers still subscribe to a strong Marxist ideology that 

highlights the ways in which the laboring class (the base) supports the elite class (the 

superstructure) (Berger, 1992). 

Second, Cultural Studies seeks not to predict the future but to understand the past 

in light of the present (Carey, 1989). In this way, it necessarily employs decidedly 

historical methods in the attempt to uncover the forces that impact events in the lives of 

relevant populations. The recognition of maps of meaning as explained in the discussion 

of the circuit of culture, can only assist in historical research since there will be a natural 

tendency to try to find connections between seemingly unconnected parts. Cultural 

Studies scholars inherently know that they must think and operate beyond convention and 

in spite of it, in an attempt to uncover the links between the components of the circuit. As 

an approach, Cultural Studies attempts to move way beyond the aesthetic to make 

connections that reveal how power relations impact culture and therefore people. 

Thirdly, a major driving force of Cultural Studies is the commitment to giving 

voice to the marginalized, those people who have been pushed to the periphery and 

various social movements (Bennett, 1998). Many scholars focus their attention on what is 

widely known as the subaltern (Spivak, 1994), perspectives that have often been 

overlooked and undervalued. This thrust in Cultural Studies will address the issue of bias, 

even as historical research employs triangulation, since it is intent on creating an equal 

outlet for all perspectives. There must be caution however, that in the need to give voice 

to the previously voiceless, there is no bias against those who have held the voice or 

position of power, causing their perspective to be automatically negated. Overall, 

Cultural Studies strives for a holistic view of culture that ruptures conventional 

conceptions. It is therefore a valid theoretic approach for the current study. 
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Summary of Literature Review 

 

 This literature review is divided into three major sections and several sub-sections 

with a view to looking at the intersection of the concepts of nation, nation-building, 

national identity, postcolonialism and cultural policy. In the first instance the concept of 

national identity is discussed, with a view to understanding the implications within a 

multicultural nation. While scholars debate the exact meaning of the term, Stuart Hall 

(1996) posits that national identity is a process of becoming rather than being, that it is 

not so much who we are or where we came from but who we might become and how we 

might represent ourselves. What is clear, however, is that a discussion of national identity 

must based on the definition of nation, which Anderson (1991) conceptualizes the as an 

imagined political community, which is both limited and sovereign. 

 Having discussed the concepts of nation and national identity, the literature 

review considers the process of nation-building in the aftermath of colonialism. 

Postcolonialism is a much-discussed topic given the long-standing effects of colonial rule 

in various parts of the world. Even though the study focuses on the debate surrounding 

the steelpan as the national instrument, in considering the identity issues that are at the 

heart of the debate, one cannot deny the impact of colonial rule since it was the system 

under which the various ethnicities in the country were introduced and integrated with 

each other, and therefore set the foundation on which the relationship between groups 

was built. This is consistent with Mishra and Hodge (1994) who use the term postcolonial 

to refer to the cultures affected by the imperial process from the moment of colonization 

to the present day. Nation-building after independence is necessarily a challenge 

therefore, as both government and citizens strive to develop the new face of the nation. 

 Thirdly, the literature review addresses the factors that affect the development of 

cultural policy. Having considered the implications of nation-building in the previous 

section, this section of the literature review takes a closer look at the challenges of 

developing a cultural policy in a multicultural nation. Cultural policy refers to those 

regulations that seek to organize and maintain cultural expressions and practices within a 

given population and often attempt to give legitimacy to certain practices and guard 

against abuse and denigration thereof. At the same time however, these policies can be 
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interpreted as a denial of other cultural practices, which leads to a situation of contention. 

Governments of multicultural nations need to strive to satisfy all ethnic groups within the 

nation, in an attempt to foster a national identity that does not favor one group over the 

other. This however is a difficult task when there are groups who seem to be more 

committed to their past than the present. 

 

Research Questions 

 

 The relationship between nation-building, national identity and national cultural 

policy is a crucial if nations are to achieve some level of unity. Research in this arena is 

therefore vital, and the case of study of the declaration of the steelpan as the national 

instrument provides one opportunity to explore this challenge.  

 The literature above suggests that analysis of the relationship between nation-

building, national identity and cultural policy reveals two major assumptions within the 

study. The first assumption is that it is possible to develop a national identity even in the 

shadow of colonialism and within a population that is multicultural in nature. The 

interrelationship among these concepts is important in that the development of a national 

identity must be based on a clear understanding of the identities of each ethnic group in 

the nation. This can only be understood through historical investigation into how the 

groups came to occupy the country and how they were introduced to each other. For 

ethnic groups to commit to a national identity, they must believe that their individual 

interests are significant and respected. 

 Another assumption in this study is that it is possible to have a cultural policy that 

satisfies all ethnic groups within a multicultural nation. When the steelpan was declared 

the national instrument, many citizens were shocked that there were people who were 

outraged, claiming that the steelpan does represent their heritage. The steelpan has been 

the pride and joy of many citizens of Trinidad and Tobago, but the fact is that there are 

people who do not identify with it as a symbol of identity and this raises certain 

questions.  

In accordance with the proposed research design of this study, research questions 

were refined during the process of data collection and analysis toward establishing 
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connections between the particulars of the case study and theoretical and conceptual 

implications on a broader level:  

1. What are the implications for Trinidad and Tobago when the government is 

intricately involved in the culture of the nation and develops cultural policy? 

2. In what ways has the steelband movement contributed to the national cultural 

fabric of Trinidad and Tobago? 

3. Are their other symbols that can be accorded national status and which conform to 

the concept of national identity? 

4. How can the government of Trinidad and Tobago encourage a national identity 

that recognizes all ethnic communities equally? 
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CHAPTER THREE 

METHODOLOGY 

 

Introduction 

 

 This study is geared toward a deeper understanding of how national identity is 

negotiated in multicultural nations. This research will therefore focus on the case of 

Trinidad and Tobago, a small West Indian nation which claims to be the most 

cosmopolitan in the region. The declaration of the steelpan as the national instrument of 

Trinidad and Tobago precipitated a volatile debate, which suggested that the real issue 

had nothing to with the steelpan itself but the recognition and equal representation of all 

ethnic communities. In this chapter, a plan for the research is laid out, detailing the 

methods to be employed and rationale for these methods. Potential challenges are 

explored and means suggested to overcome these challenges. With this in mind, the 

chapter provides an overview of the research design, population sample, data sources, 

and procedures of data collection. Using a case study approach, the researcher strives to 

understand the issues and problems that arise in the development of national identity in a 

multicultural nation. The researcher proposes to answer the research questions through 

the study of a variety of documents, complemented by personal interviews. Furthermore, 

using a Cultural Studies analytical approach this study has examined the steelband 

movement by considering it in light of du Gay et al�s (1997) �circuit of culture.� 

 

Overview of the Research Design 

 

 This research project takes a case study approach toward a better understanding of 

the challenges facing multicultural nations as they work toward the establishment of a 

national identity. Hamel, Dufour and Fortin (1993) explain that the case study is an 

approach to research which can use a variety of methods including interviews, participant 

observation and field studies with a view to highlighting the features and attributes of 

social life. Effectively, they contend, it becomes an in-depth descriptive study. �The case 

study thus serves as �the most complete and detailed sort of presentation of the object 
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under investigation,� made possible �by giving special attention to totalizing in the 

observation, reconstruction and analysis of the objects under study� (Zonabend, 1992, p. 

52). In this sense, it is the type of study best suited to understanding the way in which the 

subject under investigation by the researcher is defined or established within the 

meanings of the social actors, by the description of the object of study as the study 

develops� (1993, p. 33).  

The case study approach however has come under criticism for two major 

reasons. In the first instance the approach has been faulted for its inability to represent a 

large issue or social phenomenon because it is based on a single observation or one 

specific case. In the second instance the case study approach has been accused of lacking 

objectivity. �This absence would primarily result from the intrusion of subjectivity, from 

field informants used to collect firsthand information, as well as from the researcher, 

whose research is based on personal observations. Such observations presumably involve 

the latter�s participation (Hamel et al, 1993, p. 25). The case study approach is subjective 

because the contributions of the researcher and the informants hinder an exact 

reconstruction of the components that define the phenomenon being studied (Hamel et al, 

1993).   

In the case of Trinidad and Tobago, one event that precipitated the debate 

regarding the national identity of the country in light of its multicultural population was 

the decision to name the steelpan as the national instrument. This event is just one 

snapshot within the entire history of Trinidad and Tobago, which presents the chance to 

look at the way one political and cultural decision affects the multicultural citizens of the 

nation. In this way, the study focuses on a public problem, which Lindlof and Taylor 

(2002) explain can take various forms.  First, a study that focuses on a public problem 

can enable socially invisible or silenced groups to be seen and heard. Second, it can take 

a closer look at an issue that is already well-known in the public sphere. Third, policy 

debates, legal controversies, human rights issues, social movements etc. can all present 

opportunities to explore a public problem. Finally, the mass media offers an endless 

supply of conflicts worth investigating. The case of the steelpan being declared the 

national instrument of Trinidad and Tobago presents a public problem in that it initiated a 

very public debate wherein one ethnic community, the East Indians, questioned the 
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appropriateness of the steelpan as a national symbol, and called for the inclusion of an 

East Indian instrument on the national level. However, this issue is not one sided in that 

the proponents of the steelpan as the national instrument claim that regardless of its 

ethnic origins, the very fact that the steelpan was invented in Trinidad classifies it as a 

national symbol. In considering the history of the steelband movement and changes since 

the pan was declared the national instrument, there are opportunities to examine how 

silenced groups found ways to bring their issues into the public sphere. This case includes 

the struggle between ethnic communities, the role of the government in culture, as well as 

the possibilities for multicultural nations negotiating a national identity. 

 

Document Research 

 

According to Altheide (1996) documents are examined with a view to 

understanding culture, �the process and the array of objects, symbols, and meanings that 

make up social reality shared by members of a society� (p. 2). He adds that culture is 

challenging to study because many of its components are subtle, enacted in daily life and 

therefore often taken for granted (1996). Lindlof and Taylor (2002) argue that although 

document research has its limitations, there are many benefits when it is combined with 

other methods. First, documents can provide valuable links to the context that the 

researcher is studying in terms of what was said and what was done during the given 

event. Second, documents aid the researcher in piecing together the past in ways that 

make obvious those elements that are not directly observable upon first glance. Finally, 

they add that documents provide material evidence of social rules at work but do not 

reveal the rational behind those rules. 

Although document research has an important place in research of this nature, 

especially where there is a strong historical component, there are several challenges 

associated with document review that should be taken into consideration. Altheide (1996) 

explicates several challenges involving in conducting document review in the past. First, 

documents were limited, often limited to print materials in the form of newspapers, 

magazines, letters and diaries. As a result, access to the materials was also limited, if in 

fact they were well preserved. In recent times, given the widespread use of photography, 
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microfiche and now, digital storage, the life and access to many documents has been 

extended. Altheide (1996) adds that since formal organizations and bureaucracies owned 

and controlled most of the reproduction technology, this affected the conduct of 

document research. He assures however, that �culture is more available to document 

analysis today partly because the electronic and information technology revolution that is 

the source of such research is also the single greatest contributor to cultural change� 

(1996, p.6). 

Stokes (2003) stresses that archive research is one of the most used methods in all 

forms of historical research. She suggests several considerations for the researcher when 

embarking on archive research. First, the object of analysis should be clearly defined, and 

the researcher should make sure that it is accessible. Research questions should also be 

clearly defined, and the appropriate archive sources identified. Finally, since archive 

research takes time, the scope of the work to be studied must be mapped out and each 

visit to the archive should be maximized through clear direction from the outset. 

The purpose of this study is to gain a deeper understanding of the identity 

conflicts that arose in the aftermath of the declaration of the steelpan as the national 

instrument of Trinidad and Tobago. Given that this issue emerged some fourteen years 

ago, the best approach to get a sense of the debate that ensued is through close 

examination of relevant documents from three main sources: newspaper archives, 

Parliamentary documents, and files from Pan Trinbago, the governing organization for 

the steelband and steelpan players in Trinidad and Tobago and around the world.  

In this present study, the archive material will comprise articles from the daily 

newspapers i.e. the Trinidad Guardian and the Trinidad Express during the month of 

September 1992. These articles and opinion pieces are a valuable part of this study 

because they stand as a record of the reaction of the citizens in the days following the 

decision to make the steelband the national instrument. These reactions are both positive 

and negative but they effectively formulate the debate since some articles address others, 

challenging the authors and suggesting important facts to consider in light of the culture 

and people of Trinidad and Tobago.  

The transcripts from Parliamentary debates, referred to as the Hansard, are also 

important to consider in this study because most major decisions taken at the government 
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level are brought to the Parliament for debate. In the course of the research it became 

apparent that the decision to make the steelpan the national instrument was not in fact 

debated in Parliament, however, there were issues regarding governmental support of 

culture which were raised in the months following the decision. Finally, in the course of 

the research relevant documents were sought from Pan Trinbago. Given the importance 

of this organization in the governing and support of the steelband movement and steelpan 

players, any information it could provide was important because it set the context for the 

development of the steelband through the years, thereby suggesting the significance of 

the artform in the culture Trinidad and Tobago.    

 

Personal Interviews 

 

 The benefit in using interview research is that researchers get the chance to hear 

directly from participants, their responses to events, processes, even objects. Lindlof and 

Taylor (2002) suggest several purposes for using interviews in research (p. 173): 

1.  To understand the social actor�s experience and perspective through stories, 

accounts and explanations 

2. To understand native conceptualizations of communication 

3. To elicit the language forms used by social actors in natural settings  

4. To gather information about things or processes that cannot be observed 

effectively by other means 

5. To inquire about occurrences in the past 

6. To verify, validate, or comment on information obtained from other sources 

7. To test hypotheses developed in the field 

8. To achieve efficiency in data collection 

 Therefore personal interviews provide another important source of data, which 

may complicate or corroborate the information derived from the document review. To be 

more specific, respondent interviews will be used since this method allows for open-

ended responses from participants (Lindlof and Taylor, 2002). Based on the work of Paul 

Lazarsfeld, Lindlof and Taylor (2002) enumerate the goals of respondent interviews: �(1) 

to clarify the meanings of common concepts and opinions; (2) to distinguish the decisive 
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elements of an expressed opinion; (3) to determine what influenced a person to form an 

opinion or to act in a certain way; (4) to classify complex attitude patterns; and (5) to 

understand the interpretations that people attribute to their motivations to act� (p. 178). 

Frey, Botan and Kreps (2000) advocate the use of interviews for several reasons. First, 

depending on the medium used i.e. face-to-face, telephone or email for example, 

respondents can be reached relatively quickly. Second, personal interviews allow for 

questions to be clarified on the spot for respondents, while allowing the researcher to 

probe for more information, and the respondent to answer in greater depth than survey 

research. Finally, they add that interviewing allows for more sensitive topics to be 

broached and more information on those topics collected (2000). 

Nevertheless, there are issues which must be considered when thinking of 

conducting interview research. Jane Stokes (2003) cautions that since interviews are time 

consuming, the researcher should consider whether they are integral to the study being 

undertaken. She adds that interviews should never be used to gain background 

information and since interviewees are typically professional or experts, they may be less 

willing to speak negatively of their company or industry (2003), which can affect the 

accuracy of the information gained. Thus, interviewees must be carefully chosen and the 

method of interview chosen depending on the respondents (2003).  

 With this present study in mind, a list of potential questions was drawn up, which 

was geared toward understanding respondent attitudes toward the declaration of the 

steelpan as the national instrument and their reactions to the polarized debate that ensued 

(see APPENDIX A). The researcher realized that the event being discussed occurred 

several years ago, thus questions were developed in such a way as to set some context for 

the discussion, in an attempt to leave the field open for free contributions from the 

respondents but not enough to prompt any particular response. This list of questions 

served as a guide for the interviews but follow-up questions were asked on the spot 

during the interviews depending on the responses from the interviewees. Additionally, 

the list of questions was also tailored depending on the interviewees and the information 

they were thought to provide. For example, when the Pan Pioneers were interviewed, 

questions were geared toward the history of the steelband and their involvement in the 

formative days of the artform. 
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Population and Sample 

 

Documents 

 

 Lindlof and Taylor (2002) support the use of document research because of how it 

chronicles historical events and processes in precise ways. They add: �Among other 

functions, documents in an organization indicate what the organization produces; how it 

certifies actions; how it categorizes events or people; how it codifies procedures or 

policies; and in what ways it informs or instructs the membership, explains past or future 

actions memorializes its own history or achievements and tracks its own activities (2002, 

p. 117). With this in mind, the sample for this study will comprise three major sets of 

documents: (1) newspaper articles, (2) Hansard, the transcripts of parliamentary debates, 

and (3) relevant materials from Pan Trinbago. 

(1) Stephen Stuempfle (1995) in his book chronicling the steelband movement observed 

that newspaper archives in Trinidad and Tobago were the most helpful printed material 

given the extensive media coverage of the movement over the years, and also because 

they served to be useful �to obtain descriptions of events and exact dates that could be 

correlated with oral history� (p. xvi). In this study, there will be a heavy reliance on 

newspaper articles from the two daily newspapers, the Trinidad Guardian and the 

Trinidad Express during the month of September 1992. Although there are several 

newspapers in Trinidad and Tobago, these two were selected because they represent the 

most mainstream newspapers, enjoying readership from a cross-section of the Trinidad 

and Tobago population. They are both privately owned enterprises with the Trinidad 

Guardian falling under the Ansa McAl group of companies and the Trinidad Express 

falling under the Caribbean Communications Network group of companies. In terms of 

content there are no marked differences between the two publications and it is likely that 

readership is determined by three major factors: the size of the newspaper i.e. the 

dimensions since at that time the Trinidad Guardian was a larger paper than the Trinidad 

Express; the family history in that people are most likely to continue reading the paper 

that their parents read; and the feature writers for each paper draw their own following.  
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There are several reasons for choosing newspaper archives as a source of data. 

First, newspaper reading, particularly these two publications, has remained strong in 

Trinidad and Tobago even with the spread of other forms of media and the addition of 

other newspaper sources. These are mainstream daily newspapers and are patronized by 

nationals from all ethnicities and socio-economic communities. Secondly, the archival 

material will consist, not only of regular news articles, but articles from contributors who 

are not journalists, as well as letters-to-the-editor. This will therefore bring a variety of 

voices to the topic at hand. Although it can be argued that even the so-called voices in the 

newspaper are of a select group of people with certain opportunities and exposure, the 

fact remains that the debate surrounding the declaration of the steelpan as the national 

instrument started with a newspaper article. Additionally, the newspaper continues to be a 

public forum where Trinidadians and Tobagonians can freely express their opinions and 

concerns on the issues of the day. Finally, the newspaper archives will be limited to 

September 1992 because it encompasses the period within which there was the most 

reaction and debate regarding the naming of the steelpan as the national instrument.  

 (2) It is customary that before government decisions are taken, the issue is 

brought to the Parliament for debate. The transcripts of these debates are referred to as 

Hansard and could prove to be useful in this study because it chronicles the issues 

regarding the naming of the steelpan as the national instrument before the decision was 

announced on Independence Day. Although it would have been both interesting and 

informative to study the arguments of both the proponents and opponents of the steelpan 

as the national instrument, after contacting the Parliament library it was discovered that 

there was no Parliamentary debate regarding the declaration of the steelpan as the 

country�s official instrument. Nevertheless the researcher discovered that later in 1992 

there were questions raised in Parliament regarding government spending and support of 

various cultural activities. The transcript of this particular session was therefore 

considered in this study. 

 (3) Pan Trinbago is the governing organization for the steelpan and steelpan 

players both in Trinidad and Tobago and across the globe. The organization was formed 

in 1986, responding to the need for an independent body dedicated solely to the 

betterment and promotion of steelband music and the protection and support of its 
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players. When the first article opposing the government�s decision to designate the 

steelpan as the national instrument appeared in the Trinidad Express on September 1st 

1992, the day following the announcement, Pan Trinbago released an official response to 

the allegations. This press release and relevant others, along with minutes of meetings 

that would have been held before the decision was made, would have provided valuable 

information regarding the significance of declaring the steelpan as the national instrument 

and its impact on the cultural fabric of Trinidad and Tobago. However, upon visiting the 

South/Central regional office of Pan Trinbago it became apparent that the organization is 

in the initial stages of preserving documents, particularly newspaper articles. Calls were 

made to the head office of Pan Trinbago in an attempt to retrieve the press release in 

question but it could not be located. In the end, the researcher was able to purchase copies 

of the Pan Trinbago Constitution and By-laws with the hopes of gaining a deeper 

understanding of the workings and mission of the organization. 

 

People 

 

 Even when personal interviews are not a major focus of this study, scholars 

suggest that in combination with other methods they can enhance the study being 

undertaken (Stokes, 2003). Therefore, interviewing a variety of people in Trinidad and 

Tobago can only better the understanding of the impact of having the steelpan named as 

the national instrument. Thus, in the course of preparing to conduct research in Trinidad 

and Tobago, it became apparent that the researcher should interview certain individuals 

who could add specific contributions to the issue at hand. Once the researcher traveled to 

Trinidad interviews were sought in person and by phone. Participants comprised 

musicians, retired Public Servants, officers in the Ministry of Sport, Culture, and Gender 

Affairs, persons invested in the tourism industry, key figures in the East Indian 

community, panmen and women, as well as lay citizens. The method largely involved 

snowball sampling, which is defined as a sample whereby participants refer the 

researcher other potential participants who conform to the characteristics which interest 

the researcher (Lindlof and Taylor, 2002, p. 124). Thus, once initial participants were 

contacted and interviewed, they were asked for referrals to others who might be able to 
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contribute to the research. This was proven to be the best method for interviewing people 

in Trinidad and Tobago since it facilitated access to individuals who might be less likely 

to speak with the researcher due to unfamiliarity.  

 One interesting development during the research process in Trinidad was that the 

opportunities arose to interview people in groups. In the first instance, the researcher 

made contact with a lecturer in the Social Work department at the University of the West 

Indies to gain access to her classes for purposes of interview. The researcher believed that 

this was an appropriate choice given that Social Work classes usually attract students 

who are non-traditional age and continue to work in the field as they study for the degree. 

Many students in the classes work or have worked in the tourism industry, were/are 

officers the Ministry of Culture and are/have been school teachers. Besides these two 

classes, the researcher had the opportunity to interview the South Pan Pioneers, having 

been invited to one of their bi-monthly meetings at the Skiffle Bunch pan yard. These 

groups proved to be invaluable because once questions were posed, individuals 

responded to the questions as well as to other individuals. With the dialogue that ensued, 

the discussion became rich with perspectives and clarifications that the researcher may 

not have gotten in one-on-one interviews. As Lindlof and Taylor (2002) argue �in the 

group context, the members are stimulated by the ideas and experiences expressed by 

each other � Sometimes the tone of these interactions is such that people feel willing to 

express themselves on sensitive or long-repressed topics� (p. 182). 

 

Participant Observation 

 

 Participant observation has long been associated with anthropology wherein the 

researcher attempts to gain a deep understanding of people by living amongst them and 

taking part in their everyday lives and routines. Stokes (2003) argues that participant 

observation gives the researcher a different perspective than that gained through other 

forms of data collection because �it has the advantage over interviews that you are 

observing first-hand, and not relying on your subjects� reports of their behavior� (p. 121). 

Based on the writings of R.L. Gold, Lindlof and Taylor (2002) describe four basic 

categories of participant observation. First is the complete participant who is the 
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researcher that becomes so much a part of the scene being studied that participants are no 

aware of his/her presence. They suggest that if the researcher reveals his/her research 

agenda, it might compromise the privacy of the group and thus, the integrity of the study. 

�A complete participant role allows researchers it use the self to understand behavior in a 

natural setting� and is a useful method to gaining access to places, people and events that 

are carefully guarded (p. 145). The great benefit therefore is that the researcher can 

potentially be exposed to situations, information and relationships that are not usually 

made available to outsiders. On the other hand given this hidden role of researcher, the 

researcher is severely limited in movement and directive because he/she is confined to 

activities of the groups of which he/she is supposed to be a member. There is also the 

constant concern that he/she might be exposed which can be stressful if participation is 

for an extended period of time. Furthermore, Lindlof and Taylor (2002) add that because 

of the need to keep up the participant role, the researcher may not have the opportunity to 

reflect on what is being observed and experienced and as a result may become so 

�nativized� that he/she loses perspective and is unable to remain detached for purposes of 

analysis. Finally, there are ethical considerations with this method of participant 

observation, given that the researcher as a participant effectively gains the trust of the 

community being studied and concealing his/her true identity can be viewed as a breach 

of that trust.  

The second category of participant observation is called participant-as-observer. 

The researcher who adopts this role enters the field of study with a clear intent to 

investigate particular people, events or phenomena. As opposed to complete 

participation, the participant-as-observer benefits from observation in the process of 

participation. In the field the participant-as-observer may even be protected or supervised 

by other participants and can take the time to step away from the scene to collect their 

thoughts and make notes. Lindlof and Taylor (2002) stress that this method has gained 

greater legitimacy in qualitative research, as participation here is seen as a means of 

facilitating valid data. One issue that arises in this method however is that the researcher 

needs to constantly refine his/her role as participant based on the knowledge and trust 

gained during the process. 
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Third, they explain that in the observer-as-participant, the researcher�s intent is 

primarily to observe although inadvertently interaction with the participants can occur. 

This method has its benefits in that through interviews the researcher can get clarification 

and explanation during the process of observation and participation. However there have 

also been some criticisms with this method. First, because the contact with participants is 

assumed to be brief, there is a greater possibility for misunderstanding on the part of the 

researcher. Secondly, because the interaction between observer and participants is so 

brief, �it does not engage the researcher in an intimate, prolonged study of a culture � 

researchers who observe with minimal participation run the constant risk of reading too 

much of their own conceptions into what they see� (2002, p. 149).   

Finally, there is the category of complete observer whose role is simply to watch 

the scene unfold within the field of study. This is conceptualized as the extreme observer-

as-participant in that the other participants do not recognize the researcher but 

furthermore, they do not recognize the researchers as part of the scene at all. Lindlof and  

Taylor (2002) explain that this method is not used as often �because the absence of an 

analyst�s �presence� runs counter to the value of �accountable human as research 

instrument�� (p. 150). Moreover, just as with the complete participant there is the 

concern that the researcher can �go native,� with the complete observer there is the 

concern that the researcher can �go ethnocentric,� since the lack of meaningful contact 

with other participants will deny the researcher the chance to be impacted by their 

presence and perspectives.      

In the course of conducting research in Trinidad and Tobago the researcher had 

the opportunity to attend several steelband events. The first was the Pan in the 21st 

Century/Pan Down Memory Lane competitions held at the end of April, 2006. These 

competitions included a preliminary round where the judges traveled from panyard to 

panyard judging the band in their home setting and eventually selecting twelve bands for 

each final competition. When the judges came to the city of San Fernando, the researcher 

went to the various panyards to hear the practices and performances before the judges. 

The finals of these competitions were held at the Queens Park Savannah on Saturday 

April 29th, which the researcher attended amidst a crowd of some four thousand patrons.  
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Besides these events the researcher also had the opportunity to attend the 30th anniversary 

celebrations of one of the most popular steelbands from the south, Skiffle Bunch. The 

celebration was a grand event hosted in the band�s panyard and was attended by business 

owners from the area, famous local artists and scores of Skiffle Bunch supporters. The 

researcher learned of these events from newspaper advertisements, banners at the 

panyard, and television coverage, and welcomed the chance to experience steelband 

music especially outside of the Carnival season.  

 In terms of engaging in participant observation, the researcher had a unique 

perspective in that being a national of Trinidad and Tobago she did not stand out among 

the crowd as an obvious researcher. But also the lines between researcher and participant 

were blurred because of her personal connection to the steelband as an artform she was 

raised with and had experienced in live arenas at Carnival time and beyond. There was no 

concern of becoming native, because the researcher is already native, neither is there the 

concern of becoming ethnocentric because the researcher knows that connections with 

other participants is integral to the experience of enjoying live steelband performance. 

Thus the researcher was neither the complete participant nor the complete observer.  

 Instead the researcher attended these events in the role of observer-as-participant 

as she wanted to watch the happenings at these events to gain a deeper understanding of 

the participants within the steelband experience. However, unlike the concern expressed 

by Lindlof and Taylor (2002), in this case the researcher has had extended contact with 

this culture and way more than superficial contact with participants by virtue of the fact 

that she is from Trinidad and Tobago. Observer-as-participant in this case takes on a 

different face because despite the researcher�s knowledge and past experience, she can 

step back and observe other participants even as she is also in that role. Lindlof and 

Taylor (2002) discuss participant observation with the assumption that the researcher is 

always a so-called �outsider� but this case clearly demonstrates that a so-called �insider,� 

can engage in field study where the scene is very familiar. The character of the 

participant observation will necessarily take on a different face in this case and may call 

into certain issues into question but at the same time there is the potential for a level of 

data collection that cannot be achieved by someone who comes from the outside. 
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Access and Entry 

 

 The fact that the researcher is a Trinidad and Tobago national was helpful in 

gaining access to the various people and materials necessary to conduct this study. 

Having some personal and professional contacts at the beginning assisted in establishing 

the first tier of potential interviewees. Before the researcher traveled to Trinidad, and 

within the first week there, various potential participants were contacted via email and 

telephone in an attempt to schedule convenient times and locations for the interviews. At 

the various interviews, participants were made aware of the informed consent and asked 

to sign the document before the interview was conducted (see APPENDIX C). 

 Gaining access to the archive material at the University of the West Indies, St. 

Augustine library required a temporary pass, which was furnished after forms were filled 

out detailing the nature of the research, the researcher, and the researcher�s institution. 

This pass was valid for up to two weeks. On a second visit to the UWI library, the 

researcher received a one-day pass to use the facilities. Getting into the National Archives 

for newspaper research also required a temporary pass which is valid for the day the 

research is conducted. However, receiving excessive numbers of photocopies of various 

materials required a written letter of permission to the national archivist. Newspaper 

archives were also sought from the Trinidad Guardian directly and photocopies were 

furnished by the manager of the archives, which effectively obliterated the need for the 

permission letter to be sent to the national archivist because the number of copies 

requested from the National Archives was substantially reduced.  

 

Reliability and Validity 

 

 Frey, Botan and Kreps (2000) proffer definitions of both reliability and validity. 

Reliability, they explain, refers to the consistent and stable measuring practices in data 

collection; while validity refers to the degree to which the researcher actually measures 
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what he/she sets out to measure. Reliability and validity become important constructs in 

ensuring that the study has merit and can be replicated under similar circumstances. 

 

Documents 

 

Specifically regarding archive research in Trinidad and Tobago, there were 

several issues that arose. First, newspaper archives in Trinidad and Tobago are kept in 

their original form or in the form of binders or files of clipped articles. This method is 

fairly reliable but there is the risk that some articles are simply not available due to 

human use and error. Microfiche technology is not available at the public libraries, which 

impacts the chances of finding relevant articles intact. As a result, besides going to the 

National Archives, the researcher was forced to approach the newspaper companies 

directly to gain access to their archives. Gaining access to the newspaper archives 

requires working through a lot of bureaucracy, which included seeking special permission 

in order to have the material copied. The Trinidad Guardian proved to be very helpful in 

that their newspapers are preserved intact but also they have an extensive filing system 

where the various articles are clipped everyday and filed thematically into binders. 

Unfortunately the Trinidad Express did not have a similar system and when the 

researcher contacted the paper, she was told that newspapers that far back might be stored 

in boxes in storerooms that are not really conducive to searching. In the end the 

newspapers articles were found at the Trinidad Guardian and the National Archives and 

researchers in the future would be advised to gain access through these avenues with the 

understanding that there is a cost for copies at the Trinidad Guardian and one must 

furnish one�s own paper at the National Archives. 

In the case of gaining access to Hansard, the researcher phoned the Parliament 

library asking about the transcript of the debate regarding the designation of the steelpan 

as the national instrument of Trinidad and Tobago. The researcher was advised that the 

transcripts are available on the Parliament website and includes a search function, which 

could assist in the identification of specific debates. The librarians at the Parliament 

library also attempted to search the online archive but when they contacted the researcher 

with the results, it was discovered that what they had found was not that which she had 
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been seeking. Later in the research process the researcher realized that in actuality there 

was no Parliamentary debate before the declaration of the steelpan as the national 

instrument. Nevertheless the Parliament archives were searched for other debates that 

could inform the present study. The challenge to navigating the Parliament archives is 

that the search function is very general and is organized by date so that if the researcher 

does not have exact dates in mind, it is an arduous task to search through the transcripts 

to find useful material. 

With respect to the various materials from Pan Trinbago, there was concern that 

their archiving of past meetings and press releases would sketchy at best. Thus, given that 

this study is dealing with an issue that surfaced some fourteen years ago, the chances of 

finding original documents might be minimal. When the researcher visited the South 

Central Region Office of Pan Trinbago, these concerns proved valid since the materials 

being sought were not available and officials there were pointing the researcher toward 

newspaper coverage of the organization�s response. The researcher had already accessed 

the newspaper coverage of Pan Trinbago�s press release but while at the office was able 

to purchase copies of the organization�s Constitution and By-laws, with a view to 

understanding how it is supposed to function for the betterment of the steelband 

movement and steelpan players. 

 

People 

 

Regarding specific challenges for this case study, the researcher was investigating 

an issue that arose some fourteen years ago and an over reliance on participants� 

memories might yield inaccuracies. Although the steelpan is a much-discussed topic, the 

debate surrounding its appropriateness as the national instrument, died down fairly 

quickly in 1992, perhaps because it was realized there would be no immediate change to 

the government�s decision. Perhaps in the minds of some participants, the researcher 

might have been beating the proverbial dead horse, since regardless of the disapproval, 

the steelpan has retained national status. It was the researcher�s responsibility therefore, 

to move the interview discussion from the dispute about the steelpan as the national 

instrument to a discussion of national identity, how the steelpan factors into that, and how 
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different ethnic groups within the country can be made to feel that they have a significant 

role in the fabric of the nation. 

Another significant threat to external validity had to do with the method of 

population sampling. Although snowball sampling is useful in gathering participants in 

the field, studying social networks and getting at hard-to-reach populations, the fact 

remains that the researcher had no idea when the snowball would come to a halt and 

when access to a given population would end (Lindlof & Taylor, 2002). Thankfully the 

number of participants was much more than the researcher anticipated, given the access 

to group interviews but the participants were not as ethnically varied as would be 

desirable in such a case study. Especially in the group interviews, the researcher noticed 

that participants who shared a divergent view to the majority had a tendency to not 

contribute even when encouraged. The researcher offered the opportunity for such 

individuals to be interviewed privately but no one came forward.  

Secondly, since the researcher was depending on referrals, there was no way to 

verify whether the persons being suggested are actually appropriate to comment on the 

issue being investigated. The researcher in the end did not get as many referrals, but 

instead sought out specific persons directly. In the course of the research, the researcher 

also came to appreciate that the nature of the topic being studied has had a significant 

impact on a cross-section of people and regardless of their occupation or social status, 

they all had valid comments on the situation.  

Thirdly, the researcher was concerned that there would be potential participants 

not willing to be interviewed through sheer disregard for research, insecurity regarding 

their ability to contribute to the discussion or lack of time in their already busy schedules. 

While conducting research in Trinidad the researcher found some of this to be true, but 

perhaps with more time spent in Trinidad, meeting times could be set further in advance 

to facilitate interviews. Additionally, more effort could have been made to assure shy 

potential interviewees that their contributions were valid and would be appreciated.    
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Data Collection 

 

In an attempt to answer the various research and related questions, the researcher 

proposed to collect data primarily through two methods: document review, personal 

interviews, and participant observation. Since the study was designed to encompass 

multiple sources of data, it presented the possibility to address the research questions 

from historical, political and social perspectives. This method therefore involved the 

process of triangulation, wherein one method can confirm or reinforce another (Lindlof 

&Taylor, 2002; Stokes, 2003). 

 

Document Review 

 

 Altheide (1996) defines a document as any symbolic representation that can be 

recorded for analysis. He adds that documents enable researchers �to (a) place symbolic 

meaning in context, (b) track the process of its creation and influence on social 

definitions, (c) let our understanding emerge through detailed investigation, and (d) if we 

desire, use our understanding from the study of documents to change some social 

activities� (1996, p. 12).  In terms of document review therefore, extensive archival 

research was conducted with primary and secondary documents so as to situate the 

project within a solid historical context. This entailed close examination of the many 

political documents which map the history of Trinidad and Tobago, specifically the 

growth of the steelband movement in both the pre and post independence eras.  

First, since much of the discourse on culture and national identity is played out in 

news articles, commentaries, editorials and letters to the editor, the archives of the daily 

newspapers � the Trinidad Guardian and the Trinidad Express � from September 1992 

were first sought from the National Archives. This proved to be profitable since unlike 

other libraries around the country, the National Archives preserves the entire newspaper 

each day intact. All relevant articles were easily located. These daily newspapers are 

invaluable because they continue to be primary sources of information for the people of 

Trinidad and Tobago and serve as a medium for varying perspectives to be expressed. 

Only the articles from September 1992 were gathered because the debate that stemmed 
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from the announcement of the steelpan as the national instrument was focused most 

heavily within that month. One obstacle arose at the National Archives in that they have 

strict policies regarding the number of copies that a given researcher can get on the spot. 

It was therefore necessary to write a petition to the archivist for special permission for 

copies more than the stipulated limit. Given the researcher�s time constraints, the decision 

was made to contact the news houses directly to see whether the articles could be 

accessed that way. In the end, the Trinidad Guardian proved to be most helpful and all 

the articles from that newspaper were copied for the convenience of the researcher. Once 

the researcher returned to the National Archives to obtain the Trinidad Express articles, 

the number of copies was reduced enough for the letter to archivist to be no longer 

necessary. The articles were sorted into three groups: news articles, commentaries (op-

ed), and opinion pieces, which included letters-to-the-editor and editorials. Then the 

content of the articles were recorded according to the following categories: speaker, 

ethnicity of speaker (if discernable), and major argument.  

Hansard notes were also sourced from the Parliament library in Port-of-Spain, 

Trinidad. The researcher contacted the library by phone, specifically seeking the 

transcript from the parliamentary debate regarding the declaration of the steelpan as the 

national instrument. These notes would provide useful information on how the proposal 

to name the steelpan as the national instrument was received by members of government. 

The researcher was informed, however, that the Hansard notes are in fact available online 

on the Parliament website. As such, the notes could be tracked down there via an internal 

search engine. The researcher, with the assistance of the Parliament librarians attempted 

to find the debate relevant to this study but it became clear that this decision was not put 

before the Cabinet nor the Senate. Thus, there are no Hansard notes to the effect. In 

extended searches through the Hansard archive the researcher did find a Parliamentary 

discussion regarding government funding and support of cultural activities and groups. 

This was helpful in understanding the concerns surrounding the equal representation and 

recognition of all ethnic communities in Trinidad and Tobago.  

The researcher also approached Pan Trinbago for any materials related to the 

declaration of the steelpan as the national instrument. Specifically, there was an official 

statement made to the press, responding to a newspaper article in the Trinidad Express on 
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September first in which certain members of the East Indian community spoke against 

the appropriateness of having the steelpan as the national instrument of Trinidad and 

Tobago. This press release is an important documentation of the reasoning behind the 

decision to make the steelpan the national instrument. Additionally, the researcher 

suspected that there must be minutes from various meetings held by the Pan Trinbago 

executive that could also add to the understanding of the significance of elevating the 

steelpan to national status. The researcher went to the Pan Trinbago South Central Region 

Office enquiring about these materials. A phone call was made from that office to the Pan 

Trinbago head office in Port-of-Spain but it was explained that those materials were not 

available and the researcher was directed to the newspaper report of the response. The 

researcher then purchased copies of the Pan Trinbago Constitution and By-laws to gain a 

better understanding of the significance of the organization. 

 

Interviewing 

 

 Stokes (2003) promotes the use of interviews given that it enables the researcher 

to find out about the participant�s opinions, ideas and attitudes toward a particular 

subject. She suggests several components to conducting successful interviews: select 

participants carefully, decide how the interview will be conducted, do background 

research before the interview, plan the interview carefully by drawing up a list of 

potential questions, and be prepared.  

 In conducting personal interviews, the researcher sought people who were directly 

affected by the naming of the steelpan as the national instrument, others who work 

directly in cultural events and organizations, key members of leading East Indian 

organizations, as well as lay citizens. These included but are not limited to musicians, 

including panmen and women, public servants, university lecturers, employees of the 

tourism industry, employees of Pan Trinbago, the leaders of the Sanatan Dharma Maha 

Sabha and GOPIO Trinidad (Global Organization for People of Indian Origin), and many 

regular citizens. By identifying the persons who have contributed to the ongoing 

discussion of national identity and culture in the nation, as well as citizens who 

inadvertently have an investment in the culture of Trinidad and Tobago, the researcher 
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hoped to gain a better understanding of the forces that are at work as the country tries to 

develop a sense of identity that encompasses all ethnic communities within the 

population. 

 Although respondents were advised that interviews should last no longer than 

thirty minutes, in actuality, once the interview started flowing, many interviews lasted 

upwards of an hour. The interview questions were purposely open-ended in order to 

encourage free and unrestricted responses from the participants (see APPENDIX A). This 

method also provided the opportunity for follow-up questions based on participants� 

responses. In most cases, the interviews were conducted in person in Trinidad, but there 

were a couple of participants who were interviewed via telephone. The group interviews 

were conducted during the regular meeting times of two Social Work classes at Dean 

House on the campus of the University of the West Indies, and during the regular bi-

monthly meeting of the South Pan Pioneers at Skiffle Bunch panyard on Coffee Street, 

San Fernando. 

 Participant observation was primarily conducted during the preliminaries and 

finals of the Pan in the 21st Century/Pan Down Memory competitions and during the 

Skiffle Bunch 30th Anniversary celebrations. The pan competitions took place at the 

panyards of the various steelbands, with finals being held at the Queens Park Savannah. 

The Skiffle Bunch celebrations took place at the steelband�s panyard on Coffee Street, 

San Fernando. The researcher attended these events as a participant and afterward 

reflected on the experience and observations.  

 These three methods of inquiry have furnished valuable information toward the 

resolution of the research questions. The newspapers have provided somewhat of a 

chronological development of the issue of identity in the aftermath of the declaration of 

the steelpan as the national instrument. They contain a variety of perspectives from all 

sides of the issue. In like manner, the persons interviewed provided valuable information 

and insight from a grassroots level as many continue to reside in Trinidad and Tobago 

and actively work at the complex issues that surround the culture and history of the 

people of the nation. The participant observation gave the researcher the opportunity to 

experience live steelband events outside of the Carnival season, which gave valuable 

insight into the progress of the steelband over the years. 
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Data Analysis 

 

 Lindlof and Taylor (2002) posit three researcher goals during the process of data 

analysis: data management, data reduction and conceptual development. Data 

management involves getting control of all the data that has been gathered during the 

research process. This involves finding means of categorizing, sorting and retrieving the 

data. Data reduction involves prioritizing the sorted data �according to emerging schemes 

of interpretation� (p. 211). They are careful to stress however, that data should never be 

thrown away because the researcher can never be sure that the data will not be useful at 

some time. Finally, Lindlof and Taylor (2002) argue that data analysis serves the goal of 

conceptual development, since many themes and concepts emerge during the research 

project and these can be explored in relation to theoretical or social frameworks.  

In the course of this study, three methods of analysis that were used in an attempt 

to answer the proposed research questions: analysis of interview material, document 

analysis and Cultural Studies analysis. Although there are a myriad of ways in which the 

phenomenon of national identity can be studied, the methods chosen provide the best 

choice for the researcher to gain a greater understanding of the processes at work in the 

development of a nation, given the sources of data. 

 

Analysis of Interview Material 

 

 Scholars suggest that once interviews have been conducted, it is useful to have 

them transcribed to better be able to evaluate the content (Stokes, 2003; Lindlof and 

Taylor, 2002). Once this has been done, the researcher must closely reflect on the 

material and asking certain questions with a view to comparison: Does the interviewee 

support or refute the research questions? Does he/she say anything surprising or 

unexpected? Does he/she endorse what the researcher was thinking or give the researcher 

some new ideas? What areas did the interviewees agree on and where did they differ 

(Stokes, 2003).  

 In this present study, once the interviews were completed, the interview responses 

were separated into two major groups: persons who provided largely historical accounts 
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and those who responded to the prepared questions. From the latter group, the responses 

to individual questions were compiled with the purpose of detecting any themes or 

common answers but also to make note of those answers that sharply diverged from the 

norm. After this organization, the researcher attempted to line up interview questions and 

responses with the chapters where they would be most relevant. Then, in the course of 

descriptive reporting and Cultural Studies analysis (described below) the interview 

responses were worked into the body of the discussion and considered in the conclusions 

of each chapter. 

 

Document analysis  

 

 David Altheide (1996) contends that document analysis is important toward the 

development of cultural self awareness. Based on the work of George Herbert Mead, 

Herbert Blumer and Alfred Schutz, Altheide (1996) approaches document analysis with 

certain assumptions. First, that situations are defined through processes of 

communication and interpretation, which are the major components of everyday social 

life. Second, that it is the process of communication that links subject and object, the 

internal and the external. These collide in events and situations people experience, which 

in turn become the objects of investigation. Finally, he argues, �the notion of process is 

key because everything is, so to speak, under construction, even our most firmly held 

beliefs, values and personal commitments� (1996, p. 8).  

In advocating document analysis Altheide (1996) is promoting: focus on the 

meaning of the activity, the circumstances under which the activity occurs, and its 

importance in terms of the communication process. With this in mind, he suggests three 

important concepts in the study of documents: context, process and emergence. Context 

refers to the social situation that envelops the document, which must be understood in 

order to completely understand the significance of the document; process refers to how 

the document came into existence i.e. the way it was created and propagated; and 

emergence refers to the way meaning is shaped through understanding and interpretation 

of the given document. 
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In the course of this present research, the documents analyzed were primarily 

newspapers articles, including editorials, commentaries and letters-to-the-editor. The 

Hansard materials amounted to one question raised during a Parliamentary meeting in 

October of 1992, while the Pan Trinbago materials were limited to the Constitution and 

By-laws. These documents were referred to during the course of the study but the actual 

document analysis was conducted on the newspaper articles. These were separated by 

type in terms of regular news articles written by the journalists, editorials, opinion pieces 

by commentators and letters-to-the-editor. Key figures were identified as potential 

interviewees and were linked to major arguments that were supported or refuted in other 

articles. Major themes were identified based on the articles and special consideration was 

given to the ethnicity of the author of the article where discernable. This gave the 

researcher the opportunity to identify whether certain ideas or opinions were linked to 

particular ethnic communities, recognizing that no individual represents an entire 

community. These themes were considered in the course of the Cultural Studies analysis 

to understand the processes at work as Trinidad and Tobago negotiates national 

representation and recognition of all communities.  

 

Cultural Studies Analysis 

 

Although Cultural Studies projects employ a variety of approaches, the focus is 

always to examine culture in ways that respond to the phenomena being investigated. 

Many Cultural Studies scholars base their investigations on what is called the �circuit of 

culture� (du Gay et al, 1997). This circuit effectively consists of a web of connections 

between components that impact cultural practices, expressions and artifacts. The first of 

these components is representation which looks at how culture is manifest, how people 

are represented and how culture affects this representation. Next is identity, the ways in 

which culture creates a sense of identification in the population and also how cultural 

artifacts are crafted to create a sense of identification with the would-be consumer. 

Thirdly, production points to the ways in which culture is produced within a given 

society and how this impacts the ways it is identified with and consumed by that society. 

Then, there is consumption which refers to how culture is used within a given population, 
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whether its intended use is maintained or whether it is co-opted and adapted to the needs 

of the population. Finally, the circuit includes the component of regulation which 

explores the ways in which culture and cultural artifacts are used to regulate, maintain 

and bring order and control to the populations that are affected by them. 

Although this circuit model implies a cyclical movement, the fact is that like the 

ritual model of communication, it departs from the looping mechanism integral to the 

transmission model. The circuit of culture could well be called the web of culture because 

Cultural Studies scholars recognize that culture does not move from one component to 

the next in turn, but instead that these components are interlinked in a myriad of 

combinations. Thus, identity is affected by consumption as much as it is impacted by 

representation. This webbing effect is what Stuart Hall (1996) refers to as articulation, the 

combining and crossing over of all components toward the creation of meaning. After all, 

Cultural Studies ultimately tries to understand how culture and the practice thereof, bring 

a sense of shared meaning, maps of meaning if you will, to given populations. 

This present study has used the methods of Cultural Studies analysis to bring a 

deeper understanding to the case of the steelpan as part of Trinidad and Tobago�s national 

identity. Chapter Four gives a detailed historical account of the evolution of the steelpan 

and the development of the steelpan movement. At the end of this chapter questions of 

meaning arise, which directly point to representation. This meaning does not arise 

because of the steelpan as an object in itself but from the way that it has been represented, 

particularly in its formative years. Specifically the historical accounts of the pan 

movement have been considered with particular emphasis on the relationship between the 

colonial authorities and the pan players and supporters. As a result, questions of 

identification also arose in this chapter as these relationships are explored given that the 

steelband was more than a musical instrument but a means of social cohesion in many 

communities.  

In Chapter Five the situation surrounding the declaration of the steelpan as the 

national instrument of Trinidad and Tobago is examined with special consideration given 

to the reactions of the citizens as evidenced by newspaper articles and interview research. 

Again questions of representation and identification arise but these take on new meaning 

as a result of the shift in perception of the steelband movement. The artform by the 1990s 
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had gained significant respect in the nation and abroad. In this chapter however, is the 

added consideration of regulation since issues regarding the influence of the government 

in culture are unearthed. This is also the point at which the concept of national identity 

takes on new meaning since the steelpan was the only national symbol to be designated 

after those named at the time of independence (flag, birds, flower).  

In Chapters Six and Seven the current state of the steelband movement is 

examined with particular emphasis on the interview responses, participant observation 

and some newspaper material. Along with other aspects of the circuit of culture, this 

chapter specifically considers production and consumption. With respect to production, 

the case study of the steelpan is examined to bring better understanding to how it is 

technically produced, including such issues as patenting and standardization, but also in 

terms of how it is culturally produced and made meaningful during this process. In 

tandem, questions of consumption arise which call for close examination of what the 

steelpan has come to signify in the lives of Trinidadians. du Gay et al (1997) argue that 

meanings are made in the process of consumption, thus the use of the steelpan in the lives 

of the citizens was closely investigated.  

This study used a decidedly Cultural Studies approach to better understand the 

case of the steelpan being declared the national instrument of Trinidad and Tobago with a 

view to addressing broader questions of national identity in postcolonial, multicultural 

nations. In using the �circuit of culture,� many of the intricacies and issues with this case 

have been unearthed and because the components of the circuit work together in a web 

rather than in a circle, it serves to support the notion that culture is indeed complex. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

 

FINDING A VOICE: 

THE HISTORY OF THE STEELPAN IN TRINIDAD AND TOBAGO  

THROUGH INDEPENDENCE 

 

The steelband is essentially a creation of the masses with 

their poor housing, overcrowding, unemployment, large 

families and general lack of opportunity for recreation and 

cultural expression. It was as if in unconscious protest of 

these delimiting circumstances that underprivileged youths 

evolved a medium of self expression which seems destined 

to make a distinctive contribution to the cultural life of the 

West Indies (The Steelband Committee Report, 1952). 

 

Introduction 

 

This chapter takes an in-depth look at the history of the steelpan in Trinidad and 

Tobago with a view to demonstrating that this history provides evidence to support the 

belief that the negative representation of the steelband caused the steelpan pioneers to 

band together while it erected barriers to identification by other members of the society. 

However, as time passed this representation changed once the steelband was taken 

outside of Trinidad, which gave the artform new scope, and opened up an increased sense 

of identification among the members of the national community. This history is 

particularly important because in many ways it mirrors the development of the nation 

through independence, but also because the history sets the stage for the place of the 

steelpan in Trinidad and Tobago culture and cultural policy as well as the relations 

between various groups in the country, due to the fact that it attracted supporters from 

across ethnic groups. Besides referring to extensive documented material, the researcher 

had the benefit of interviewing several steelpan pioneers in Trinidad and their insight has 

helped to illuminate issues surrounding the steelpan from a perspective that is rarely 
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heard. This chapter therefore seeks to explore several aspects and issues relevant to the 

steelpan movement and its place in the national cultural fabric of the nation. First, in 

discussing the advent of the steelpan, it is necessary to explore the history of Trinidad and 

Tobago since this sets the scene within which the artform emerged. Next, the history of 

the steelband is explored by looking at its advent before World War II and then its 

emergence and evolution after the war. In the midst of these discussions the impact of 

colonialism will be considered, with particular emphasis on the climate after the 

emancipation of slaves and the introduction of the Indian indentureship scheme. In this 

way the Indian-African dynamic can be considered in the light of identity negotiation in 

this colony situation. Finally, the journey of the steelband and pan culture will be traced 

through to Trinidad and Tobago�s independence in the early sixties.  

Concluding remarks attempt draw some parallels between the development of the 

pan and the birth of the nation of Trinidad and Tobago, reflecting on how the progress 

toward a national identity in the 21st century is hinged on negotiation of individual 

identities in the past. Additionally, analysis will focus on the representation component 

of the circuit of culture since this is directly linked to meaning. This meaning does not 

arise because of the steelpan as an object in itself but from the way that it has been 

represented particularly in its formative years, how this representation connects to the 

identity it has generated in the lives of some Trinidad and Tobago nationals, and how it 

interrupts the identity for others. As a result, questions of identification also arise at the 

end of this chapter as the relationships between the pan players and the colonial 

authorities are explored given that the steelband became a means of social cohesion in 

many communities.  

It is worthwhile here to mention the sources of information for this chapter. It is 

important to note that a lot of the early history of Trinidad and Tobago was recorded from 

the perspective of the white colonial masters. It was not until the drive toward self-

governance, spear-headed by Eric Williams that Trinidad and Tobago history was being 

examined and recorded from a Trinidadian perspective. Some of the most important texts 

used in this chapter include two of the books written by Trinidad and Tobago�s first 

Prime Minister, Dr. Eric Eustace Williams. Although it can be argued that these books 

were essentially written by a politician, given that the history of the country had been 
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only recorded by the colonial authorities until then, Williams� books are landmark pieces 

of history written from a local perspective. Regarding the steelband movement, in the 

course of doing research in Trinidad the researcher was advised that the Felix Blake and 

Stephen Stuempfle books on the history of the steelband movement were two of the best 

chronologies of the movement through the years. Stuempfle in particular has gathered 

specific insights and information that has rarely been reported. To augment these texts, 

personal interviews were conducted with pioneers of the steelpan as well as one 

individual who grew up during the formative years of the steelband in the heart of 

Laventille, one of the hotbeds for the development of the artform. It is true that most of 

these individuals are in their sixties and seventies, which could call their memory into 

question especially since their perspectives as young people in the movement might differ 

than as adults reflecting on their experiences. Even if some the small details are not 

verifiable, the researcher believes that overall the insight gained during these interviews 

very much mirrors the material that has been documented over the years. 

 

A Brief History of Trinidad and Tobago 

 

 Trinidad and Tobago is a twin island state that lies mere miles off the coast of 

Venezuela and is the most southern country in the West Indies. According to Eric 

Williams (1962), the geographical location of the country provided the perfect meeting 

point for different cultures, even in the early days of civilization. The islands were 

originally inhabited by two major Amerindian tribes called the Caribs and the Arawaks. 

Their civilization was largely based in agriculture and the groups were known for their 

skill in cultivation and development of certain implements (Williams, 1962). Even today, 

the influence of these tribes can still be felt through their descendants and the many place 

names across the country. 

 By the time Christopher Columbus came to the island in 1498 on his third voyage 

to the so-called New World, he found a fully functioning society. To his credit however, 

is the name of the island Trinidad. It is said that when his ships were approaching the 

island from the south, Columbus noticed the three southern hills, which, based on his 

Catholic tradition, reminded him of the Trinity � God the Father, Jesus His Son and the 
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Holy Spirit � hence the name Trinidad. Felix Blake (1995) notes that Columbus� voyages 

were meant to achieve two major tasks: to spread the Christian faith to the native 

inhabitants, while at the same time, to plunder the New World of its riches, in the interest 

of pleasing Spain.  

With the latter task as the primary reason for settling on the island, the Spanish 

remained in Trinidad for some three hundred years (Blake, 1995). With a burgeoning 

sugar industry came a significant demand for labor (Williams, 1969), given that the 

Amerindians were almost completely decimated by 1618 (Blake, 1995). Today there 

remains a significant Spanish influence in the country in the areas of language, food and 

culture, although scholars argue that these influences may be more appropriately 

attributed to the Venezuela Spaniards than from the original Spanish settlers (Elder, 

1969). 

Nevertheless, on account of the demand for labor for the sugar industry, the 

Spanish used Africans as a source of labor during the 16th to the 19th centuries (Blake, 

1995). The Africans were deemed the best choice primarily because of the cheap price, as 

opposed to the color of their skin. This is an important point because there were white 

and brown slaves, as well as black ones: �The Spanish planters discovered that one Negro 

was worth four Indians; the British planters in their turn, realized that the money it would 

take to buy the services of a white indentured servant for ten years would buy a Negro for 

life� (Williams, 1969). 

Once the issue of labor was addressed, the next issue to arise was that of proper 

management of the colony. In 1777, a French planter from Grenada, Roume de St. 

Laurent, proposed a memorandum designed to transform the Spanish colony and 

strengthen its leadership (Williams, 1964; Blake, 1995). This initiated a period in the 

country�s history where the French governed the African slaves under Spanish 

ownership. The influence of the French is most visible in the language, food and Carnival 

festivities in the country. 

In 1797, Trinidad changed from Spanish ownership to British rule after �a history 

of 300 years during which Trinidad neither went forward nor backwards due to the sheer 

workings of a colonial policy which kept the island underdeveloped and unmanned� 

(Elder, 1969). Under Britain, Trinidad stood on solid global ground in the arena of 



 67

agriculture and minerals. However, as the world economy shifted, it affected the colonies 

such that the sugar industry no longer proved to be profitable. With the large overhead 

cost of slavery, and the sheer outnumbering of blacks against whites, slaves were 

eventually emancipated in 1838 (Blake, 1995). 

Following the emancipation of slaves, the major problem facing the country was, 

yet again, that of labor given that the freed blacks refused to work on the sugar estates 

(Williams, 1964; Elder, 1969; Blake, 1995; Ramnarine, 2001). Thus to maintain the 

colonial plantation system, workers were sought from other parts of the British Empire. 

As a result, the British Parliament arranged with the government of India for its people to 

come to Trinidad as indentured laborers (Elder, 1969). During the years of indentureship 

some 143,939 Indians were brought to Trinidad (Ching, 1985 in Munasinghe, 2001). Tina 

Ramnarine (2001) claims the Indians were essentially kidnapped given that they were 

unaware of the journey and the contracts under which they were to work, and believed 

that indentureship was their chance to escape the harsh life in India.  

In 1889, Trinidad and Tobago were joined as a twin-island unit and along with the 

Indians, Chinese, Portuguese and Syrian/Lebanese people also immigrated to the country 

(Blake, 1995). By the end of World War I, three major changes had occurred within the 

country: the discovery of oil in commercial quantities, the abolition of indentureship, and 

thirdly, the emergence of a working class. With these developments came the thrust 

toward self-government in the 1920s through the 1940s (Williams, 1964). Eventually, the 

first political party, the Peoples� National Movement, was formed in 1956 and this 

ushered the era into independence which was gained in 1962.  

Today, Trinidad is a thriving nation with a population of roughly 1.3 million 

people. The ethnic composition is varied and even though ethnic communities continue to 

celebrate their various heritages, the growing mixed population reflects the cultural 

fusion that is also evident in the food, festivals and other demonstrations of culture in the 

country. As the nation continues to build and grow, the issues of a national culture and 

identity continue to elicit heated debate and the steelpan is one of the cultural artifacts 

that has engendered much controversy since it was named the official national 

instrument. 
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Steelpan Before World War II: From African Drum to Biscuit Tin 

 

A discussion of the evolution of the steelpan cannot be divorced from Carnival, 

which has become a prominent part of Trinidad and Tobago culture. The Carnival season 

in Trinidad and Tobago starts from Boxing Day i.e. the day after Christmas and 

culminates in a grand street parade on the Monday and Tuesday before Ash Wednesday. 

Although some believe that Carnival is a Christian festival, this is not the case in Trinidad 

and Tobago, since the placement of the Carnival celebrations was to recognize the last 

days and hours of �freedom� before the strictness of the Lenten season with its rules for 

prayer, fasting and abstinence. As a result of the decree of 1783 known as the �Cedula of 

Population for Trinidad,� which was developed for the protection of the slaves (Williams, 

1964; Anthony, 1989), French settlers from the Windward Islands began to migrate to 

Trinidad and these were the people who brought Carnival to the country. These French 

whites celebrated what they called Carne Vale, which literally translated means 

�Farewell to the Flesh� (Anthony, 1989). The celebrations were rich, grandiose, 

masquerade balls, where the settlers would visit each other, displaying their costumes in 

the streets (Bartholomew, 1980).  

At the same time, the slaves engaged in a celebration of their own known as 

Cannes Brulées, which involved the burning of the sugar cane fields and a torchlight 

procession (Bartholomew, 1980). Thus, due to influence on the African slaves, from the 

time of French colonization, Carnival celebrations in Trinidad involved the beating of 

drums (Steelband: The Beginning, 2004; Anthony, 1989). By the time of emancipation in 

1834, the freed slaves made Carnival their own and because they were unable to afford 

traditional instruments they turned to the African drums with which they were familiar 

(The Steel Pan: A Short History, 2004). Fifty years after emancipation, in 1884, the 

European rulers imposed a ban on the use of the African drums made of skin (Scher, 

2003), because they were afraid of the �power� associated with drumming, perhaps 

because it reminded them of the war chanting of the African jungle ancestors 

(Bartholomew, 1980). Additionally, they feared that the drums would transmit messages 

between plantations and thereby incite revolt and on account of the mass Christian 
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conversion on the island, the African religion and culture was suppressed (Steel Island: 

History, 2004). According to Stephen Stuempfle (1995): 

The planters had mixed attitudes toward African dances 

and the accompanying drumming. To some extent they 

viewed them as amusing pastimes that improved the 

Africans� morale. At the same time they perceived them as 

�barbaric� and �lewd� � as threats to European cultural 

values. Such perceptions were heightened by the fact that 

the dances often occurred on the Christian Sabbath. There 

was also an underlying fear that the drumming and dancing 

could inspire rebellion; in fact these activities had been 

connected with revolts at various times and places in the 

New World (p. 15). 

The ban did not hamper creative expression but instead forced the freed slaves to 

find alternative means by which to make music and it is there that the use of bamboo 

emerged (Hill, 1993). Fashioned in such a way to create a melodious sound, �dried 

bamboo of various diameters produced different sounds when cut to differing lengths and 

struck with wooden sticks� (Steelband: The Beginning, 2004). The musical use of the 

bamboo was not entirely new, as this was a regular practice in Ghana from where many 

of the Trinidad slaves were brought. The name Tamboo Bamboo emerged from the 

French word for drum: �tambour.� Different lengths of bamboo gave different pitches 

when they were struck on the ground, banged together, scraped and notched (Blake, 

1995; Bartholomew, 1980). This saw the establishment of the Tamboo Bamboo bands, 

and from 1891, they were incorporated into the Carnival celebrations to provide 

accompaniment for the masqueraders (The Steelpan: A Short History, 2004). They were 

wild and rowdy and managed to take over the Carnival (Bartholomew, 1980). 

Tamboo Bamboo bands flourished and their contribution to the steelband 

movement is important because of the technique and dexterity in music playing that was 

developed during that time (Blake, 1995). Additionally, musicians had to be creative 

because as the bamboo broke from being banged and stomped on the road, they found 

other instruments to substitute. Players were concerned, however, because the repeated 
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pounding of the bamboo on the ground sometimes caused serious injuries to their feet 

(Blake, 1995). Unfortunately, there was always rivalry between bands during the 

Carnival festivities and the bamboo became ready weapons, which led the colonial 

authorities in the 1920s to clamp down on the bands, stipulating that no more than ten 

men per band could carry sticks. Additionally, the authorities were concerned over the 

damage done to the roads on account of the pounding of the large bamboo pieces (Blake, 

1995). The ordinance resulted in the gradual death of Tamboo Bamboo because the sound 

from that few sticks could not make the kind of music that the people had grown 

accustomed to for the festivities (Bartholomew, 1980). Nevertheless, some bamboo 

playing continued in secret, and even today, a few Tamboo Bamboo bands can be found 

during the Carnival celebrations and other special occasions. 

In the late twenties to the mid-thirties the bands began to incorporate instruments 

made from an array of metal containers (Blake, 1995; Hill, 1993), primarily the tins used 

by the Bermudez biscuit company (Blake, 1995). According to Felix Blake (1995), the 

hunger for music among the youth at that time forged continued experimentation with 

various materials, which resulted in run-ins with police and fed a negative attitude toward 

them: �the explorers and pioneers � were considered to be despicable, good-for-nothing 

vagabonds to be treated with derision and scorn, and who were often looked down upon 

as the worst type of humanity � the �badjohn�, the �outcast of the society� (p. 52). 

In the 1940s, the gloom of World War II prompted the British Colonial 

Government, to issue a ban on Carnival festivities (Anthony, 1989), thereby forcing the 

local citizens to find an alternative means of making merry in secret. The impoverished 

blacks could not afford traditional instruments such as the trombone, piano or even the 

guitar. So, to entertain themselves, they turned to anything that could provide a rhythmic 

sound: milk cans, paint cans, pieces of iron, garbage can lids, and other storage drums 

(Anthony, 1989; Blake, 1995; Stuempfle, 1995). By that time, oil had been discovered on 

Trinidad soil and the discarded steel oil drums became the next instrument of choice 

(Blake, 1995; Steelband: The Beginning, 2004). In the last Carnival before the ban, 1941, 

the so-called �dustbin orchestras� came onto the streets with their variety of tins, pieces 

of iron and other metal objects beating out an infectious rhythm (Anthony, 1989). 

 



 71

The Emergence of the Steelpan in the aftermath of World War II 

 

Although much of the literature on the steelpan cites Winston �Spree� Simon as 

father of steelpan, others, including Alan Bishop1, believe that it is almost impossible to 

say who picked up the first oil drum, since the shift from using bamboo to other materials 

was gradual and took place in both the north and south Trinidad. As a matter of fact, the 

steelpan movement has been recorded largely from a Port-of-Spain perspective; however, 

it is also true that there was a vibrant steelpan movement in San Fernando and its 

environs. In an interview with the South Pan Pioneers,2 members reported that the 

steelpan was born during the World War II when �Carnival was disbanded from 1939-

1945.� They added that it was founded in mostly �depressed areas� and emerged as the 

artform moved �from Tamboo Bamboo to bottle-and-spoon and then to tin pans.� They 

believe, therefore, that it is probably easier to identify those pioneers who have been 

instrumental in the development of the pan and who helped it to progress into the sound 

and the variety of steelpans we know today. 

What many people agree is that the fashioning of the modern steelpan was largely 

through experimentation with hammers and steel punches to create varying sounds 

(Steelband: The Beginning, 2004). Early pan tuners realized that the indentation made 

from the hammering created different sounds (Collymore, 1995). The Pan Pioneers 

reported that some of the earliest pans were convex in shape, and were �beat with a piece 

of broomstick.� To achieve further indentation, panmen began to heat the drums over 

bonfires to get more notes with different tunes. Overwhelmingly, it was the backyards of 

poor black Trinidadians that saw the development of the steelpan. When World War II 

prompted the suspension of Carnival from 1942-1945, the initial discovery and 

development of the first pans continued in secret (Mason, 1998; Hill, 1993; Blake, 1995).  

Towards the end of the war, an eight-note tenor pan was developed by a young 

man by the name of Winston �Spree� Simon, who would become a pioneer in the 

development of the artform. Felix Blake reports Spree�s own words, indicating the harsh 

                                                
1 Secretary of the South Pan Pioneers, interview conducted on April, 18th, 2006 at his home in Cocoyea 
Village, San Fernando. 
2 Interview conducted at the bi-monthly meeting of the South Pan Pioneers on April 23rd, 2006 at the 
Skiffle Bunch pan yard, Coffee Street, San Fernando. 
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life in which pan was developed. In the 1930s, Spree Simon grew up in one of the poorest 

areas of Port-of-Spain, the East Dry River, and eventually his family was forced to move 

to an equally impoverished area, John John where �the depressed, frustrated, under-

privileged and poor people sweat out their drab and dull existence� (1995, p. 58).  

It is important here to elaborate on the social and economic situation in Trinidad 

during that time because this can assist in understanding the struggle that the steelpan 

pioneers had to endure. In an interview with Theo Manswell3, she spoke of the difficult 

life that they lived, adding that the steelpan �was all that the neighborhood men had to 

entertain themselves.� With no television, and radio restricted to certain times of the day, 

the men worked on the pan as �a way to relax.� She believes that the �pan players 

probably felt cheated and irritable� because there was no work, no money, and no 

opportunity to learn traditional instruments. �Pan playing was recreation for the poor.�   

J.D. Elder (1969) reports that in 1937, the social situation was very tense in 

Trinidad and Tobago because of unbearable work conditions, low wages and rampant 

unemployment. Around that time, there were the notorious oil riots, protests against the 

wages and working conditions in the oilfields in South Trinidad (Blake, 1995; Elder, 

1969; Williams, 1964). Stephen Stuempfle (1995) reports an interview with political 

activist Selwyn Ryan who comments: �[the riots] fundamental causes included the high 

cost of living, unemployment and underemployment, low wages, racist hiring practices, 

the absence of a means for expressing labor grievances, and dissatisfaction with the few 

elected representatives in the government� (p. 44). 

The 1940s presented another challenge for the country with the arrival of the 

Americans, who set up a military base on the northwest tip of Trinidad. The American 

presence on the one hand opened up extensive employment opportunities primarily in the 

area of construction, but on the other hand since Carnival festivities were banned during 

the war, other forms of entertainment sprung up and prostitution became widespread:  

The Americans� behavior produced mixed reactions from the local 

population. On the one hand, Trinidadians resented their racism, 

their loud and boisterous manner, and the disruption caused by 

                                                
3 Theo Manswell is a 73-year-old retired Public Officer who was born and grew up in Laventille, one of the 
hubs of steelpan innovation. The interview was conducted at her home on May 1st, 2006. 
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their consorting with local women. On the other hand, they liked 

their friendly easy-going style of the Americans. Occasionally 

there were brawls between servicemen and local men, but there 

was also camaraderie in drinking and gambling together. More 

than anything else, Trinidadians liked the Americans� liberality 

with money, both in wages and in casual spending (Stuempfle, 

1995, p. 46). 

Despite the many job opportunities that cropped up with the arrival of the 

Americans, it is recorded that many panmen in Port-of-Spain remained unemployed, and 

in fact had little interest in gaining full-time employment given the amount of money 

injected into the society by the Americans. Pimping and prostitution gave many men and 

women lifestyles of leisure that would not have been otherwise possible (Stuempfle, 

1995). In addition, there was a great interest in American cinema and it was �through 

these movies the panmen experienced a foreign world of grandeur, battles, and romance 

that had a major influence on the cultural style that they were developing� (Stuempfle, 

1995, p. 49). In many ways the young panmen identified with the screen stars from the 

cowboy westerns, gangster movies and war films that they would adopt film names for 

themselves and later on their steelbands. They even adopted some of the physical 

characteristics of their favorite heroes (Blake, 1995).  

With all of these components combined, the panmen quickly became a 

marginalized group in Trinidad society. According to Theo Manswell, �parents did not 

allow you to even pass by the panyard.� In those days there were virtually no constructed 

panyards in the form that is prevalent today. Instead, as reported by the Pan Pioneers, pan 

players would look for �any shady tree under where they sit and tune their pans.� 

Regardless of the location, panmen where shunned and children were cautioned against 

being around them. Theo Manswell added that �even if you had a friend that played the 

pan, he was pushed aside� because of the stigma attached to the practice and their 

location. 

To make matters even more intense, the authorities were constantly trying to snuff 

out the artform. The Pan Pioneers remember that in the early days, the burgeoning 

steelbands were called �noisy instruments� by the police, from whom the panmen had �to 
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get permission to beat pan on the road.� Often they found themselves having to fight with 

the police, who would seize their pans. From the panmen�s perspective, they were excited 

about showing off their new and developing instrument but the colonial government 

opposed any procession in the streets because of the supposed risk during war time 

(Stuempfle, 1995).      

It was in this environment that the creativity managed to flow and the first 

steelpan, called a kettle (aka kittle) drum, was developed (Blake, 1995). Later, cuff 

booms, tenor kettles, bass kettles, irons, chac-chac and scrapers came to comprise the 

first steelbands (Blake, 1995). Thus, on VE Day in 1945, Carnival resumed when the ban 

was temporarily lifted, and the streets erupted with the sweet sounds of pan music 

signifying the end of Tamboo Bamboo dominance (Stuempfle, 1995). Although some 

authors report that the former Tamboo Bamboo players became steelband players, 

carrying with them both their loyal followers and �slum dweller attitudes� (Mason, 

1998), Alan Bishop and the Pan Pioneers agree that for the most part the two were 

separate and only in isolated cases did Tamboo Bamboo players move into steelband 

playing. Nevertheless, VE Day opened a new chapter for the steelpan with �oil drums 

hanging around their necks, biscuit tins on which they played four notes, ping-pongs held 

above their heads � creating infectious, pulsating rhythms with a surprisingly high 

standard of competence� (Blake, 1995). 

The popularity of the steelpan spread to many towns, however, the poorest areas 

of the capital city, Port-of-Spain, still remained the hub, �where survival was a daily 

struggle and where the solidarity of the local band became a social adhesive in deprived 

areas� (Mason, 1998). Although the end of the war was a reason for celebration, this also 

signaled the end of American presence in Trinidad, which meant the sudden loss of 

employment to many. The country was thrown into a recession, which gravely affected 

the already impoverished areas where most panmen resided (Stuempfle, 1995).  

Regardless, the one thing the panmen had to hold on to was their artform and as a 

result, the loyalty to the bands caused friction and violence between groups, and the 

steelband became associated with violent clashes particularly at Carnival time (Hill, 

1993; Anthony, 1989; Collymore, 1995). Many bands had their own group of so called 

fighters or �badjohns,� who essentially provoked battles on the streets. Some fighters 
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even became as notorious as the steelbands they were eager to defend. Interestingly, the 

steelbands were often named from the titles of American westerns or crime movies, 

thereby harnessing outlaw reputations. Such examples include Renegades, Desperados, 

Invaders and Casablanca. As Mason (1998) remarks: �The beauty of steelband music 

allied to the frightening levels of violence which accompanied it served as a bitter sweet 

reflection that although Trinidad was a land of beauty it was also, for many, a place of 

unremitting hardship and brutality� (p. 60). Moreover, the steelband players continued to 

be regarded with disdain. The Establishment condemned them, referring to them as 

pariahs and outcasts, ��disturbers of the peace� with their �noise-making instruments�� 

(Goddard, 1991, p. 45). Thus, when pan men found themselves in court, they were made 

examples of by being issued sentences that were unduly harsh (Mason, 1998; Collymore, 

1995). The authorities even tried to limit the steelbands during Carnival time, claiming 

that their actions were vulgar, worthless, violent, and at its core, threatened the very 

fabric of Trinidadian society (Mason, 1998). 

The steelband clashes have become a defining aspect of the movement, an aspect 

that some find difficult to ignore in light of the pan being named Trinidad and Tobago�s 

national instrument. When asked about the violence associated with the steelband, Alan 

Bishop was quick to say that the violence did not define the steelband and that the so-

called clashes were isolated cases. He stressed that in San Fernando there were virtually 

no clashes between bands and that because the authorities did not wholly support the 

steelband and panmen, the newspapers only gave coverage when there was violence 

(Goddard, 1991), thereby painting the perception that steelband and violence were 

synonymous. With a pensive look, Bishop said that a panman could never be a violent 

man: �A man can�t beat a pan and then fight!� In his estimation any violence that 

occurred was between the supporters not the pan players, but regardless, according to 

George Goddard (1991) the incidents in Port-of-Spain grew more and more widespread 

through the years, which fed continued disapproval and condemnation of the steelband. 

Members of society expressed �their amazement at the wonderful uniqueness of 

steelband music and their inability to understand why steelbandsmen had to be so 

violent� (Goddard, 1991). Many agree that it was this violence that fostered a negative 

perception of the movement (Stuempfle, 1995; Goddard, 1991). 
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The violence that occurred with the steelband movement cannot be considered as 

wonton bad behavior. Theo Manswell remembers that �only on Carnival Tuesday is 

when you would see some clashes during last lap,� which is the final procession in the 

streets at the end of Carnival Tuesday. She said that fights occurred because of �jealousy 

and territoriality between pan sides,� and when supporters from one band went into the 

space of another band, there would be trouble. In those days, according to the Pan 

Pioneers, �pan men could not go to another band just to be around them and listen to their 

music,� otherwise they would be chased away. Panmen were also less likely to move 

from band to band because the pans were not standardized so that each band had their 

own set of instruments and players that were in sync with each other. Essentially then, 

there was a clear in-group, out-group boundary with each pan side. The bands were born 

into communities that were depressed and largely ignored by the colonial authorities 

except in the area of law and order, so the instrument became a symbol of cohesion for 

the communities that nurtured it, which caused players and supporters to fiercely defend 

it.  

Fortunately, there were at least a few people in authority who were in support of 

the pan and pan players and who helped the movement considerably. The Pan Pioneers 

spoke of Roy Joseph, who would get panmen out of jail by standing bail for them and 

securing a quick court date, as well Lennox Pierre, an attorney who stood for the rights of 

panmen. But there were many others including Albert Gomes and Canon Farquhar who 

stood up to the colonial authorities in the interest of the panmen. As recorded by Felix 

Blake (1995), Albert Gomes in a 1950 Sunday Guardian article pointed the blame for the 

steelband violence squarely at society: 

Recrimination would be most inappropriate at this time 

when sincere attempt is being made to correct those 

mistakes which were responsible for the ugly incidents of 

the past. It is difficult, however to forget that during the 

early days policemen were conveyed by charabanc to the 

East Dry River and Piccadilly Street section of the City in 

order to prevent boys from beating their pans, and that they 

often behaved like members of the militia on riot duty. I am 
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not repeating hearsay, but writing of the scenes I witnessed. 

All the violence we have since witnessed originated with 

those raids. The souls of the economically depressed 

provide fertile soil for the weeds of bitterness and hate. 

Desperation is not difficult for those who are poor, 

especially when they find something dear to them is 

threatened. Because our society outlawed the steel band 

boys, they saw no alternative but to behave like outlaws. 

 

The Impact of Colonialism 

 

 Albert Gomes� comments in some ways sum up the plight of the steelbandsmen 

as a result of colonial policy. From the beginning there was an overt policy to squash the 

culture of the African peoples in every way. From the ban on drumming to the mass 

conversion to Christianity, the colonial masters tried to rid the African slaves of their 

cultural heritage. Culture is inextricably linked to a sense of identity and the oppression 

was an attempt to wipe the slate of African identity clean. What becomes clear, however, 

is that in their new experience the Africans found ways to survive, which caused certain 

aspects of their culture to remain vibrant. On account of their own resilience, even today 

there are clear indications of African cultural influence in food, religion, dance, and of 

course, the steelpan.  

Besides its impact on culture, colonial suppression also had psychological and 

economic effects, which exacerbated an already volatile situation for the pan players. 

Given the abject poverty within which they lived, it is no surprise that the circumstances 

fostered feelings of frustration and hopelessness. As Trinidad and Tobago continued to 

progress in the aftermath of slavery, the ex-slaves and their descendants were still robbed 

of an identity because poverty pushed them outside of the margins of the burgeoning 

society. Music has always been a powerful component of cultural expression around the 

world, which might explain why the tradition of drumming remained strong within the 

black community. Some may argue that the very act of drumming may have helped the 

blacks beat out their frustrations and according to Theo Manswell the very �sound of the 
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pan probably provided some kind of comfort� to the panmen. Pan playing, she claimed, 

�was recreation for the poor. They had to get something out.� Even though the panmen 

did not have the knowledge to play music, �they knew they got a sound; it was all about 

the beat and the rhythm.� 

Colonial policy came into play again during the war, where an already irritable 

community in poverty felt even more oppressed by the disbandment of Carnival 

festivities which included pan playing. But the development of the pan could not be 

stopped primarily because it became the means of cohesion within the communities that 

fostered it. It was such that the oppressed communities took the pan and its space, the 

panyard, to be their own, since it provided �a common ground for group solidarity and 

binding of its members into a strong union that makes for greater efficiency in the 

realization of shared goals� (Blake, 1995, p.129). The pan survived despite the terrible 

reputation of those associated with it. It continued to be a unifying force for the 

communities which housed the panyards, and provided an identity and purpose for the 

men who dedicated hours of practice to perfect its potential (Mason, 1998; Collymore, 

1995; Hill, 1993).  

 

The Indians and the Africans  

 

Another aspect of colonial policy that greatly affected the character of Trinidad 

and Tobago and the steelband movement was the introduction of labor from across the 

globe. With the abolition of the slave trade in 1807, one of the most prominent planters in 

Trinidad, William Burnley proposed that workers from India should be brought to 

improve the colony given that this �was a new race of men, �healthy and free, with habits 

and science ready formed, and sufficiently numerous to stand unsupported and distinct 

from our present population on its immediate arrival�� (Williams, 1970, p. 357). With 

specific emphasis on the indentureship scheme that brought East Indians to work the 

sugarcane plantations in the aftermath of the emancipation of slaves, the colonial 

governors strategically pit ethnic communities against each other. They were keenly 

aware that philosophically, juridically and socially, the indentured labor and slave labor 

were very different (Williams, 1970). From 1845 until 1917 Indians were brought to 
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Trinidad to join the Africans and Europeans already living there (Elder, 1969). It must be 

noted that all of these groups came from areas of fully developed cultures, with native 

arts, language, food and other cultural expressions, which at some level had to be 

integrated in the new location (Elder, 1969). 

Tina Ramnarine (2001) reports that the British recruiters told prospective laborers 

in India that they would be going to the land of sugar, i.e. �Chini-dad.� She adds that 

many of the Indians had no idea of what lay ahead � the journey nor the conditions � but 

they saw the opportunity to lead a better life than they did in India. Some, she claims, 

never signed contracts and others were kidnapped, eerily resembling the African slavery 

practices (Ramnarine, 2001). Devant Maharaj (2000) explains that the route from India to 

the West Indies took the immigrants around the Cape of Good Hope, which made the 

journey long and involved several changes of climate. He adds that given the high rate of 

mortality, the Indian government suspended immigration twice in 1848 until 1851.  

Whatever the circumstances, the first ship, the Fatal Razack carrying 214 Indian 

immigrants arrived in Trinidad on May 30th, 1845 (Maharaj, 2000).  

Based on Eric Williams� (1970) description, the Indian indentured laborer was not 

a slave but a free man on contract to work in Trinidad, typically for five years. The 

contract stipulated that the Indians would receive a free voyage to the West Indies and if 

they arrived before 1898, they would receive a free voyage home at the end of the 

contract. For those who arrived after 1898, males were entitled to half of the passage to 

India and women two-thirds, which made it cheaper to send them back than what it cost 

to bring them (Williams, 1970). Nevertheless, the high rates of repatriation to India, made 

the high cost of immigrant labor a source of grave concern to the colonial planters and 

they developed ways to entice the Indians to stay in the colonies: 

Thus, by a curious irony, the sugar planter who, in the 

seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, refused to grant land 

to the white indentured servant, who, after emancipation, 

tried to prevent the purchase of land by the former slaves, 

found himself obliged in the nineteenth century to grant 

land to the indentured immigrant in order to reduce the 

expense of immigrant labour. Indian immigration, designed 
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to compete with the Negro landowners, ended in a 

competition with European landowners (Williams, 1970).  

Almost fifty years after Indians were brought to Trinidad, the laws governing the 

migrants were amended and consolidated into an Ordinance in 1899 which enumerated 

among other things, that which was expected of the new workers: Part III discusses how 

the Indians were to be treated upon arrival at the port namely that families were not to be 

separated. Part V deals with immigrant housing: �The employer was required at all times 

to provide an immigrant under indenture upon his plantation with a suitable dwelling and 

to keep such dwelling in sufficient repair� (Williams, 1964, p. 102). Part IV gave the 

specifications on how the wages were to be assigned, while Part VII explained the means 

through which hospital care was to be provided for all immigrants. Part VIII discussed 

wages and how the work days were to be laid out, but also went into detail about the 

penalties that would be incurred if the immigrant missed a days� work without excuse, 

was found drunk, or threatened the authorities (Williams, 1964; Williams, 1970). Finally, 

according to Eric Williams� (1964) account, Part IX of the Ordinance dealt with leave 

and desertion: �Every indentured immigrant was bound to reside on the plantation to 

which he was indentured. Any immigrant found on a public highway or on any land or in 

any house not the property of his employer, or within any ship or boat within the waters 

of the island could be stopped without warrant � [and] could be arrested and detained� 

(Williams, 1964, p. 104)   

Even though the Ordinance was very specific in terms of how the immigrants 

were to be treated and under what conditions they should be hired, in reality the 

conditions were deplorable as evidenced by unsanitary housing conditions, overcrowding 

of barrack housing, insufficient facilities for daily tasks such as cooking and using the 

bathroom, widespread sickness such as malaria, dysentery and skin diseases, moral decay 

and sexual deviance (Williams, 1964). Added to grossly low wages, inefficiency, missed 

work days and constant harassment from the police, the situation was volatile, which led 

Eric Williams (1964), Trinidad and Tobago�s first Prime Minister to surmise: 

One can only wonder today how it was possible for any 

country that had abolished Negro slavery on the ground 

that it was inhuman to justify Indian indenture with its 25 
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cents a day wage and its jails. The Europeans had distorted 

and maligned African civilization in order to find an alibi 

for Negro slavery. In the same way they distorted and 

maligned Indian civilization in the 19th century in order to 

justify Indian indenture. 

From the start, the Africans and Indians formed separate communities as the 

Africans lived closer to the urban towncenters, while the Indians settled in the rural areas 

surrounding the sugarcane fields. As recorded by George Collymore (1995), in the early 

twentieth century, the contact between the ethnic communities in Trinidad was tenuous at 

best. Among the other ethnic communities in the country, the descendants of the African 

slaves, many of who had been enjoying freedom because of their parentage to white 

landowners, were gradually forming a middle class, distancing themselves from the 

sugarcane fields and inadvertently, from the indentured laborers who worked those fields. 

At that time too, there were already descendants from the Indian immigrants who were 

beginning to move away from the sugarcane fields into business and other professional 

jobs. In the labor class, the descendants of the African slaves refused to work the 

sugarcane fields and instead flocked to the urban areas, preferring to do any other work 

they could find. Many of the Indians accepted the parcel of land at the end of their 

indentureship contract. Thus they inherited the land deserted by the emancipated African 

slaves and effectively built a solid community of predominantly Indian land owners who 

lived in largely rural communities (Collymore, 1995). As much as the Indian 

indentureship system boosted the sugar export industry somewhat, the price they had to 

pay was marked by ill-treatment, substandard living conditions and general degradation. 

But, as Eric Williams (1964) astutely points out, the most significant contribution of the 

Indians was the development of a small farmer community where previously the colonial 

landowners had resisted. This was a first in the history of Trinidad. 

Besides the economic contribution to the country, it is interesting that the Indians 

also have a history of drumming which they brought to Trinidad amidst other strong 

cultural traditions. It was these cultural traditions that provided some sense of social and 

spiritual cohesion to the Indian immigrants, most of whom, according to Tina Ramnarine 

(2001) came from the northern Indian provinces of Uttar Pradesh and Bihar. Religious 
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ideals and practices were a significant part of Indian identity, wherein music played a 

prominent role in religious rituals. From wedding festivities to prayers to the gods, some 

measure of drumming is used within the Hindu tradition in addition to other percussion 

and string instruments. Trinidad traditional chutney music involves three primary 

instruments: the harmonium, the dholak and the dhantal (which some say was invented in 

Trinidad), while tassa involves drummers beating large drums strung around their waists 

or necks. 

Even though the Indian and African communities in Trinidad were largely 

separated from each other by choice or circumstance, there were areas where the two 

communities intermingled and found some measure of comfort with each others� music. 

Thus, even when the African drumming was banned, the East Indian drumming was not 

restricted, and therein sprung some kinship between the two ethnic groups. One area in 

Trinidad where this is clearly demonstrated is in St. James, which annually hosts the 

Muslim festival of Hosay: �The East Indian labourer was guaranteed religious freedom 

�his drum festivals were never banned in Trinidad. Therefore at the annual Hosein 

Festival � elaborately made temples of paper and bamboo are paraded through the 

streets to the accompaniment of drums� (Simmons, 1962 in Elder, 1969, p. 19), taking on 

some resemblance to Carnival. In the same way Stuempfle (1995) elaborates that the 

Indian tassa drums alongside steelbands appear on the streets for this festival, which 

attracts blacks as well as Indians, including Hindus. It was in this atmosphere, some 

argue that the Indian music influenced steelband since the Indian goat skin drums were 

hung from the waist by leather, and the early pan players were inspired to do the same, 

later hanging the pans around their necks (Elder, 1969). 

 

The Steelpan Through Independence 

 

Within this changing climate in Trinidad, the reconstitution of the pan culture 

continued. Not attempting to recapture the culture of their African tradition and 

undaunted by the colonial suppression, the steelband movement transformed itself in a 

new space. Despite other influences, the Carnival festivities, including the steelband 

continued to be dominated by those of African descent. However, with the violent 
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reputation of the steelpan culture, other ethnic groups were reluctant to be associated with 

it. According to Blake (1995), there were three kinds of steelband violence that occurred: 

fights between steelbands, clashes between bands and the police, and the violent cultural 

oppression inflicted by the colonial authorities on the steelband movement. The Carnival 

of 1950 saw what some regard as the most notorious clash between steelbands (Goddard, 

1991; Anthony, 1989). As George Goddard (1991) explains, the steelband clash that year 

between two rivaling bands from different Port-of-Spain neighborhoods marred the 

Carnival, with many people being injured and some panmen being forced to abandon 

their instruments to seek safety. But this time the violence was perpetuated for days after 

the Carnival had ended, which eventually caused some band leaders to search for some 

kind of peaceful resolution (Goddard, 1991).  

 Some members of the middle class were supportive of the steelband movement, 

recognizing the creativity and cultural potential of its players and music. But there were 

others of the elite who believed that the steelband represented disruption and social 

degeneration (Stuempfle, 1995). Within this climate of growing contempt for the 

steelband, the colonial government decided to set up the Steelband Committee to be 

chaired by Canon M.E. Farquhar, �to investigate the cause of the anti-social conduct of 

the steelbandsmen and to make recommendations to Government towards solution of the 

problems uncovered� (Goddard, 1991, p. 53). Canon Farquhar is fondly remembered by 

the steelband fraternity, including the Pan Pioneers as an individual who really fought on 

the side of the steelband and its players. In regular columns in the Sunday Guardian he 

would comment on the behavior of the steelbands but also the unfair treatment that was 

doled out to them. Farquhar went against the colonial authorities, accusing them of not 

considering the historical and sociological factors that precipitated the violence that came 

to blemish the pan movement. He also criticized the authorities of pretending that some 

semblance of unity existed, linking the current state of the panmen to their �dark past of 

slavery, plus a century of economic deprivation� (Goddard, 1991, p. 59).   

 Farquhar and other steelband defenders recognized that the socioeconomic 

problems added to the intolerance of the public, the press and the police made for a 

volatile situation for the panmen (Stuempfle, 1995; Blake, 1995). Besides marked 

attempts to promote the positive aspects of the steelband, The Steelband Committee 
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pushed for meetings between the representatives of the various steelbands, in hope that 

some kind of peace agreement would evolve (Stuempfle, 1995). During the reconciliation 

process, plans were laid for the formation of an association of the bands, which led the 

Steelband Committee to issue a statement that steelbands would no longer enter 

competitions that were sponsored by individuals seeking their own interests without 

concern for the welfare of the bands. Apparently, once the steelband emerged after World 

War II local entrepreneurs hastily organized competitions between bands in an attempt to 

capitalize on its growing patronage. However, the judging of these events was so 

inadequate that decisions were often disputed, which added to the tension between the 

bands (Stuempfle, 1995). 

 The suggestion of a Steel Band Association was met with some skepticism by the 

panmen, given their unpleasant dealings with members of the middle class in the past. 

There was also some concern that whoever comprised the executive of the association 

would only seek the interests of the bands with which they were connected. There were 

bands however, that welcomed an association to look out for the interests of the panmen 

and eventually other perceptions changed and the Steel Band Association was formed 

(Stuempfle, 1995). This association was significant for the panmen in several ways. First, 

bands came together to focus on their common interests, rather than each seeking its own 

interest, which often ended in confrontation. Second, the unity that came with the 

association meant strength in numbers and they were now better able to make persuasive 

demands and not be taken advantage of. Thirdly, there was great benefit to the 

government because when each band was on its own, it was a challenge to control. Now 

the government could depend on the internal guidelines of the association to maintain 

order among the bands since there were stiff penalties for going against the constitution 

of the association. Finally, the association became the launching pad for the panmen to 

forge relationships with prominent members of the society. In this way, the movement 

was considered more respectable, they found new sources of support, were exposed to 

classical music and were invited to perform in social settings from which they had been 

previously excluded (Stuempfle, 1995). 

On account of this new organization, by the end of the 1950s the popularity of the 

pan had grown among the masses. During this time, the steelband started to shake off 
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most of its violent reputation and moved beyond the Carnival sphere into a more global 

arena. When the Steelband Committee learned of the Festival of Britain, a large music 

festival to be held in London, they launched a campaign for government assistance. But 

when this assistance never materialized, the Steel Band Association began their own 

fundraising campaign dubbed �Operation Britain,� to send a steelband to represent 

Trinidad and Tobago (Goddard, 1991). TASPO, the Trinidad All Steel Percussion 

Orchestra would be the first band to travel abroad, essentially becoming the first 

steelband ambassadors for the country. According to the Pan Pioneers, word had come 

that Antigua had been planning to send their own steelband, so the response in Trinidad 

was to send a band of its own. In preparation for the festival, the best players from around 

the country were selected. George Goddard (1991), a steelband player and administrator 

remembers that initially the Steel Band Association chose ten players, with thirteen 

reserves. The music selected was as varied as the members, demonstrating that the 

steelband was not only suitable for calypso/Carnival music. The band held a number of 

public performances prior to the trip, so that by the time they arrived in England, they 

were well rehearsed. Goddard (1991) reports: �TASPO took Festival Hall by storm. The 

band performed at various other venues in Britain to appreciative audiences. Some 

European countries also got a taste of pan. The seeds of pan appreciation were firmly 

planted in England. In fact some of the TASPO panmen stayed on� (p. 77). 

Arguably jump-started by the fierce fundraising efforts during �Operation 

Britain,� companies also began to sponsor the bands, thereby giving them the ability to 

make recordings and go on tour (Hill, 1993). TASPO existed for just a short time but its 

significance musically and symbolically went far beyond the trip to the UK. On the one 

hand, the pan developed in range and quality of sound which made it very impressive to 

the listening public. On the other hand, the grand effort made to send the band to London 

gave the steelband social prominence never before enjoyed: �Never before had such a 

cross-section of the society rallied around the movement. For some this support was 

linked to a sense that the steelband was a resource with which Trinidad could represent 

itself as a unique place in the world� (Stuempfle, 1995, p. 99). This initiative gave more 

legitimacy to the steelband movement, which was heightened by the development of 

actual musical arrangement for the pan. It is said that when the panmen returned from 
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England to their original bands, their new found knowledge and skills spread to the rest 

of their pan comrades, thereby raising the overall quality of the music.  

In the spirit of this new phase in the steelpan movement, panmen showed more 

dedication and discipline, and the violent image dwindled as evidenced by new steelband 

names such as Tropical Angel Harps, Merrytones, Birdsong, and Rising Stars (Steel 

Island: Culture, 2000). As time passed, middle class youth became interested in playing 

the steelpan and their involvement seemed to liberate the movement from its violent 

reputation, while adding prestige and glamour (Blake, 1995). These youths were different 

from grass-roots panmen not only in terms of socioeconomic background and education, 

but also ethnicity and skin color since increasing numbers of fair-skinned, white, Indian 

and Chinese starting showing interest in playing the pan (Stuempfle, 1995). As a result, 

steelbands encouraged and fostered racial and class integration, and were welcomed into 

middle class social clubs and homes (Blake, 1995; Steel Island: Culture, 2000). Stephen 

Stuempfle (1995) suggests that the process of decolonization may have encouraged 

middle class interest in the pan because the thrust toward independence may have 

deepened their identification with local arts and culture. 

Throughout the late fifties, there were sporadic clashes between steelbands, which 

called for a reorganization of the Steelband Association. When the country�s first 

political party, the People�s National Movement (PNM), led by Dr. Eric Williams, came 

into power in 1956, the panmen believed that they would get government support but 

George Goddard (1991) asserts that this did not occur. By 1958, the Steel Band 

Association finally moved toward officially registering the organization and developing a 

constitution with the following objectives: 

1. To develop the steelband in all its aspects; 

2. To obtain employment for steelbandsmen; 

3. To organize and hold Music Festivals for steelbands; 

4. To encourage, aid and promote the scientific development of steelband 

instruments; 

5. To provide facilities for training in the art of playing and tuning steelband 

instruments; and 
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6. To do all things, matters, and acts for the welfare of steelbands and their members 

(Goddard, 1991). 

Interestingly, Stephen Stuempfle (1995) contends that the steelbandsmen were very 

involved in the political rise of the PNM: �Williams thoroughly understood the functions 

and symbolic value of the steelbands in communities and established firm relations with 

the steelband movement in order to elicit and maintain grassroots support� (p. 118). 

Through the support of the PNM, a large employment initiative was launched, to curb the 

rampant unemployment that plagued some of the poorest areas on the outskirts of Port-

of-Spain, especially Laventille. Likewise, the PNM routinely used panmen in political 

campaigns for protection while they were campaigning and at political rallies. 

Effectively, according to Bertie Marshall, a well-known pan stalwart, many Laventille 

panmen became a PNM band, playing for all party events (Stuempfle, 1995). 

In the 1960s, the decade that brought Trinidad and Tobago independence from 

Britain, the president of the Steelband Association finally brought rival bands together to 

sign peace agreements in an attempt to move toward a harmonious coexistence, 

particularly during the Carnival season. Although there still remained fierce territorial 

rivalry, the bands restrained themselves from the violence, and focused more heavily on 

the quality of the music they produced. As for government encouragement, although the 

PNM used the steelband to gain support at the grassroots level, it also promoted the 

instrument as a national symbol, arguing that the steelpan was an indigenous cultural 

form for which all ethnic communities could feel a sense of pride. As a result the new 

government ensured that the steelband got performance time at many official occasions, 

again making the artform visible to the local and global communities (Stuempfle, 1995). 

With these developments it is easy to understand the observations of author Pete Simon 

as reported by Peter Mason: the steel pan �has had to run the gauntlet from proscription 

to intolerance, to social disinheritance, to contempt, to snobbery and toleration, to 

patronage, to simulated acceptance, to full acceptance and finally to total respect� 

(Mason, 1998, p. 62).   
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Conclusion 

 

Summary 

 

According to Stuempfle (1995) the early days of the steelband movement were 

influenced by four major factors. The first of these was the tamboo bamboo band, which 

provided the prototypes for what would later become the steelband. The second 

significant influence came from the Orisha drum, which came with the African heritage 

from West Africa. Thirdly, the military marching bands that were well-known in Trinidad 

provided some inspiration. In addition to their drumming tradition, the military practice 

of having a bugler was copied by steelbands and according to Felix Blake (1995) the 

buglers were not the lead instrument but instead played repeated calls from military 

tunes. Finally, the Indian tassa drumming was influential given that its set up was so 

similar to the tamboo bamboo bands and the steelbands. With this said, it is certain that 

the development of the steelband, although spearheaded by one particular ethnic 

community, was really a product of circumstances that were influenced by a variety of 

cultures, including the colonial authorities. 

As the historical account above clearly indicates steelpan players and patrons 

consistently fought for a sense of recognition even at the level of simply being allowed to 

play the instrument. But there is much more to the historical fabric that provides more of 

an explanation as to why the steelband movement came to be a key feature of Trinidad 

and Tobago�s national identity. First of all, the newly freed slaves found sense of 

liberation during the Carnival season and maintained their sense of Africanness through 

the ritual of the drum. Undoubtedly, it is the African ancestry through slavery that 

influenced the culture of Carnival in which the steelpan plays a significant role. 

Originally, the French elite used the Carnival festivities as a means of cultural and 

community definition and celebration, with the Africans on the margins. But 

emancipation was a period of appropriation of the Carnival festivities where the slaves 

celebrated their new freedom (Stuempfle, 1995). From the beginning, therefore the 

steelband movement set Trinidadians of African descent apart from the rest of the 

population. 
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Secondly, the forging of the steelpan as an instrument of community was formed 

out of determination and opposition to the colonial governing powers. Literally the 

steelbandsmen had to fight � with the authorities and with each other � in an attempt to 

make their individuality known. In many ways Felix Blake (1995) appropriately sums up 

the significance of the evolution of the steelband: �Violence is an inherent element in 

revolution. The steelband movement was by its nature revolutionary. So it is not 

altogether surprising that for many years violence went hand in hand with the steelband�s 

development� (p.94). 

But violence was not the final word to be said in the history of the steelpan as the 

viability of the instrument on the global stage fed the desire to make the entire movement 

shift courses toward one of unity and peace, where the only fight would be on a stage in 

competition. The support of the country�s first independent government would make the 

difference in how the instrument and its music would be received in wider Trinidad and 

Tobago society. The following chapters will continue to trace the steelpan movement, 

demonstrating that although it created a sense of identity around the artform, it is an 

identity which came to be negotiated in the political transformation of the nation. 

 

Analysis 

 

 In considering the formative years of the steelband movement in the context of 

the circuit of culture, there are issues regarding representation that must be addressed. 

Paul du Gay et al (1997) explain that representation refers to the meaning that is 

generated by an object or institution through the use of oral and visual language. 

Specifically du Gay et al (1997) discuss how objects are represented in advertising as a 

way of crafting the perception of the object in the minds of the would-be consumers. 

Representation in the case of the steelband does not adhere to this model in that there is 

no advertising to speak of and furthermore, in the early years pictures of steelband and 

pan players were not prevalent. Where representation becomes significant in this case 

study has to do with the colonial perception of the pan and how they communicated that 

perception to the public. Writers and pan pioneers have spoken about the negative stories 

of pan players that appeared in the daily newspapers, detailed unruly behavior, arrests 
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and harsh sentencing. Additionally, on an interpersonal level, the police were in a 

constant struggle with the pan players, seizing pans and instituting harsh bans on playing 

the instrument. These actions effectively created what du Gay et al (1997) refers to as 

�informal social knowledge � the �what-everybody-knows� about the world � without 

consciously knowing where or when they first learned it� (p. 8). He argues that this type 

of knowledge is an essential component of culture because it creates shared maps of 

meaning. In the steelband context the maps of meaning that were created by the treatment 

of the panmen in particular ways reflected that the steelband was a terrible influence on 

the society, that it bred questionable behavior in many communities and that it was a 

practice that had to be regarded with extreme caution. 

 Thus, it is in this climate, that the steelband became a �cultural� symbol through 

talk, thought and imagination and because it was linked to a set of social practices 

connected to a particular way of life, which made it acquire its own identity. More 

specifically, people in Trinidad and Tobago conceptualized the steelband based on what 

they read in the newspapers and what they saw in their communities, which fed their 

imagination of what this movement really consisted of and in the minds of many, the 

movement was considered a dark aspect of Trinidad society. du Gay et al (1997) stress 

that things are given meaning by the way they are represented. As mentioned in the 

literature about the steelband and in personal interviews with the Pan Pioneers, the 

steelband was given the term �noisy instruments� which encased it in a shroud of 

negativity and dismissal and fed the sentiment that it was a nuisance. But meaning is also 

relational (du Gay et al, 1997) and as such, the steelband, as an artform emerging from 

the burgeoning Trinidad society was effectively pit against the culture of the colonial 

authorities, which was brought from England. Steelband was undoubtedly different from 

the classical music the colonial authorities would have been accustomed to and such it 

was written off as noise.   

 In this chapter, the historical accounts of the pan movement have also been 

considered with particular emphasis on the relationship between the colonial authorities 

and the pan players and supporters. As a result, questions of identification also arose as 

these relationships were explored given that the steelband was more than a musical 

instrument but a means of social cohesion in many communities, just as it was being 
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shunned by others. du Gay et al (1997) claim that advertising of a particular product is 

geared toward creating links between the  product and the consumer. In the case of the 

steelband movement, devoid of advertising in the early stages, those links were created 

with the wider Trinidad society primarily through the newspaper coverage and through 

direct contact. For those who conceptualized the steelband and pan players as negative, 

groups of �badjohns� that sense of connection with the pan was remote, but for others 

who were in the heart of the pan movement, the artform represented a breaking away 

from the limitation imposed by the colonial authorities and gave them an identity that was 

completely Trinidadian. This identity was also reinforced by the fact the pan was an 

instrument that individuals tuned themselves and one which they carried with them. Thus 

an intimate relationship developed between the pan player, his pan and the players in his 

band which gave them cohesion but locked out other pan players from other bands.  

Considering the concepts of representation and identification as they impact the 

formation of a national identity in multicultural nations, it would seem that a national 

identity has the potential to emerge when these processes of representation and 

identification have made positive connections with large portions of the population. Since 

culture has been defined as a set of social practices that are specific to a way of life (du 

Gay et al, 1997) then representation and identification are integral to the solidification of 

that culture because it would effectively mean that individuals in the population see 

themselves in the cultural practice or product. The challenge in multicultural nations is 

that the diversity of the population feeds different abilities to identify with individual 

artforms or practices because lives, histories and heritages are so different. Especially 

when immigrant populations have been forced together, as is the case in postcolonial 

nations, there is arguably a greater need to adhere to that which is familiar, that which 

one can feel a part of, rather than make a giant leap into forging a new identity that might 

affect the integrity of what one has known. In the case of Trinidad and Tobago 

representation and identification shifted over the years as the character of the steelpan 

changed. In the following chapters the processes of representation and identification will 

be revisited to demonstrate how these processes continued to change over time and 

circumstance, while the other components of the circuit of culture will be considered with 

respect to how they factor into the formation of a national identity. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

FINDING THE �INDIGENOUS�: 

THE DECLARATION OF THE STEELPAN AS THE NATIONAL INSTRUMENT 

 

Other societies often use their creativity to make weapons 

of destruction. It is a happy circumstance that we have used 

ours to make music. And while it is true in this country we 

play many kinds of music, the steelpan as a musical 

instrument is the one which we ourselves invented. In 

declaring that the steelpan is our national music instrument 

we direct the nation�s attention to a path of development 

which we neglect at our own peril. For unless we are 

prepared to look to creativity and invention in our search 

for national problem solving devices we shall bequeath a 

legacy of diminishment for which generations to come will 

never forget us (Patrick Manning, 1992).   

 

Introduction 

 

On August 31st, 1962, Trinidad and Tobago became officially independent from 

Britain. Independence, though signified by severed political and economic ties with the 

Crown, was marked by certain outward symbols: the design of a national flag and a Coat 

of Arms, the naming of a national flower and national birds, and the writing of a national 

anthem � symbols by which the country can be identified on the global stage. Thirty 

years after this momentous occasion, Prime Minister Patrick Manning, in his 

Independence Day address, declared the steelpan the nation instrument of Trinidad and 

Tobago. In the aftermath of the announcement, citizens from all across the country 

expressed their feelings, namely by way of articles, opinion pieces and letters-to-the-

editor in the daily newspapers, the Trinidad Guardian and the Trinidad Express.  While 

many of these articles expressed support and delight that the steelpan had finally been 
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named the national instrument, others expressed disapproval and skepticism regarding the 

appropriateness of the steelpan as a national symbol.  

This chapter picks up the steelband movement from the declaration of the pan as 

the national instrument. In examining the arguments in support of and in opposition to 

this decision, the significance of national symbols will be explored as an integral part of 

the national cultural fabric of Trinidad and Tobago. With that intent, first the state of the 

country in 1992 will be examined, since it sets the context within which the steelpan was 

declared the national instrument. Next, the impact of the steelpan as the national 

instrument will be explored given the polarized reactions of certain ethnic communities in 

the country. And finally, the concept of national identity will be investigated in light of 

the climate of Trinidad and Tobago in the 1990s.  

Fundamentally, the declaration of the steelpan as the national instrument evoked 

mixed emotions for several reasons including: the fact that there was no national 

consultation nor Cabinet debate; that finally the instrument was recognized as being 

invented in Trinidad and Tobago; that there was no evidence of action behind the 

decision; and that the instrument is not identified with by all members of the Trinidad and 

Tobago society. Issues of identification and regulation arise as citizens consider the 

appropriateness of the symbol and the position of the government in regulating the 

culture of Trinidad and Tobago. The argument here is that the government has had a 

certain measure of control in the realm of culture in that it designates public holidays and 

large national celebrations including Carnival. In this capacity it is the duty of the 

government to ensure that its regulation procedures satisfy all ethic communities equally. 

In an attempt to unearth these issues, extensive archive work was conducted in 

Trinidad, identifying all newspaper articles occurring in the two daily newspapers which 

dealt with reactions to the decision to make the steelpan the national instrument during 

the month of September 1992. Additionally, several interviews were conducted in 

Trinidad with panmen, pan officials, government employees and other lay citizens in an 

attempt to understand the significance of the declaration to a cross-section of the Trinidad 

and Tobago public. 

The question of indigenousness is unearthed in this chapter since it is the reason 

that many Trinidadians believe that the steelpan should be the national instrument. In 
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fact, many interview respondents declared that �the pan was invented here!� The term 

indigenous is typically used to define those things that are native to a particular location 

and it may seem inappropriate to suggest that anything that comes out of a colonial 

situation can be considered indigenous since most of the people living in colonial and 

postcolonial nations were brought from other parts of the world with their heritages and 

culture. Respondents routinely pointed out that the steelpan was invented in Trinidad, 

meaning that it was not brought from anywhere else in the world but that it was created 

on Trinidad soil. This therefore adheres to the concept of the indigenous as native since 

for many, the steelpan reflects that which has emerged from the recent and current 

Trinidad and Tobago experience, which makes it indigenous to the nation. 

 

State of the Nation in 1992 

 

 By 1992, the population of Trinidad and Tobago had reached just over 1.2 million 

people with those of East Indian and African descent comprising the majority, with small 

numbers of people of European, Chinese, Syrian/Lebanese and mixed descent. The 

declaration of the steelpan as the national instrument came at a pivotal time in the history 

of Trinidad and Tobago. This decision, therefore, should not be considered outside of the 

context within which it was taken. As some have argued, the decision was more of a 

political move than a show of cultural solidarity. What has become evident, however, is 

that there were several significant events that occurred around the time of the decision 

that suggest reasons for the timing of the announcement and the reaction that came in its 

aftermath. 

 

Thirtieth Independence Anniversary 

 

 Regardless of how much time has passed since the nation gained independence 

from colonial ties, Trinidad and Tobago seizes the opportunity to celebrate when the 

anniversary of that day rolls around. Understandably, these celebrations are even more 

heightened when they hit the milestone years. Independence celebrations in Trinidad and 

Tobago are usually marked with grand events of pomp and splendor at the end of August 
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each year. Over the decades two events have become synonymous with Independence 

Day celebrations: the Independence Day parade and the National Awards Ceremony. The 

parade takes place on the morning of Independence Day, wherein all the military (army, 

cadets, defense force, regiment, coast guard), protective services (police), corrections 

(prison), and emergency services (Red Cross, St. John�s ambulance, Fire Services), don 

their formal regalia and march through the streets of Port-of-Spain, terminating in ranks 

at the Queens Park Savannah. While there, the President and the First Lady travel by jeep 

through the ranks to inspect and give the salute. The police band is on hand to play the 

National Anthem, while the National Flag is raised and the military give a gun salute. 

This event draws large crowds from all across the country and those who choose not to 

go to Port-of-Spain are sure to watch the event on television as it is broadcast live.  

The National Awards ceremony usually takes place at the President�s House on 

the afternoon of Independence Day. It is a time when exemplary citizens who have been 

nominated are awarded for their work and contribution to the country. There are four 

major national awards: the Trinity Cross, the Chaconia Medal, the Hummingbird Medal 

and the Public Service Medal of Merit. The Trinity Cross, appropriately named after the 

country,4 is the most distinguished award given to any person. It is limited to persons 

who have displayed gallantry, and who have rendered distinguished and outstanding 

service to the country (National Awards, 2003). The Chaconia Medal is awarded 

specifically to persons who work in the social field, those who work in community 

organizations promoting community spirit and national welfare, and for those who render 

long and meritorious service to the community and country. The Hummingbird Medal is 

awarded to those persons who have demonstrated loyal and devoted service in their 

respective fields, and which is felt to significantly benefit the community, particularly 

when it is shown to be outstanding humane action. The Public Service Medal of Merit is 

reserved for members of the Civil Service and the Protective Services who have 

demonstrated long, outstanding and meritorious service (National Awards, 2003).5  

                                                
4 When Christopher Columbus first saw the island, the three peaks of the southern hills inspired him to 
name the country La Trinidad i.e. after the Holy Trinity. 
5 All information on Trinidad and Tobago�s national awards was sourced from the Office of the Prime 
Minister website. 
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It is clear therefore, that Independence Day in Trinidad and Tobago is celebrated 

with much pride and grandeur. It is a time for celebrating the progress of the nation and 

recognizing at least some of the people who contribute to that progress. These 

celebrations seem to support Edensor�s (2000) notion that national identity is most 

prominently displayed at nationalist ceremonies, which serve as a forum for the nation, 

wherein its symbolic attributes are placed on display. These well-planed ceremonies, he 

adds, serve to legitimize �the power, historical grandeur, military might, legal process, 

and institutional apparatus of the nation-state� (2000, p. 73). These events have become 

naturalized over time to the point that the citizenry comes to expect them. The 

expectations associated with these grand affairs have been learned and remembered over 

time, such that deviation from the norm may be unwelcome since it would interrupt the 

package of national identity and ideology that is achieved in the pageantry.  

Independence Day in Trinidad and Tobago, therefore, is held in high esteem and 

is also a time when patriotism is at the very least on the forefront of the minds of many. 

This was clearly demonstrated in 2002, when a planned concert featuring an American 

R&B artist caused many to question where the patriotic spirit had gone. August 31st, 2002 

marked the 40th Anniversary of Trinidad and Tobago�s independence, and was a highly 

anticipated and celebrated occasion. Many celebrations were planned, including the 

customary parade of the military, armed forces and emergency services. In fact, the 

government proposed some six million dollars for forty days of celebration to mark this 

momentous occasion, including a concert saluting the country�s best-known steelpan 

innovators (Trinidad Express, 2002). In a public address the Prime Minister defended the 

extent of the independence celebrations stating that, �on the occasion of our 

independence anniversary we wish to lift up the good people and the good achievements 

of Trinidad and Tobago in the spirit of gratitude and celebration� (Trinidad Express 

Newspaper, 2002).  However, among the preparations was a mega-concert in the capital 

city, Port-Of-Spain, featuring Usher, an up and coming African American R&B artist, 

whose music is particularly popular with the youth. Local print and electronic media saw 

a wave of resistance and disgust directed toward the scheduled concert. Many citizens 

hurled accusations of unbridled foreign invasion, dwindling national pride and scant 

patriotism considering the importance of this landmark anniversary.  
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Reeling from the backlash of such criticism, a well-known and well-respected 

Trinidad journalist, Terry Joseph (2002), wrote a scathing response to the seemingly 

unreasonable reaction of some Trinidadian people. In an online article he argued: 

Usher Raymond is not �any foreigner.� At 23, he is considered 

phenomenal even by his fellow superstars, his combination of 

writing, singing, and dancing skills increasingly mystifying to the 

global entertainment industry since first discovery at age 13, when 

he won a national talent show in the US. Given today�s demand for 

his concerts, it cannot be easy to pin down an Usher tour, a slice of 

reality that dismantles any argument about the date on which he 

will perform here. You don�t get an Usher booking and say: 

�Sorry, its Independence Day in Trinidad and Tobago, so we�ll 

wait until you have another space.� It is not a question of 

promoter�s patriotism, but one of Usher�s availability. 

 In considering the Usher concert and Joseph�s comments, issues of patriotism and 

nationalism emerged, particularly since the celebration of Independence is precious to 

those for whom the memory of colonialism is not too distant. Therefore, to think that it 

was acceptable in the minds of some to include an obviously American concert as part of 

the Independence celebrations in Trinidad and Tobago was disheartening to many. 

Although it is tempting to focus solely on the inappropriate timing of the Usher concert, 

the justification coming from Terry Joseph is more alarming given the fact that it implies 

that Independence Day is simply a date that should not interfere with the freedom to 

entertain.  

 Given the importance of Independence Day in Trinidad and Tobago, the timing of 

the declaration of the steelpan as the official national instrument was strategic. Some may 

argue that there was no better time of the year than on Independence Day when the state 

of the nation and its progress become important areas for reflection. It is evident therefore 

that Prime Minister Patrick Manning was aware of the significance of designating a 

national symbol on the anniversary of the Independence of the nation:  

The flag and the anthem unite us. The chaconia flower and 

the national birds remind us of the sacredness of life and 
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the total environment. The national musical instrument 

recognizes the worth of our people whose creativity and 

inventiveness took very little and enriched our lives with 

this, the supreme product of their ingenuity and we know 

that we can go much further (Patrick Manning, 1992). 

The National Awards ceremony in 1992 was met with fierce criticism and 

accusations of racism, given that out of the thirty-three awards presented, there were only 

three Indian recipients. Moreover, thirteen awards were given for the arts yet none of 

these went to Indian artists. A front page article of the Trinidad Express on September 

1st, reports that the Leader of the Opposition, Basdeo Panday, was outraged that Indians 

were again overlooked from the awards, suggesting that there is a racist and classist 

dimension to the way recipients are designated. In the same article, Sham Mohammed, 

then host of the popular East Indian talent show, Mastana Bahar, lamented the fact that 

worthwhile Indian artistes were ignored. He expressed the desire that the nation move on 

together as one unit (p. 1, 10). 

In a poll conducted by the Trinidad Express, published on September 5th, 

respondents were asked: Do you think this year�s National Awards were racially biased? 

Of the eleven men of differing ethnicities, it was reported that just two of them, notably 

of Indian descent, believed that the distribution of the awards was racially motivated, 

with one respondent, the well-known East Indian leader, Ravi-Ji, saying that the Indian 

culture had no visibility on the national landscape of Trinidad and Tobago (p. 8, 9). Other 

newspaper columnists had similar reactions (Baldeosingh, September 5, 1992; 

Rampersad, September 13, 1992). 

Interestingly, the editorial in the Trinidad Guardian on September 4th took great 

pains to explain the nomination and selection procedure for the national awards in an 

attempt to refute these accusations of bias. According to the article, the system of national 

awards selection was instituted in 1969 to replace the British Honours, which had served 

to recognize outstanding individuals in certain fields. The disbandment of the colonial 

honors was thoroughly in keeping with the country�s new status as an independent nation. 

Hence, the Order of the Trinity was developed with different grades in descending order: 

the Trinity Cross, the Chaconia and Hummingbird Medals, and the Public Service Medal 
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of Merit. Although the editor admits that no system is infallible, the process is democratic 

in that any citizen can nominate anyone he or she believes is deserving of an award. Once 

the nominations are in, the Awards Committee led by the Chief Justice scans the 

nomination list, in an attempt to separate those individuals who will be given more 

serious consideration. Once this has been done, the list goes to the Prime Minister who 

has the final decision to accept the list as is, or to make changes as he sees fit before 

turning it over to the President who ultimately bestows the awards on Independence Day. 

The editor says that the accusations of race should not come into play because regardless 

of ethnicity all citizens are nationals of Trinidad and Tobago and so, the awards should be 

seen as being bestowed on Trinidadians and Tobagonians, not Africans, Indians etc.  (p. 

6).   

 

The Aftermath of Carifesta V 

 

 CARIFESTA, which stands for the Caribbean Festival of the Creative Arts, 

originated in 1972 as a response two successful Caribbean Writers and Artists 

conferences held in 1966 and 1970. After these two conferences a recommendation was 

made to the then Prime Minister of Guyana, L.F.S. Burnham to host an annual Festival of 

the Arts. Burnham�s response was positive given his vision to have a regional cultural 

mecca wherein the diversity of the Caribbean peoples could be celebrated and shared. For 

the first CARIFESTA, more than thirty countries were invited for several days of music, 

dance, drama, folk art, painting, sculpture, photography and literature in the host country 

of Guyana.6 The success of the first CARIFESTA made a great impression on the people 

of the region and in the years that followed, different countries took turns hosting the 

festival, although it was not held consistently. 

 In 1992, Trinidad and Tobago became the host of CARIFESTA V, which the 

CARICOM Heads of Government conceived as an artistic and cultural explosion 

designed to affirm the achievements and uniqueness of the CARICOM member states.7 

                                                
6 Information sourced from www.guyfolkfest.org/whatiscarifesta.htm on May 20, 2006. 
7 Information sourced from the CARICOM website at 
http://www.caricom.org/jsp/communications/communiques/10hgc_1989_communique.jsp 
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According to Ingrid Ryan-Ruben,8 who worked in the Ministry of Culture at the time that 

Trinidad and Tobago hosted CARIFESTA, the fact that the country was hosting such a 

huge festival some twenty years after its inception, �heightened awareness of the arts and 

culture of Trinidad and Tobago.� She added that �there was a huge build-up to Trinidad 

and Tobago hosting the festival.� Typically, the host country tries to find �something that 

they could show-off with,� something that would make the country unique and stand out 

above the rest, while making their hosting of the festival different from other festivals. In 

Ryan-Ruben�s estimation, the steelpan provided Trinidad and Tobago with the 

opportunity to show the rest of the region and the world that it had something special to 

contribute to the culture and arts. 

 CARIFESTA V was held in August 1992 and by some accounts was a great 

success. Even the Prime Minister expressed his pleasure with the festival in his 

Independence Day address: �At this time, the Government must acknowledge that if 

CARIFESTA revealed nothing else, it has demonstrated to us that real talent also exists 

in the most unlikely areas of activity. Certainly CARIFESTA has exposed the Caribbean 

zeal, and for this we are happy� (Patrick Manning, 1992). Also in August, a CARIFESTA 

symposium was held wherein attendees discussed the reshaping of the Caribbean mind 

through the arts. In a Trinidad Express article dated September 7th 1992, staff writer 

Kathy Waterman reports that CARIFESTA V was important because it provided the 

chance for all Caribbean peoples to gather in one place to celebrate their cultures and to 

recognize that they are valuable. One of the symposium speakers from Jamaica stressed 

that CARIFESTA should not be considered just another show but instead as �part of a 

process of defining Caribbean culture and showing what can be achieved and what is 

likely to be� (p. 24).  

 Despite this support, many people spoke out against the make-up of CARIFESTA 

V, claiming that the exclusion of Indian and parang9 artists blemished the festival which 

is designed to celebrate all cultures around the region. In a letter-to-the-editor in the 

                                                
8 Ingrid Ryan-Ruben is a Change Management Coordinator. This personal interview was conducted at her 
home on May 2nd, 2006. 
9 Parang is a Spanish style of music which is typically heard at Christmas time. Originally all the music was 
in Spanish and typically celebrated the Nativity. Today parang has morphed into a genre that includes 
mixes with calypso and Indian music, is sung in English and involves themes beyond the Nativity. The 
parang season begins in September with performances and competitions around the country, and continues 
until early January. 
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Trinidad Guardian dated September 11th 1992, John Sorillo, a Trinidadian-Venezuelan 

anthropologist commented that parang music was effectively excluded from 

CARIFESTA V. In her column titled �Traditional Values� in the Trinidad Guardian on 

September 13th 1992, Indrani Rampersad elaborates that CARIFESTA V can lead one to 

the conclusion that the Indians have made no contribution to the development of Trinidad 

and Tobago or the region for that matter. She claims that during the festival Indian artists 

were effectively marginalized, thereby giving the impression �that the Indo-Caribbean 

community is both intellectually and creatively sterile� (p. 10). She added that not only 

was there a noticeable lack of Indians working at the festival but that even when the 

festival traveled to the Indian dominated areas of the country, Indian culture including the 

food could not be found. She accuses the festival promoters of hosting an event that was 

purely of an African orientation. Similarly, journalist Kevin Baldeosingh suggests that 

Indian culture is not truly considered as part of the Caribbean culture given that there was 

a huge Indian cultural event (Krishna Leela) occurring simultaneously with the 

CARIFESTA events and it would have been appropriate to include this event as part of 

CARIFESTA. Since this did not happen Baldeosingh surmises that that the approach was 

racist in nature (Trinidad Express, September 8, 1992). Finally, another letter-to-the-

editor dated September 4th, 1992 accuses the organizers of CARIFESTA V of outright 

rejection of East Indian culture and therefore such events which are purported to 

represent the national are misrepresenting themselves (p. 9). 

 With these objections in mind, one can see that the immediate stage was set for 

objection by the East Indian community primarily given that their representation in recent 

national events was minimal at best. When the steelpan was declared the national 

instrument, it was in the midst of a phase of rejection felt by the Indian community, 

which can explain why members of that community spoke out so strongly against the pan 

as a national symbol, simply because they don�t regard the steelpan as a fundamental part 

of their East Indian heritage.  
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Trinidad Under Seige � The 1990 Attempted Coup 

 

 On July 27th, 1990 the radical Black Muslim group known as the Jamaat Al 

Muslimeen staged a revolt in the capital city of Port-of-Spain. While members stormed 

the Parliament that was in session at the time, the leader, ImamYasin Abu Bakr, took 

over the nation�s only television station Trinidad and Tobago Television (TTT), 

announcing that he had taken the Cabinet hostage and that he was now in charge of the 

country. He called for the resignation of the Prime Minister and new elections (Ransome, 

2005). During this time there was uncontrolled shooting and looting in the city, while 

several buildings, including the Police Headquarters, were bombed and burnt. Many 

people were injured in the attack, including the Prime Minister who was shot in the leg, 

while some twenty-two others were killed, including a government Minister. The 

Muslimeen kept the Cabinet and the television station hostage for several days while 

negotiations with government officials and heads of the Roman Catholic and Anglican 

churches were held (Duncan, 1990).  

Meanwhile, a state of emergency was declared for the entire country. While Port-

of-Spain and its environs were under a 24-hour curfew, people in other parts of the 

country were allowed just a couple of hours during the day when they could be out of 

their homes. By and large, the entire country was on lock-down. Food and other supplies 

were scarce and expensive especially since business owners were tentative about opening 

their stores during the short time that they could be out, and wherein employees would 

not be able to come to work anyway.  Innocuous programming was shown on TTT while 

just one radio station remained on the air, also under the control of the Muslimeen. In the 

weeks to come, citizens would be thankful to the DJ who gave such support and 

encouragement to the country over the airwaves without concern for his own needs for 

safety, food and sleep.  

After six days of negotiation, some kind of agreement was reached between the 

Jamaat al Muslimeen and the Trinidad and Tobago government; the Muslimeen released 

hostages from the Parliament and TTT, surrendered themselves, and were detained by the 

military. Members of the Jamaat al Muslimeen were eventually tried for treason but the 

court upheld the amnesty they were promised during the negotiation process. The Privy 
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Council later would throw out this ruling but the members of the Jamaat were never taken 

back into custody. In the years following, there would be continuous friction between the 

government and the Jamaat al Muslimeen which have led many to wonder whether 

another coup could be imminent.  

The attempted coup rocked the very core of Trinidad and Tobago society, 

interrupting the stability and safety that the citizens of the nation had come to expect and 

enjoy. The violent way in which the government was overthrown brought the country to 

its knees, which was only made worse by the restriction of movement and the control of 

the media. Many people could not believe that such an event could happen in Trinidad 

and yet, there was the belief that the country would rise again. The government in power 

at the time was the National Alliance for Reconstruction (NAR), the first non-PNM 

government since independence. They had made great promises during their election 

campaign but as one interview respondent10 claimed, the �NAR failed to deliver on their 

promises,� which caused the citizens to become disgruntled. The coup effectively sealed 

the fate of the NAR government and when elections were called several months later, the 

PNM was re-elected into power.  

Although the declaration of the steelpan as the national instrument came nearly 

two years after the attempted coup, the country continued to feel the backlash from such a 

disturbing national event. According to Whitfield Weekes,11 Chairman of the South 

Central Region Office of Pan Trinbago, the declaration of the steelpan as the national 

instrument came on the heels of the coup because �the country needed something to hold 

on to,� something that would reinforce its sense of identity and national pride. Celestine 

David agreed, adding that in the aftermath of the coup, �the PNM needed to show that 

they were doing things for the betterment of the country and the declaration of the pan as 

the national instrument satisfied that.� Another interviewee12 explained that �one of the 

positive fallouts of the 1970 Black Power riots was that it brought a sense of awareness of 

black people in Trinidad and Tobago.� The declaration of the pan �was late in coming� 

and she believes that �the 1990 coup galvanized the decision.� Essentially then, it can be 

                                                
10 Personal interview with Celestine David, former Project Coordinator with the Tourism Development 
Company in Trinidad and Tobago, conducted at home on April 16th, 2006. 
11 Personal interview conducted at the office of Pan Trinbago South Central Region, Coffee Street, San 
Fernando on April 11th, 2006. 
12 Retired Public Officer - Interview conducted at participant�s home in San Fernando on April 13th, 2006. 
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deduced that the coup eroded the nation�s sense of unity and solidarity, thus the task for 

the new government was to engage in nation-building in the most tangible of ways in an 

attempt to communicate to the citizenry that they were committed to mending the wounds 

left after the attacks. 

   

Threats From Foreign Interests 

 

 When asked about the timing of the declaration of the steelpan as the national 

instrument, many interview respondents cited the fact that there were many threats from 

nationals of other countries who were seeking to make advancements with the pan, 

advancements that may not include any attribution to Trinidad and Tobago. In two group 

interviews at the University of the West Indies,13 respondents indicated that two countries 

were battling to name the pan as the national instrument i.e. Trinidad and Tobago and 

Barbados, even though the instrument was clearly invented in Trinidad. They believed 

that the declaration sealed the steelpan as singularly belonging to Trinidad and Tobago. 

Others felt that other countries such as Japan were beginning �to copy the steelpan� with 

a view to mass production and copyright. The fear that the steelpan would be lost to 

Japan made the declaration even more appropriate. Musician Roger Henry14 agreed that it 

was a time when �the Swedes were making inroads to the pan,� the Japanese were 

embarking on mass production and the Barbadians were claiming that it was theirs: 

�There was a sense that we were losing the pan to some other country. It was in that 

milieu that we decided to name it the national instrument so that it would always be 

known as something that came out of Trinidad.� 

 

Citizens React to the Declaration 

 

 The declaration of the steelpan as the official national instrument of Trinidad and 

Tobago was met with a range of reactions. The people interviewed in 2006 were very 

                                                
13 Interviews conducted at Deane House on the St. Augustine campus of the University of the West Indies 
on April 6th and 7th, 2006. 
14 Roger Henry is a musician from Trinidad currently teaching at Southeastern Louisiana State University 
and is working on his PhD in Choral Conducting. Interview conducted by phone on May 8th, 2006. 



 105

clear about their feelings regarding the steelpan as the national instrument but these 

feelings were in some cases divorced from what they saw as the motive behind the 

decision. While many citizens saw the decision coming, others were pleasantly surprised. 

Interestingly, not all citizens were supportive of the decision to make the pan the national 

instrument. Regardless of the positions of support or opposition, the reasons given for the 

why the pan was declared the national instrument were varied. During the interview 

process the first few questions asked respondents to think back to 1992 when the steelpan 

was first declared the national instrument. They were asked to recall their feelings from 

that time, including the various reactions to the announcement, and to offer their 

perspectives on why the steelpan was declared the official national instrument at that 

time. 

 

Time for the Panman 

 

 Every respondent who declared their support for the declaration of the steelpan as 

the national instrument stressed the fact that the instrument was invented in Trinidad, and 

that it is the only new instrument to be invented in the 20th century. When asked about 

their reactions to the declaration at that time, many said that they breathed sighs of relief 

that the decision had finally been made. In the group of UWI students, respondents 

expressed their love for the steelpan and steelband music. Some of the respondents were 

actual pan players and felt that one of the biggest benefits to the decision was that finally 

the pan pioneers and other players would get the kind of recognition that was due to 

them. Another respondent, a retired Public Officer, said that she was very happy with the 

decisions because �the pan fraternity which had been crying out for recognition was 

finally coming into its own.� This view was corroborated by a tearful member of the Pan 

Pioneers who remembered the moment that he heard the pan would be declared the 

national instrument. He related that he fell to his knees in tears and threw his arms to the 

sky, thanking God that at last all of the efforts of panmen over the years had finally 

amounted to something. 
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 Along the same lines of recognition, other respondents were pleased that now the 

musicology of the pan would be made official. One respondent15 who admittedly lived 

outside of Trinidad for sixteen years claimed that she had �a delayed appreciation for the 

pan� as a result of her absence. She explained that although she is �not a pan enthusiast 

per se,� she loves �to hear the adjudication of the pan competitions because of the detail 

with which the judges are able to understand the soundness of the music.� She added that 

the definition of the music is intriguing given how far the instrument has evolved over the 

years. Similarly, Franka Hills-Headley,16 Founder/Director of Golden Hands, a youth 

steelband, expressed delight that the steelpan was named the national instrument. She 

elaborated that �the pan was something completely new� in that it was the first time that 

�a tuned drum� had been developed and was therefore very innovative because the 

instrument �emerged from a single sheet of metal� to create music. 

 

Toward a Trinbagonian17 Identity 

 

 Many respondents emphasized that the steelpan is an integral part of 

Trinbagonian identity, adding that in the minds of many, �the steelpan was already the 

national instrument.� When asked about the significance of the steelpan to their lives, 

many of the UWI students argued that �it is a source of pride.� Withfield Weeks 

indicated that the steelpan �created a sense of identity for Trinidad and Tobago� as well 

as for him personally since he is a pan player. He added that the connection with steelpan 

is so strong that �when one gets involved with the instrument, it becomes very difficult to 

give it up.� Other respondents believed that the pan is part of their Trinbagonian identity 

because it has become a clear way to identify Trinidad and Tobago. The sense of pride is 

not only connected to one�s ability to play but to recognize that it came out of the 

experience of the people in Trinidad and Tobago. The instrument is such that it is 

available to all citizens of the country to play and there are many opportunities for people 

to get involved both as players and administrators. Karene-Anne de Caires, a UWI 

                                                
15 Judith Kistow, Matron at St. Dominic�s Children's Home. Personal interview conducted at Cara Suites on 
April 30th, 2006. 
16 Personal interview conducted at her home and panyard in San Fernando on April 20th, 2006. 
17 The word Trinbagonian is a collapsed term used to incorporate all citizens of the country where 
applicable rather than using the terms Trinidadian and Tobagonian.  
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lecturer agreed, saying that �the very fact that anybody can have access to play the pan is 

appropriate for such a diverse country as Trinidad and Tobago� wherein all kinds of 

music can be played on the instrument. She added that it is not limited in its accessibility 

because �its origins are not connected with religious worship or ritual� as in the case of 

many other ethnic instruments. 

 Many respondents linked their sense of identification with the pan to their 

experience of the music. Several respondents spoke of their experience of Panorama18 

where the energy of the people and their reaction when their favorite bands come on 

stage is infectious. One respondent described it as a humbling experience to feel the 

music and see how the people come together because of it. Another respondent spoke of 

his feelings of euphoria when he encountered steelbands on the street for Carnival. 

Franka Hills-Headley admitted to pouring her life savings into her pursuit of pan music 

and creating an avenue whereby young people could learn to play the instrument. Judith 

Kistow asserts that perhaps because of the length of time that she has lived outside of 

Trinidad and Tobago that the steelpan is part of her Trinidadian identity only in theory 

and that she still has to come to it in actuality. 

 The South Pan Pioneers, steelpan innovators from San Fernando who have now 

formed an organization, understandably have very strong feelings of identity associated 

with the steelpan. One pioneer remembers how much opposition there was to steelpan 

playing in the early days that he was not even allowed to bring his pan into the house. On 

one occasion his �sister found the pan inside and threw it out into the yard.� He recalled 

going out after the instrument and �sleeping all night under a tree with the pan� and only 

the next day was he able to return to the house. Another pioneer believes that the pan 

saved his life. He said that pan playing gave him the opportunity to live and behave in a 

more honorable manner and believes that if he had been left to his own devices, he might 

have ended up �running the streets.� For one pioneer, there was shift in identification for 

him since he admitted that he was one of the so-called �badjohns� involved in the 

violence in Port-of- Spain. He explained that his move to San Fernando gave him the 

opportunity to play the pan in a more peaceful environment. Interestingly, one pioneer 

                                                
18 Panorama is the biggest steelband competition of the year in Trinidad and Tobago. It involves several 
weeks of preparation, preliminary and semi-final rounds of judging culminating in the finals at the Queen�s 
Park Savannah on the Saturday before Carnival Monday and Tuesday. 
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spoke up and said he was not even a pan player at all and was banned from the instrument 

and the pan yard when he was growing up. He nevertheless fostered a deep love for the 

instrument and the music, which concretizes his involvement with the Pan Pioneers even 

today. Finally, one pioneer chimed in that their sense of identity is so strong that even 

though they no longer play the instrument, they felt the need to form an organization as 

the South Pan Pioneers. 

 

Representation of the Nation 

 

 One significant theme that emerged from the interview responses is that the 

declaration of the steelpan as the national instrument meant that it now stood as a symbol 

for Trinidad and Tobago. Some respondents argued that the decision ultimately made the 

pan international, effectively catapulting Trinidad and Tobago onto �the world stage.� 

According to Franka Hills-Headley, the steelpan provided �the perfect platform� from 

which to launch the country. Although the steelpan was known to the world before 1992, 

now there was a great piece of its history that would no longer be taken for granted. 

Respondents indicated that they see the pan as bringing recognition to the country, while 

concretizing the fact that it was invented in Trinidad and Tobago. One UWI student 

argued that the nation �has something to prove� and that it �must stand out.� Sometimes, 

he said, Trinbagonians �do not recognize the full extent of what they have created� and 

especially since it is such a small nation, it is important that significant achievements are 

recognized globally. Declaring the pan as the national instrument meant the Trinidad and 

Tobago �now had a firm claim on it.� 

 However, some opponents to the steelpan as the national instrument have argued 

that it is not an appropriate symbol because of its history of violence. Interviewees were 

asked about this with regards to the pan now being a symbol of the nation. In one 

assessment the respondent said that it is sometimes counterproductive to talk about things 

from the past because in such a diverse country, all ethnic communities have different 

pasts. In the case of the pan, however, �it came out of the collective ideas of people in 

Trinidad,� not from other places and as such, the pan gives all Trinbagonians �a common 

past.� Others contend that the very fact the pioneers had to struggle to make something of 
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the instrument makes it qualify for national status whereas other instruments do not. 

Withfield Weekes corroborates this idea adding that �in order to survive, one has to be 

prepared to be violent.� In the case of the pan, the originators were prepared to stand up 

to the colonial powers because they were suppressed. Pan, he believes, �symbolizes 

perseverance.� In the same way another respondent explained that by time the pan was 

declared the national instrument, the violence associated with it had ceased and the 

movement had taken a turn in a positive direction. She believes that the violence was 

simply �part of the pan journey� and should be recognized as such. Another respondent 

pointed out that the people of the nation identified with the struggle since it mirrored the 

struggle of the nation into Independence. Franka Hills-Headley contends that �violence is 

simply an extreme form of communication between people.� She said that �the violence 

was largely confined to the panmen� - among themselves and with the authorities - and 

did not involve the national community. Ingrid Ryan-Ruben posits that Trinidad and 

Tobago was formed through violent means because people were forced to live together in 

a strange land. Yet �out of the violence came immense beauty� because struggle calls for 

one �to dig deep to find other ways to survive.� Arguably then, one UWI student summed 

it up adequately: �Slavery was violent but we recognize Emancipation!� 

 

The Politics of Culture 

 

 Although many Trinidadians interviewed were supportive of the decision to name 

the steelpan the national instrument, they also recognized the declaration as more of a 

political move than one in support of culture. One Community Development Officer 

spoke out about the struggle associated with pan, claiming that since the PNM as the first 

political party and government was formed out of struggle as well, �they simply rode on 

the backs of others who struggled, for their own political gain.� Her view mirrors that of 

other participants including Withfield Weekes who expressed the view that the decision 

was wrapped up in politics. In this light, Karene-Anne de Caires posits that �many 

decisions taken on the national level are made for political reasons� and that certain 

questions that must therefore be asked: �What did it mean at that time for the 

government? Did the decision make a big difference or bring a turning point for the 
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steelpan?� Linda Hadeed19 asks similar questions: �Who was the decision made to 

satisfy? Was it really to satisfy the masses?� Franka Hills-Headley believes that given the 

political and economic circumstances at the time, the government was trying �to reach 

the black community at the grassroots level,� in an attempt to appease their concerns in 

the aftermath of the coup and the failed NAR regime. She added that the declaration of 

the pan as the national instrument �was a political move, but divine.� In the same way 

another UWI student exclaimed that even if the decision was a political move, �then well 

done!�  

As the Secretary of the Pan Pioneers, Alan Bishop laments that the pan was 

declared after it was �already lost to Trinidad and Tobago� and believes that �it should 

have been named the national instrument from the start.� Another Community 

Development Officer expressed similar concerns because as a pan player, he feels that the 

1992 decision amounted to nothing more than �lip service� since there was no concrete 

follow-up support from the government. He added that any semblance of support was 

�linked to the government�s position in certain communities� since �it was simply 

seeking its own agenda.� 

 

A Call for Action 

 

 It is difficult to separate politics from a decision that comes from the government 

because inadvertently the decision will bear the stamp of the speaker. In the case of the 

declaration of the steelpan as the national instrument of Trinidad and Tobago, given the 

political and social climate of the country at that time, the decision was received as a 

statement of political shrewdness. For many Trinidadians as evidenced by the interviews 

conducted, the motivation behind the decision did not affect their support of that 

decision, however, in retrospect, many expressed disappointment that there was no 

significant follow-up support for the steelband movement or pan players. This will be 

explored further in Chapter Six but it is interesting to note that even when the declaration 

was made in 1992, supporters called for tangible government demonstration that the pan 

                                                
19 Lecturer in Social Work at the University of the West Indies. Personal interview conducted by phone on 
May 3rd, 2006. 
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was truly the national instrument. In a September 3rd Trinidad Guardian article, 

Opposition Leader Basdeo Panday expressed his support for the steelpan but stated: �I 

would like the Prime Minister to tell me how many steelbandsmen are unemployed and 

how they are expected to live while they play the now-national instrument and promote 

its popularity.� Similarly the Network Community Organization expressed their pleasure 

in a letter-to-the-editor in the Trinidad Express dated September 21st, but suggested that 

the decision had to be more than superficial:  

At this stage we feel that the awards bestowed upon the 

instrument and the artistes can be translated into something 

deeper, such as a policy on culture under which the 

steelpan would be defined, and its role internationally; 

formal incorporation of the instrument in the educational 

system, the inclusion of pan on many of the big shows with 

foreign acts, and finally, a significant increase of pan on the 

airwaves (p. 9). 

Additionally, the former NAR government minister Jennifer Johnson said that naming the 

steelpan as the national instrument did not say very much because to many Trinidad and 

Tobago citizens it was already national. She questioned what plans will be made to 

promote the national instrument globally so that the economic benefits could be noted 

(Trinidad Express, September 1st, p. 10). On the same day, the editorial of the Trinidad 

Guardian called for the declaration to be matched by action in that legislation should be 

introduced as an attempt to protect the pan from outsiders who would seek to patent it 

and mass produce it with no benefit to Trinidad and Tobago (p. 8). The editorial of the 

Trinidad Express addressed the same concerns: 

National awards should be an acknowledgment of concrete 

achievements. But the danger is that politicians, 

particularly where culture is concerned, are apt to rest on 

their laurels once they have acknowledged the individuals 

who have made significant cultural contributions. � 

Symbolic value is not enough. Pan, certainly is one of the 

major cultural inventions of this country. But the challenge 
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now is to bring it to the wider world. � Culture is like 

love: the more you give, the more you have to give. To 

�guard� culture, to confine it to miserly pockets, is to 

prevent its development and enrichment (p. 8).   

 

No I in Steelpan 

 

 The declaration of the steelpan as the national instrument of Trinidad and Tobago 

was not welcomed by all citizens of the country. In the days following the announcement, 

the newspapers saw a wave of negative reactions, notably from East Indians who spoke 

against the pan, claiming that is was not reflective of all ethnic communities and certainly 

not East Indian culture. Some even suggested that an East Indian instrument, the dholak 

should also be named a national instrument.  

An article published on September 1st in the Trinidad Express cited Satnarayan 

Maharaj, the Secretary General of the Sanatan Dharma Maha Sabha,20 as accusing the 

PNM government of imposing culture on the peoples of Trinidad and Tobago without 

due consideration of the cultural diversity of the country: �What happen to those people 

who do not play pan? How can we talk about equal place for every creed and race and of 

unity in cultural diversity when the State is imposing a special music instrument on us?� 

(p. 1). In the same article he questions why the dholak, an Indian drum, was not also 

named as a national instrument. He adds in an article published on September 2nd in the 

Trinidad Guardian and in a personal interview21 that �it is not the duty of the government 

to intervene in culture� but instead it should be left up to each group to promote their 

own. In the same way Tahir Ali, of the National Tassarama Council of Trinidad and 

Tobago, also expressed dismay at what he termed the complete disregard of other musical 

forms of Trinidad and Tobago adding that tassa drumming is used by both Indian and 

                                                
20 When the East Indians were brought as indentured laborers, by far the majority were comprised of 
Hindus. These Hindus formed several different organizations over the years in an attempt to unify and 
lobby for their rights and interests. In 1952 the Sanatan Dharma Maha Sabha was incorporated out of two 
existing organizations, with a view to have a more powerful pressure group, standardize Hindu rituals and 
coordinate temple activities, and launch a school building program for the education of Hindu youth 
(Maharaj, 2000). It is commonly referred to as simply the Maha Sabha. 
21 Personal interview conducted at the headquarters of the Sanatan Dharma Maha Sabha in St. Augustine on 
April 26th, 2006. 
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non-Indian communities, and should have also been afforded national status (Trinidad 

Express, September 1st, 1992).  

These opinions opened the floodgates of response, many which agreed that the 

government had made a serious mistake. In an official press release to the Trinidad 

Express on September 2nd, 1992 the Maha Sabha asserts that the state should not use its 

patronage or taxpayers money to encourage the nation�s children to prefer any type of 

musical instrument. The article adds that �Indians invented the sitar and many other 

musical instruments, yet no Indian government has sought to impose a musical 

instrument in that land. The music, the dance and other cultural activities must always 

remain a spontaneous expression of the people� (p. 3). Kamal Persad, a member of the 

Indian Review Committee showed his support for Sat Maharaj and others who have 

spoken out against the designation of the pan as the national instrument. He claims in a 

September 6th column in the Trinidad Express  that the decision clearly indicates that the 

state has assumed the role of a divisive and disruptive institution in Trinidad and 

Tobago�s plural society, by creating alienation and disharmony among the various 

communities which share a common space, and creating alienation between the state and 

segments of the society: �For the state to select one musical instrument and to give this 

musical instrument, to bestow upon it the title of �national� by officially declaring it to be 

so, constitutes an act of internal partiality, cultural prejudice, cultural discrimination and 

domination� (p. 27). Persad says that he is also concerned that individuals or groups who 

do not support the steelpan will not be considered �national� and by extension, will not 

be considered �Trinidadian.� Persad further cautions Pan Trinbago and the Afro-

Trinidadian community to �recognize the declaration for what it really amounts to: the 

politics of cultural exclusion, cultural domination and black neo-colonialism. It is moving 

away from fostering a just an equal society for all peoples and cultures, an abandonment 

of the election promise of multiculturalism used to obtain Indian votes; it is racist and 

discriminatory� (p. 27). He believes that it demonstrates a shift from fostering a just and 

equal society for all peoples and cultures, and the abandonment of the election promise of 

multi-culturalism, while robbing the peoples of the country to determine their own 

culture and cultural fusion. 
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 Other expressions of opposition cite the way that the declaration was made as 

grounds for questioning the motive behind the decision. In an interview with Sat 

Maharaj, he explains that there was �no national consultation� before the decision was 

taken. The proposal was not debated in Cabinet nor in the Senate but that Patrick 

Manning himself made the decision and announced it to the nation by his own volition. 

Others substantiate this view and according to one UWI student, �it seemed that one day 

we just woke up and we heard that the pan was named the national instrument, and it was 

unfair to those who do not like or support pan.� He feels that Trinidad and Tobago is one 

culture with many subcultures or one nation with many cultures but regardless, the public 

was not asked whether it would approve of the steelpan as the national instrument. In the 

course of the research the Parliamentary notes were consulted and there was no record of 

a debate in Parliament before it was decided that the pan would be named the national 

instrument of Trinidad and Tobago. This singular move some believe is yet another 

indication that the PNM government seeks the interests of the black community, which 

Kamal Persad believes reinforces �its continuing policy of Africanization of the society� 

(Trinidad Express, September 6th, p. 27). 

 

View From the Other Side 

 

 When these views hit the media, there was a huge response by the public 

denouncing these ideas and suggesting that the opponents should consider the history of 

the steelpan in Trinidad and Tobago. Many felt that because the pan was invented in 

Trinidad justifies its elevation to national status whereas the Indian instrument like the 

dholak and the tassa drums were brought from India and did not have to endure the kind 

of struggle as the pan and pan players. In fact, one UWI student explained that all ethnic 

groups came to the country with varying instruments and music but since the steelpan 

originated on Trinidad soil, it makes it wholly representative of everyone. According to 

Roger Henry, �the people who feel that there is a problem are those who are worried that 

Indians are marginalized. They are concerned that not recognizing the dholak is 

symptomatic of a wider marginalization of Indians; but it is really a small group of 
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people who feel that way while there are others who are seeking their own political 

ends.�  

Other respondents dismissed the opinions of Sat Maharaj and others as yet 

another demonstration of racist ideology and an attempt to foster division among the 

different ethnic communities. Several argued that although it was just a few, there were 

East Indians involved in the formative days of the pan but today, many of them have 

learned the instrument and encourage their children to do the same. Karene-Anne de 

Caires deduced that �the dissenters did not really consider whether the pan served the 

national culture or the national interest. They just saw it as a chance to object to 

something that they did not see as their own.� As Judith Kistow surmises, �the decision 

elevated pan to the top, which inherently leaves it open to criticism.� She thinks that there 

would be as much objection of an Indian instrument had been named instead. 

However, in an attempt to better understand the motivation behind their 

comments, respondents were also asked to imagine why members of the East Indian 

community were so affected by the naming of the steelpan as the national instrument of 

Trinidad and Tobago. Interestingly some responses were almost empathetic, indicating 

that it is a fight for a sense of identity. Some UWI students acknowledged that the Indian 

community �may feel excluded� from the national milieu because they may view the 

decision as �a denial of their history.� Another student suggested that when decisions of 

this magnitude are made, and those who disagree are in the minority, �they can end up 

feeling marginalized.� Withfield Weekes said that he has tried to view the situation from 

Sat Maharaj�s point of view and he believes that his opposition comes �from a position of 

pain� since the Hindus were forced to convert to Christianity which meant a significant 

�denial of their heritage.� He added that if there is sufficient proof that there are other 

instruments invented in Trinidad then these too should be awarded the �national� title. 

This supports the view of Celestine David who remembers that the NAR was a so-called 

coalition party with representatives of different ethnic groups. But when the NAR was 

crushed in the aftermath of the coup and the PNM made a come back, the Indians, 

especially the Hindus searched for ways to unite. The declaration of the pan as the 

national instrument therefore greatly disturbed many in that community. Some, including 

Franka Hills-Headley, argue that it all amounts to fear, a fear that the so-called African 
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culture will smother the rest, especially the Indian culture, out of existence. This fear of 

the blacks she believes was generated from colonial times. 

 

Conclusion 

 

Summary 

 

 Stepping outside of the case at hand, it may seem to be a dangerous decision to 

name a singular symbol to represent a nation that prides itself on its diversity. But nations 

do it all the time when they design flags, write national anthems or have other singular 

symbols of their plural nation. The case of Trinidad and Tobago however presents an 

interesting dilemma because this national symbol, the steelpan, is not typical in that many 

countries do not lay claim to instruments their people have invented. Also most modern 

instruments can be traced back hundreds of years but in the case of the steelpan it was 

invented just over sixty years ago, which heightens the sense of awareness of its history. 

Some ethnic communities in Trinidad and Tobago seem to fiercely oppose the steelpan 

because they don�t see it as representative of their heritages. Even though they understand 

that they are Trinidadians and Tobagonians, their sense of identity is still closely linked 

to their ethnic past and lived in their cultural present. Others argue however that these 

opponents are few and although the origins of the pan can be traced back to one ethnic 

community it has developed into an instrument that attracts players and supporters of all 

ethnicities. 

 One of the questions that arose in the midst of the debate involved the definition 

of the term �national.� In a Trinidad Express article on September 5th Trevor Sudama 

considers the arguments that the term �indigenous,� which is ascribed to the steelpan, 

therefore makes it �national.� He is concerned that anything that can be traced back to 

another origin and loyalty therewith can be considered anti-national behavior. In his 

estimation, it is appropriate to celebrate the indigenous and in the case of the steelpan, 

people already associated it with Trinidad and Tobago so that the declaration was 

unnecessary. However, since the steelpan is not the only expression of Trinidad and 

Tobago�s cultural creativity, to steep the instrument in nationalist terms was a mistake: 
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�What then is the definition of national?� Is it to be inclusive of all elements in the 

society or is it to be confined only to what is construed as the mainstream. What then is 

the legitimacy of this mainstream to determine the national agenda and has this process 

led to the alienation of significant numbers or to acquiescence in an imposed social 

order?�    

The evidence presented in this chapter was used to illuminate the core of the case 

study being examined. By establishing the context within which the steelpan was 

declared the national instrument, one can gain a greater understanding of the poignancy 

of the decision. As one Pan Pioneer asserts, �all decisions bring opposition� because that 

is the nature of human beings. However, both the support and opposition to the 

declaration of the steelpan as the national instrument were fed by reasoning that calls for 

further investigation. On the one hand, support meant understanding that politics played 

an important role in the decision, but on the other hand opposition meant challenging the 

connection between indigenousness and nationalism. These issues and others will be 

further explored in Chapter Six which will consider the journey of the steelpan movement 

since 1992, particularly as it relates to the national culture of Trinidad and Tobago.  

 

Analysis 

 

 This chapter unearths a significant contradiction in the designation of the 

steelband as the national instrument of Trinidad and Tobago. People typically tend to 

frame the �national� in terms of origins or location of invention but in the case of the 

steelpan, there is a blending of the concept of the �national� as where the instrument was 

invented and who invented the instrument. This can account for some of the disparity in 

the acceptance of the pan as the national instrument since those who tend to support it as 

the national instrument tend to point to the fact that the pan was invented in Trinidad, 

while those who oppose its status as the national instrument tend to point to the fact that 

the steelpan was invented by those of African descent. This presents a significant point of 

conflict because the concept of the �national� is not consistent among the various groups 

so that the debate regarding the merits and demerits of the steelpan as the national 

instrument is not occurring on the same page. 
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The public reaction to the declaration of the steelpan as the national instrument of 

Trinidad and Tobago raises significant issues when considered through the framework of 

�the circuit of culture.� Even though several decades had passed since the inception of 

the steelband, again questions of representation and identification arise but these take on 

new meaning as a result of the shift in perception of the steelband movement. du Gay et 

al (1997) explain that representation has to do with the way a cultural product is 

represented such that it drives the meaning that people give it. They say that �meaning is 

constructed � given, produced � through cultural practices� (p. 14). More importantly, 

when a thing is new, its meaning is effectively mapped to that which is already known. In 

the case of the steelpan, it was not new in 1992 since the instrument and the artform had 

been around for years and had enjoyed growing public acceptance. But in 1992 it was 

new in that it was elevated to national recognition as the country�s official instrument. As 

the public negotiated the significance of this decision, they �mapped� onto their previous 

knowledge of the artform and it is at this level that opinions differed widely. For pan 

players and supporters, as evidenced by the interview data, they �mapped� onto the 

struggle of the steelband movement, the fact that it was invented in Trinidad, and that 

people from all ethnicities are involved in the music. In so doing the declaration of the 

pan as the national instrument represented an acknowledgement of the fight and meant 

that Trinidad and Tobago could stand out in the world. For those who were against the 

steelpan as a national symbol, they �mapped� onto the violence of its past and that it was 

invented in a specific ethnic community. In this way, the declaration of the pan as the 

national instrument represented an acknowledgement of African culture and meant a 

denial of Indian heritage. 

du Gay et al (1997) posit that identification has to do with the connection that is 

created between a product and a consumer through the use of language. More specifically 

in their analysis of the case of the Sony walkman, they believe that the design of the 

various walkmans was instrumental in the way that would-be consumers related to the 

product and ultimately their consumption of that product. The application of the concept 

of identification to the declaration of the steelpan as the national instrument is different in 

that the specific language to be examined here centers on the term �national.� Many 

interview respondents indicated that the steelpan was already widely accepted as the 
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national instrument way before 1992. However, once it was given the title of �national� 

instrument, opponents began to question the meaning of the term. In their analysis, the 

use of the term �national� meant that the pan was now elevated above all other musical 

forms and that they were now being forced to accept it and expose their children to it. 

Furthermore, the decision reinforced the brewing belief that Indian culture is given no 

recognition on the national circuit. These sentiments interrupted the possibility for some 

members of the Indian community to truly identify with the steelpan because the term 

�national� in this instance indicated exclusion rather than inclusion.  

By the 1990s the steelband as an artform had gained significant respect in the 

nation as well as abroad. In this chapter there is the added consideration of regulation 

since issues regarding the influence of the government in culture are unearthed, given the 

manner in which the steelband was declared the national instrument. Additionally, the 

concept of national identity takes on new meaning since the steelpan was the only 

national symbol to be designated after those named at the time of independence (flag, 

birds, flower, Coat of Arms). In their assessment of the Sony walkman, du Gay et al 

(1997) consider the question of cultural regulation in terms of the public and private 

spheres. They say �the public sphere is most often associated with the world of work and 

the economy, whereas the private domain is represented as the realm of the personal, the 

emotional and the domestic� (1997, p. 113). They argue further that the division between 

public and private is both material and symbolic with �the former signifying the 

universal, the collective and the rational, and the latter the particular the emotional and 

the personal� (1997, p. 114). The Sony walkman interrupted this division by making 

private listening a public practice.  

More generally, du Gay et al (1997) posit that regulation refers to the mechanisms 

that are used to control the distribution and use of a cultural product. In relation to the 

steelpan the issue of regulation connects to the fact that the Prime Minister seemingly 

single-handedly made the decision to declare a national instrument. Members of the 

Indian community expressed disapproval of this move given that the proposal was never 

brought before the Cabinet for debate nor was there any public consultation on the 

matter. They interpret the Prime Minister�s move as an unnecessary intervention into the 

culture of the people. This resistance forces one to consider the parameters of government 
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regulation of culture. The Trinidad and Tobago government has always included a 

Ministry of Culture geared toward the representation, regulation, and recognition of 

cultural practices. If, as members of the Indian community suggest, the government 

should have a hands-off approach to culture, then it begs the question why they were 

calling for the inclusion of an Indian instrument on the �national� line-up. It would seem 

that the regulation of culture in multicultural nations must appear to be fair to all ethnic 

communities. Although these communities continue their cultural practices on their own, 

when these are recognized on the national level it brings a different plane of recognition 

and appreciation of these practices, and opens up those communities for even greater 

acceptance by the wider national community. However, it is not that all cultural practices 

can be accorded �national� status since that would effectively nullify the need to have 

national celebrations. What must happen is that the government must find the means of 

giving equal recognition of all ethnic communities and this can best be achieved through 

consultation with these communities. 
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CHAPTER SIX 

FINDING THE �NATIONAL�: 

PAN AND THE NATION IN THE 21ST CENTURY 

 

We must highlight our commonalities but at the same time 

acknowledge our diversity. What needs to be addressed is 

the nature and basis of the relationship between the diverse 

elements in our society on which a platform for nationhood 

and national unity could be constructed (Trevor Sudama, 

1992).      

 

Introduction  

 

 Currently the population of Trinidad and Tobago is nearing 1.4 million people 

with the numbers of East Indians slightly higher than Africans, while the numbers of 

those of mixed descent is on the increase and numbers of whites, Syrian/Lebanese and 

Chinese remain relatively small. It has been more than sixty years since the steelpan 

began to evolve in Trinidad and Tobago. The character of the pan has changed as well as 

the reputation of the players and the panyards. No longer restricted to playing calypso 

music at Carnival time, pan enthusiasts can enjoy pop, jazz and classical music at other 

times during the year. But the situation surrounding the steelpan is still contentious, with 

some citizens feeling that little has been done to elevate the artform, while others are still 

clamoring for what they consider to be more appropriate cultural representation on a 

national level. In this climate, questions regarding the state of the nation have also arisen 

with issues of identity becoming more and more relevant. 

 With this in mind, this chapter addresses several issues with a view to gaining a 

better understanding of Trinidad and Tobago today, especially with respect to its sense of 

national identity. First, this chapter will examine whether there have been significant 

changes in the steelpan movement since 1992, with particular attention paid to how the 

government has been involved in the cultural affairs of the nation. The evidence reveals 

the pervasive sentiment that the government has not done enough to help the progression 
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of the artform, which is an integral part of its role as the facilitator of culture. Second, the 

issues of standardization and patenting of the steelpan will be explored as these directly 

relate to how the instrument is produced, and impact the consumption of the artform on 

both local and global levels. The patenting issue demonstrates the government�s failure to 

protect the instrument from foreign interests and calls into question its commitment to the 

�national instrument� as indicated by the declaration of 1992. Next, the state of different 

ethnic communities will be examined, specifically the East Indian community, which 

comprises one of the largest ethnic groups in the country, since some of its prominent 

leaders challenge the notion of what is �national.� Ultimately, it is their definition of the 

�national� is questionable since it is banked in ethnic representation rather than societal 

patronage and cross-ethnic involvement.  

 In an attempt to investigate all of these dimensions, several sources of information 

were consulted and are provided as evidence. First, several of the people interviewed 

were able to comment on the steelpan movement since 1992, by virtue of the fact that 

they are pan players, musicians, or work in various capacities in the culture of Trinidad 

and Tobago. Second, the East Indian perspective will be revealed through interviews with 

the Secretary General of the Sanatan Dharma Maha Sabha and the President of Global 

Organization for People of Indian Origin (GOPIO Trinidad). These two organizations are 

prominent in the East Indian community and although they do not speak for all Indians in 

Trinidad, these men are visible and well-known for their perspectives on the nation and 

their fight for East Indian recognition. Finally, relying on interview research, the 

perspectives on a national identity in Trinidad and Tobago will be explored. Throughout 

this chapter some newspaper material will be used to corroborate the ideas and opinions 

expressed by the various interview respondents. 

 

The Steelpan Movement Since 1992 

 

 Fourteen years have passed since the steelpan was named the national instrument 

of Trinidad and Tobago and yet, there continues to be some controversy surrounding it as 

well as other symbols of the nation. When the declaration was made, many citizens, 

especially those who supported the decision, had hoped that it would have signified the 
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dawn of a new era for the steelband and pan players. Based on the interview responses, 

there was an overwhelming belief that the declaration was simply �lip service� and that 

the government did not follow up with the kind of action that would be necessary when 

such a monumental decision is taken. On the other hand other interviewees believe there 

have been some positive changes, which suggest that there has been progress in the 

development of the instrument into the cultural fabric of Trinidad and Tobago. 

 During one interview at UWI, one student, a Community Development Officer, 

explained that the government ministry where she works, i.e. the Ministry of Community 

Development, Culture and Gender Affairs, in recent years has developed steelpan camps 

for underprivileged youth from the ages of twelve to sixteen, specifically geared toward 

the promotion of the instrument and music education. She reports that these camps have 

been very successful particularly since this demographic may not have otherwise had the 

opportunity to learn music. According to Franka Hills-Headley, founder and director of 

Golden Hands pan side, there have been other significant changes in recent years. First, 

there was a government decision to introduce steelpan playing into school curricula with 

a definite focus on music education. Part of that initiative includes music being offered as 

a subject option for student studying for their Caribbean Examination Council (CXC) 

exams. As a point of interest, her daughter topped the region in steelpan in last year�s 

examinations. Secondly, music workshops were springing up in significant numbers 

around the country. Hills-Headley stressed that these workshops awarded certificates 

upon completion, which was added to the credibility because �people like certificates.� 

Along these lines, more private steelpan schools like hers have been established with a 

view to teaching solid music theory along with practical instruction. Also, the 

government has supported the teaching of steelpan at the university level including the 

graded exams, which has afforded the program a certain quality that �would be 

recognized on an international level.� Finally, she adds that the steelpan as performative 

entertainment can now be found at major social, political and sporting events on the 

national level which has brought more visibility and legitimacy to the artform.   

 While there have been some positive changes in recent years that have taken the 

steelpan to a new level of appreciation and acceptance, other interviewees believe that 

little has been done to advance the artform. Ingrid-Ryan Ruben, a long-time employee in 
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the Ministry of Culture and performer, claims that the declaration of the steelpan as the 

national instrument has not changed the national culture of Trinidad and Tobago. She 

explains that when the pan became the national instrument, it was the responsibility of 

the government �to demonstrate its support through investment� including such things as 

�building an academy� exclusively for instruction in steelpan and �funding for research� 

on the artform. However, given that these actions were not taken, added to the fact that 

the government only supplies money to the steelbands during Carnival time, �makes it 

not national.� She remembers that �the declaration set the stage to give Pan Trinbago 

seven million dollars to construct Headquarters that would centralize their operations.� 

The building still lies half finished with no immediate view to completion. Ryan-Ruben 

stressed that one takes �care of what is national and nurtures it.� Pan Trinbago is an 

organization �that manages festivals� and is not into the development of pan and pan 

players. Thus the government must step in since there is a huge pan industry �that is not 

being capitalized.� She said for example that there is a dire need for pan tuners: �We 

need to be building, creating an industry around the pan. This can solve some of the 

problems in Laventille, turning the negative energy into positive vibes,� essentially 

creating jobs and careers that make a difference. 

 In like manner, Alan Bishop, Secretary of the South Pan Pioneers has not seen 

significant changes since the steelpan was declared the national instrument. In fact, he 

believes that the steelpan is �already lost� to Trinidad and Tobago. He says that pan still 

�does not have a home of its own.� He adds that although sponsorship of the steelpan 

movement has helped the artform to progress, �only a small clique of people benefit,� 

usually those who are involved in the administration of the pan, not the players 

themselves. When a company sponsors a steelband, the money goes towards 

transportation, uniforms (which are usually t-shirts of some description), the purchase 

and maintenance of the actual instruments and other administrative costs, with the players 

receiving a small stipend. For the steelband that wins a competition, the arranger, the 

director and administrators are paid first, and given that there can be more than one 

hundred players in a steelband, what they individually receive amounts to very little. 

Bishop believes that this practice has had a substantial impact on the character of the 

steelband because it has �killed band loyalty.� He explains that in the early days of pan, 
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there was no money to be made and players were content with the camaraderie and 

fellowship they enjoyed with their pan brothers. Today however, playing the pan is still 

not economically lucrative thus many pan players perform with four or five bands during 

Carnival time just to have enough money at the end of the season. There is no sense of 

solidarity towards the betterment of one steelband over another. This practice is made 

even more intense because most pan players do not own their pans, they belong to the 

band. The sheer cost of a steelpan is far beyond what they can afford so that �the most 

they have is their pan sticks.� In this, Bishop points out the irony that the very people 

who started the steelband �cannot even afford to buy a pan today.� 

 From these responses it seems that there are mixed feelings regarding the 

government�s efforts to boost the steelband artform in the years following the 

announcement that it was the official national instrument of Trinidad and Tobago. 

Although there has been measured progress, it would appear that the citizens have been 

looking for more significant government thrusts toward giving the steelpan more solid 

and formal grounding in the society by way of organization and education. This would 

suggest that the �national� is more than surface recognition but that it must be backed by 

substance, words supported by action.   

 

Standardization and Patenting of the Steelpan 

 

 Two major issues which re-surfaced and intensified in the aftermath of the 

steelpan being declared the national instrument were that of the standardization and 

patenting of the instrument. These issues are connected and are therefore discussed 

together here. According to Alan Bishop, standardization refers to the making of the pans 

in one single design such that the placement of the notes on any given pan would be in 

the same arrangement regardless of where the pan was made. In the early days of pan, 

each steelband would craft their instruments accordingly, which prevented players from 

switching from band to band since a tenor pan in one band was not designed in the same 

way in other bands. Eventually, members of the pan fraternity began to realize that 

having the pans standardized would mean greater legitimacy for the instrument and 

would bring flexibility to the players. In a Trinidad Guardian article David Cuffy (1992) 
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reports on the discussion of standardization at the Caribbean Conference on Pan in April 

1992, even before the steelpan was declared the national instrument. At the conference, 

several concerns were expressed: the inability of pannists to move effortlessly from band 

to band; the cost of panmen being forced to travel with their pans wherever they 

performed whether at home or abroad; the manufacture of the pans which has been 

limited to handcrafting which affects the cost of the instrument; and equalization of the 

sound regardless of the instruments being used. With these concerns in mind several 

benefits of standardization were suggested at the conference: consistent and accurate 

pitch; increased mutual understanding of the working of the instrument; reduction of 

waste material on account of error; and simplified and fair trade practices. 

Interestingly, just two years ago, this issue was still being debated. In an online 

article on the Trinidad and Tobago Industrial and Development Company (TIDCO) site, 

Charmaine Daisley (2004) comments on the government�s neglect to standardize the pan. 

She says that although creativity should not be stifled, the pans should be standardized to 

make the instrument more universal. Daisley (2004) also laments the fact that the 

steelpan was not yet patented given that the country had the resources necessary to do so: 

�In refusing to address the patenting of the steelpan we not only forfeit the financial 

benefits (imagine being paid royalties for every pan that is produced in the world today), 

we also belittle the �blood, sweat and tears� of those who gave and are still giving to the 

creation and development of the instrument.�   

Most recently, the Trinidad and Tobago government has been seeking legal action 

against US steelpan patent holders, claiming that this is necessary to protect the 

intellectual property that is an integral part of the steelpan and processes involved in the 

steelpan production (Trinidad Express, February 24th, 2006). In the Patents Bill brought 

to the Parliament on July 9th, 1996, the then Minister of Legal Affairs, Kamla Persad-

Bissessar explained that:  

Intellectual property rights are exclusive rights that are 

conferred by law to an individual, enterprise, corporation or 

any entity for the product of that individual, enterprise or 

corporation for the product of his or its intellectual 

property. Products of the intellect can take many forms as 
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we know and those that would be protected include, 

scientific inventions, industrial designs, signs of a purely 

commercial value or trademark, a trade secret on the one 

hand; or they may be in the form of a literary work. It may 

be in the form of an artistic work, a musical work (p. 590). 

She added that when patenting rights are enforced the holder is entitled to regulation of 

the invention as well as its commercialization.  

By April 2002, the word was out that two Americans had secured a patent for a 

specific type of processing of the steelpan. According to Michael Cooper, managing 

director of Trinidad and Tobago Instruments Limited, in an interview with well-known 

journalist Terry Joseph, he had been investigating the possibility of securing Trinidad and 

Tobago�s position as inventor of the steelpan, but the process appeared to be near 

impossible given the number of artisans who would need to agree on the design as well as 

the manufacturing process (trinicenter.com, April 2002). Cooper also claimed that in the 

1980s Trinidad and Tobago nationals had been pursuing the very process patented by the 

Americans but given the huge cost, the project was abandoned. In fact in 1983 at the first 

World Intellectual Property Organization meeting, the then vice-president of Pan 

Trinbago broached the idea of patenting the pan and was told that the process would be 

too arduous because of the kind of detail involved. In the same Terry Joseph article, Pan 

Trinbago President Patrick Arnold stated that the government had been approached in 

1999 to pursue security of intellectual property rights but the overriding belief was that it 

was too late to launch that initiative and it too was abandoned.  

Unfortunately given the turn of events wherein foreigners have patented that 

which belongs to Trinidad and Tobago, some people have questioned whether the 

government should have gone through the trouble in the beginning rather than have to 

face an uphill battle now. And in a bizarre twist of fate, the Americans have approached 

Pan Trinbago for assistance in finding talented pan tuners, since fine-tuning is the most 

important aspect of producing valuable instruments that could then be sold. Some may 

argue that this has remnants of the days of colonialism where the slaves and indentured 

laborers worked the sugar cane fields to the benefit of the Crown; work that was never 

duly rewarded. Now it is the case that Trinidadians have invented the steelpan and hold 
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the specific talents to bring it to perfection but foreigners hold the patent, which will only 

stand to benefit them. 

 

Government Involvement in Culture 

 

 When the Prime Minister declared the steelpan the national instrument in 1992, 

the decision was inherently one of cultural policy. Once a government becomes integral 

players in the culture of a nation, there are expectations and repercussions that must be 

addressed. In a Parliamentary session in October of 1992, the Minister of Community 

Development, Culture and Women�s Affairs was questioned on the state of culture in 

Trinidad and Tobago as well as government plans and efforts to support that culture. 

Specifically, three questions were posed: 

(a) Would the Minister state whether there exists in Trinidad and Tobago a multi-

dimensional culture of which calypso, steelband, chutney and tassa form integral 

parts? 

(b) If the answer is in the affirmative, would the Minster state whether her 

Government intends to spend any moneys in 1992 on the promotion of such 

multi-dimensional culture? 

(c) If it does, would the Minister state the amounts it spent or intends to spend on the 

promotion of African songs � music and culture, calypsos, steelbands, Indian 

songs � music and culture, Spanish songs � music and culture including parang 

and the music of other ethnic groups in our country? (Hansard, October 9, 1992, 

p. 379). 

In her response the Minister indicated that culture is always multi-dimensional and that in 

Trinidad and Tobago, it is no different since some of the cultural forms such as steelband, 

chutney, calypso and tassa are by nature multi-dimensional. She added that the 

government had already spent and intends to spend moneys on a variety of cultural 

projects, including cultural action programs and grants to various organizations and 

agencies, which therefore support the claim that it has invested in the multi-dimensional 

culture of the country. She stressed however, that the government does not disburse 

money by definition of ethnicity so that to specify amounts in that manner would be 
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impossible but that she could indicate those agencies which have received financial 

support (Hansard, October 9, 1992, p. 380).  

In recent years it seems that there have been increased concerns about the 

government intervention in culture, particularly from members of the East Indian 

community. In a personal interview with the Secretary General of the Sanatan Dharma 

Maha Sabha, Satnarayan Maharaj, he insisted that it is not the role of �the government to 

interject into the culture of the nation� because culture comes from and is lived by the 

people. On the steelpan as the national instrument, he resents the move because it seems 

that the pan is �being force-fed� to the national public and into the school system. In 

recent years he has been fighting against the introduction of the steelpan into Hindu 

schools because in his estimation the steelpan cannot render the idiosyncrasies of Indian 

music which is an integral part of Hindu worship (Trinidad Express, July 6, 1994, p. 24).  

In this Maha Sabha sponsored advertisement Maharaj speaks on the 

appropriateness of teaching the harmonium instruction in Hindu schools rather than the 

steelpan. He chides those who constantly remind that the harmonium is a Western 

instrument that was introduced into India before it was brought to Trinidad: �This ill-

founded conceit clouds their vision to the fact that the Harmonium has undergone a series 

of adaptive changes which resulted in an instrument which expresses the ethos of Indian 

music� (Trinidad Express, July 6, 1994, p. 24). This is an interesting argument because 

this is exactly what can be said of the steelpan. Maharaj has contested the steelpan as the 

national instrument on account of its African origins, while others have argued that 

despite the ethnicity of the innovators, it has become an artform that is practiced and 

enjoyed by Trinbagonians from all ethnic communities. One might even use his own 

words to say that his vision is �clouded to the fact that� the Steelpan �has undergone a 

series of adaptive changes which resulted in an instrument which expresses the ethos� of 

Trinbagonian music and beyond. 

Interview respondents were asked also about their feelings regarding the addition 

of an instrument such as the dholak to the �national� lineup. The reactions were as varied 

as the respondents themselves. Some argued that the country would neither gain nor lose 

by the inclusion of another national instrument, since according to Withfield Weekes of 

Pan Trinbago: �The pan will still identify Trinidad and Tobago.� Another respondent, a 
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retired public servant believes that the country would stand to gain since more blacks 

would have the opportunity to be exposed to and be involved in Indian drumming which 

is some ways similar to steelband drumming. She added that there would also be greater 

appreciation for tassa music which blacks do not have especially with regards to its 

history and development. There would also the possibility for greater fusion between pan 

and tassa, a beautiful complement for each other. Other respondents disagreed claiming 

that fewer people of African descent will play the dholak than Indians play pan. 

According to Celestine David, the dholak would not have the kind of appeal because it 

was considered Hindu and sacred and therefore someone considered �unclean� was not 

allowed to play it. Pan, she confirmed, does not have any religious affiliation, which 

makes it more available to anyone interested in playing it. UWI lecturer, Karene-Anne de 

Caires argues that adding another instrument would be to the detriment of the pan since it 

would mean that the instruments were somehow equal. However, the history of the 

steelpan makes it not equal but above the rest which includes the significant Indian 

contribution in the persons of Jit Samaroo, Bobby Mohammed, and Steve Achaiba among 

others. Franka Hills-Headley founder and director of Golden Hands pan side also 

believes that there is nothing to be gained from adding another instrument such as the 

dholak because there is no collective experience associated with it because it was brought 

from India. Ingrid Ryan-Ruben also expressed concerns with the suggestion: �We would 

be setting a dangerous precedent. Each group would want something. It is unnecessary to 

name the dholak because these instruments were brought. If you declare it the national 

instrument, you risk that the real owners will have a problem with it.� 

 

Finding an �Equal� Place 

 

 One pervasive theme that arose from the interviews conducted in Trinidad is this 

sense of the multicultural make-up of the nation and how it fits into the establishment of a 

national identity. Trinidad and Tobago likes to boast that it is the most cosmopolitan 

country in the West Indies. The term cosmopolitan has been defined in the Concise 

Oxford Dictionary as: �of or from or knowing many parts of the world; consisting of 

people from many or all parts; free from national limitations or prejudices.� In that light 
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respondents were asked whether they believe it is possible to have a national identity in 

Trinidad and Tobago given the diversity of the people. One major argument that emerged 

was that national identity is only relevant when one is �away� from Trinidad and Tobago. 

One UWI student said that national identity is mostly felt when she travels abroad and is 

considered �an outsider.� She says that in those circumstances �all segregation ends.� 

Another added that when one travels there is a desire �to be unique and recognized,� and 

that when in a foreign country one lacks the ability to segregate from each other since the 

locals there �reject� the group as a whole. Under those circumstances national identity 

then becomes a form of group-building and cohesion.  

Roger Henry, who has lived outside of Trinidad and Tobago for several years 

posits that when Trinbagonians go abroad all aspects of the collective national identity 

emerges especially in terms of cultural expression especially �by way of food.� He says 

that sometimes people like to complain that �certain ethnic groups� are only associated 

with their culinary contribution, but that �food is a big part of Trinidad and Tobago 

culture.� Henry also contends that the Trinidadian accent is an integral part of who he is 

and that he works �very hard not to lose it.� He says that he is very cognizant that when 

people meet him �it may well mean that they are meeting the only representative of 

Trinidad they will ever encounter.� In that way he feels �a sense of ambassadorship.� He 

adds that his �sense of things Trinidadian is heightened� because he is away from home. 

In this way he agrees that national identity is felt more keenly outside of the nation 

because �one is cut off� from the sources of that identity. He believes that people away 

from home have �to reach down inside of themselves and build a Trinidadian identity� in 

a foreign land but that when they are at home, that �identity is everywhere.� The social 

and cultural network is part of what individuals in a foreign land �have to build for 

themselves or simply assimilate totally.� Those who don�t keep that national identity 

simply �do not have a strong sense of the Trinidadian culture� and therefore �fall prone 

to the influence of the dominant culture� within which they reside. 

In an alternative view, some respondents argued that at times there is a sense of 

national identity within the nation but that it is largely event driven. Some interviewees 

referred to the spectacle of Trinidad Carnival which has coined the slogan: The Greatest 

Show on Earth. During the season that lasts from Boxing Day to the Tuesday before Ash 
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Wednesday, a large majority of Trinbagonians enjoy the various competitions in 

steelband, calypso and costumes. Even when they do not attend in person, many tune in 

when there are live broadcasts over the radio and television. Respondents added that 

Carnival Monday and Tuesday is a virtual sea of people participating and spectating 

without concern of ethnic differences.  

Outside of Carnival there are events that involve Trinidad and Tobago on the 

global stage which is a cause for national identity to be celebrated. One such event as 

raised by a UWI student is Trinidad and Tobago�s qualification into the finals of the 

World Cup Football (Soccer) to be held in Germany in the summer of 2006. Many 

respondents remember the day of the qualifying match against Bahrain in Bahrain. They 

report that the country was at a virtual standstill, with people clamoring around television 

sets wherever they could find them. Work unofficially ceased in schools and offices to 

focus on the live broadcast of the nail-biting match. When Trinidad and Tobago scored 

the goal that would seal their place in the finals, the country erupted with dancing and 

celebrating in the streets. One student, with tears in her eyes, said that the feeling of unity 

in the country at that time was tangible and that �people did not care about differences,� 

all they knew is that they were �all trinis.� The Prime Minister declared a national 

holiday. When the football team returned, thousands of people traveled to the airport just 

to catch a glimpse of the men that had put Trinidad and Tobago on the football map as 

the smallest country ever to qualify into the finals of the World Cup. 

In June 2006, thousands of Trinbagonians traveled to Germany just to support the 

football team who by then had been given the name the �Soca Warriors.� Other trini 

supporters gathered in their numbers in homes and bars, even movie theaters where the 

games could be seen on the big screen for a nominal fee. After each match, the streets 

reportedly erupted in pandemonium and celebration even though the team did not win 

any of their qualifying matches in the first round. The pervasive sentiment was that the 

Soca Warriors did not go to Germany to win but to play well and to have a good time. 

Trinidadians and Tobagonians defined success by the fact that the team was able to ward 

off Sweden from scoring, while England was only able to score in the last few minutes of 

the match. Overall, the footballers were praised for the quality of their playing and their 
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proud representation of the nation. At the beginning of the World Cup, they were 

considered the underdogs; when they went home, they returned as champions. 

During the interview process, respondents were asked their views on what it 

would take for all ethnic communities to find a sense of place in Trinidad and Tobago 

and whether there were already things in place to achieve that. Some interviewees 

expressed doubt that a collective national is possible given the different ideologies among 

the various ethnic groups. According to Roger Henry, there are no things in place to 

engender a sense of national identity because �there will always be one Prime Minister 

and those who are not of that ethnic group will feel marginalized.� He says that even 

where there is homogeneity, �people come up with reasons for division.� Linda Hadeed, 

lecturer at the University of the West Indies contends that �there is currently nothing in 

place� to ensure the equality of representation. She believes that this is the reason  that 

�the East Indians rise up,� adding that the Afro-Trinidadians �lay claim to a lot� of that 

which constitutes Trinidad and Tobago which inherently excludes the contribution of 

other ethnic communities. She believes that they have no greater claim and takes offense 

because as a woman of Arab heritage, she feels like �a minority� when she should not 

because she was born in Trinidad. She says that although she embraces both heritages � 

Trinidadian and Syrian/Lebanese � she feels a greater affinity to Trinidad and Tobago. 

Many respondents however believe in the possibility of a national identity once 

certain issues have been addressed. Withfield Weekes, chairman of the South/Central 

region of Pan Trinbago posits that too much regarding culture is driven by political 

motivation. In his estimation, �resources are not evenly distributed,� since there are some 

�constituencies� that are being ignored. Other respondents agree claiming that dialogue is 

the catalyst for the development of a national identity and that the politicians must desist 

from using race as the lens through which they view the issues that arise on a national 

level. Franka Hills-Headley, steelband leader, advocates for discussion between the 

various ethnic communities on a level that does not degenerate into fighting. She believes 

that the government should not simply work toward appeasing one ethnic group over 

another and that there should be infrastructure in place for �the younger generation to 

interact� because it is this demographic that holds the hope for future unification. Judith 

Kistow commented that the country is moving toward an increased sense of national 
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identity but there needs to be more �awareness of balance� in opportunity, recognition 

and representation. In the same way Ingrid Ryan-Ruben sees the possibilities provided 

that all ethnic communities have equal opportunity: �As Trinidadians, nothing blocks us, 

the stage is set for equality. Some people probably fear the possibility for unity. They 

cannot stop the douglarization22 � mixture in education, music etc. There is also a fear of 

Christianity since it preaches equality of everyone and its congregations are mixed. It 

promotes that everyone is one and there is one God.� 

Some respondents argued for specific measures that might improve the thrust 

toward a national identity. One UWI student suggested that the government should do 

away with the number of specific public holidays that promote segregation by 

recognizing the culture of one group over another, for example: Shouter Baptist 

Liberation Day and Indian Arrival Day. Karene-Anne de Caires, another UWI lecturer, 

believes that it has been the responsibility of the various ethnic groups to put things in 

place to preserve their own heritages. She contends that each community has developed a 

Trinidad and Tobago identity informed by their own cultural traditions and �in the 

process has made those practices indigenous.� She adds that the oppressed or 

underrepresented groups �will be the ones to push� for symbols, recognition etc. which 

will change the cultural fabric of the nation. Satnarayan Maharaj also weighed in on this 

question and even though he stressed that �the Hindu community is strong and growing 

in strength,� he argues that �meritocracy must be the guide� as to how resources are 

allocated and recognition given. He said that these should always be �based on merit,� 

not just on the sake of the people who support them or one�s �political agenda.�  

Devant Maharaj, President of GOPIO, also supports this view and is active in the 

fight for equal treatment of the Indian community as other ethnic communities in 

Trinidad and Tobago. From his analysis there are �two faces� of Trinidad and Tobago: 

�the public face� where people of differing ethnicities appear to work happily side by 

side and �the private face� where these people go home and simply socialize among their 

own people. He contends that as a result of colonialism, Trinidad and Tobago is a society 

of people who were brought by force to the islands; therefore what has remained in the 

aftermath is the descendants of people �who have no real investment in the society.� He 

                                                
22 A term that is commonly used to refer to the mixture of races particularly Indian and black. 
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says that Trinidadians and Tobagonians fill roles, essentially cloning their fore fathers. 

Thus, Trinidad and Tobago fundamentally �does not have a society� i.e. the true soul or 

�spirit of a society.� He believes �there is a lack of value for history� and because ethnic 

groups are not really interested or invested in each other, there can be no society: �We are 

still functioning like a colony.�   

 

Perspectives on the Notion of �National� 

 

In trying to understand the context of the steelband as a part of the national 

identity of Trinidad and Tobago, it is necessary to consider the components of what 

makes a thing �national,� which is question raised by several of the interview 

respondents. Going back to Benedict Anderson�s (1991) definition of the nation as an 

imagined community that is both sovereign and limited, then perhaps the �national� is 

anything that which comes out of such a situation. However, it seems that what defines 

the �national� comes from the people of the nation, what they have experienced and what 

they recognize. With this in mind, in their support of the steelpan being named the 

�national� instrument, many interviewees justified the decision by vehemently stating 

that it was invented in Trinidad and Tobago. In this way they have made the equation 

between �national� and indigenous, which inherently nullifies the appropriateness of 

other instruments that were brought from other parts of the world.  

Other respondents however question this view claiming that the term �national� 

has more implications than simply the place of invention. Ingrid Ryan-Ruben contends 

that �a thing cannot be made national,� instead �it must become national.� She asserts 

that �the pan is national because it was born in Trinidad and Tobago� and, more 

importantly, �came out of the experience of the people.� She said that although it 

emerged from a particular ethnic group it has become a symbol for all ethnic 

communities. �The world recognizes it as a new instrument,� thus it is more important 

where it has come from, not from whom. The steelpan has become a unifying force for 

the people of Trinidad and Tobago, and �when a thing comes from inside of a people, 

from their experience, it becomes everyone�s experience.� It means that on the world 

stage, the collective is represented. She claims that Trinbagonians already believed the 
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pan to be their instrument so that it was not necessary �to declare that it is �national� 

because that politicizes it.� What she does argue however, is that to name a thing as 

national necessitates support and investment which forces a shift from announcement to 

action. 

Trevor Sudama, in a Trinidad Express article on September 5th, 1992 asks the 

question �What is national?� He laments the fact that what is indigenous is designated as 

national while �anything else is deemed to be symptomatic of alien loyalty and therefore 

anti-national� (p. 9). He adds that this perspective is dangerous in a country such as 

Trinidad and Tobago where so much of the influences have come from outside of the 

nation. Nevertheless, these influences have been adapted and shaped by the collective 

experience in the country because there are commonalities among ethnic communities 

and it is these commonalities that should be highlighted and celebrated. He adds that the 

declaration of the steelpan as the national instrument was unnecessary because it is 

known to be indigenous and is already associated with Trinidad and Tobago. He 

questions the motive behind the decision and the expectations that come as a result: 

�Does the Government�s announcement imply that this is the instrument we must all 

aspire to master to the exclusion of all others? After all the steelpan is not the only 

expression of our musical creativity� (p. 9). By the end of the article Sudama questions 

the definition of �national,� specifically whether it refers to that which is in the 

mainstream. And if this is so, he interrogates the merits of the mainstream as a 

determinant of the national agenda, since this effectively alienates that which is not.    

 

Conclusion 

 

Summary 

 

 This chapter takes a closer look at the state of nation in the 21st century and more 

specifically at the changes which occurred in the years following the declaration of the 

steelpan as the national instrument of Trinidad and Tobago. Several issues were raised in 

this chapter as a result of the evidence presented through extensive personal and group 

interviews. Perhaps the most significant question is the definition of what is �national.� 



 137

While many agree that indigenousness presents the justification for claiming that 

something is �national,� others question that view in light of a population that is largely 

made up of immigrant communities. This debate revisits Stuart Hall�s (1996) assertion 

that national identity is about becoming rather than being. This indicates that the 

�national� is not something static but is ever-evolving and is impacted by the experience 

of the nation. Thus, in the process of deciding what constitutes the �national,� due 

consideration must be given to what the various symbols have become in the midst of 

lived experience within the nation. If there is focus on what the symbol is i.e. �being,� 

there is the risk of ignoring the rich forces that have shaped the journey it has made i.e. 

�becoming.�  

 Arguably the steelpan presents an interesting case because not only is it 

�indigenous� but is hugely popular among a large proportion of the Trinidad and Tobago 

community, which perhaps feeds the need for it to be named the �national� instrument. 

But the argument has been made that the �national� does not have to be named at all 

because it is resides in the spirit of the people. This is clearly seen in the experience of 

those who live away from Trinidad and Tobago, who are not within the immediate 

surroundings of the nation and yet are able to engender a sense of the �national� because 

of the spirit they share with other members of the diaspora and their vivid memories of 

life in the nation.  

 Clearly the biggest issue facing Trinidad and Tobago society is how to create a 

cultural space in the nation that celebrates all ethnic communities equally. Some argue 

that this will never happen because there will always be opposition, and members of 

certain communities may never be completely satisfied. Nevertheless, what is even more 

evident is that getting a consensus on the definition of what is �national� is challenging; 

and even as debates ensue there is a collective commitment to the nation because as Sat 

Maharaj explains, �a critic is generally a loyal person� therefore it is not that they are not 

for Trinidad and Tobago but that they are pointing out what needs to be addressed for 

better recognition.  
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Analysis 

 

 In returning to the analytical framework of the �circuit of culture� this chapter 

raises questions regarding production as well as regulation as well as other related 

components. du Gay et al (1997) explain that the production component of the �circuit of 

culture� deals with the how a cultural product is designed to create a connection 

(identification) with the audience and thereby effect consumption. In examining the case 

of the Sony walkman, they found that from the organization of the corporation to the 

design of the actual units, conscious decisions were made with the would-be consumer in 

mind and to ensure that their experience with the company and the product was a positive 

one. Applying the same concept to the case of the steelpan, this situation is different since 

the changes that occurred in the production process of the steelpan had long-standing 

effects that went beyond the pan players but extended to the country as a whole. The first 

pans were created by individuals, with their own ideas about how the pan would look and 

sound. It would be decades before a thrust toward the standardization of the steelpan 

would be made, the effects of which were both positive and negative. There was an 

obvious benefit to standardizing the pan such that it gave legitimacy to the instrument and 

provided a basis on which it could be mass-produced. It also meant that once someone 

learned to play a pan, he/she could play any pan of that kind because the arrangement and 

design would be the same. The downside to standardization, however was that it made 

manufactured steelpans very expensive and beyond the budget of many pan players, who 

would have previously crafted their own instruments. Additionally, the standardization 

allowed for pan players to play with a number of different bands which stripped away the 

fierce sense of loyalty to one band that was typical of the past. Since pan players are paid 

a nominal amount during the Panorama season, the only way to make the venture more 

lucrative is to play with a number of different steelbands. This affects pan practices as 

many panmen are forced to juggle their time between the various bands. Also when the 

bands perform, it is difficult to find the players to push the pans and load them for 

transport back to the panyard because they go off to find the next band they have to play 

with. When these effects are combined, they sum up a general decline in the strong sense 
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of identity associated with the early days of the steelband. It is not to suggest that pan 

players have no loyalty but that this loyalty has changed over time.    

 With respect to patenting, this has been a serious issue for many years and relates 

production to identification in that since foreigners have sought patents on the steelpan 

Trinbagonians have felt that their very identity was being stolen from them. Many people 

may question the patenting issue since instruments of all description are made all over the 

world, regardless of where they were first invented. This is true but given that the 

steelpan was invented less than seventy years ago, there is a newness of ownership that 

feeds the sense of territoriality that many Trinbagonians feel toward the instrument and 

the music. Person after person interviewed claimed the steelpan is the major way for 

Trinidad and Tobago to make its mark on the world, separate from all the other countries 

in the Caribbean. Economically, patenting also means a source of income for Trinidad 

and Tobago and with the growing popularity of the instrument, this revenue has the 

potential to be significant. So it is not just the perception that foreign patenting could rob 

the country of its identity but also the earnings that are due to it, earnings that come after 

years of struggle.  

 The issue of patent also relates to regulation which du Gay et al (1997) describe 

as the mechanisms that are used to control the distribution and use of a cultural product. 

Many citizens chastised the government, as the facilitator of culture, for not dealing with 

the patenting of the instrument before anyone else to avoid the very situation which the 

country finds itself in at this time, having to fight against foreigners who have already 

had their patent for the steelpan approved. Even though the concept of regulation seems 

to relate directly to a material cultural product in this case the steelpan, in effect it is also 

linked to the protection of identity because the cultural product is an integral part of that 

identity. Regulation in this case would mean that in protecting the national instrument 

from outside forces, the government would also be guarding the national identity of 

Trinidad and Tobago. 

 Overall, in a largely multicultural/multiethnic nation, a symbol should be named 

as �national� not because it is indigenous to a nation but because a significant portion of 

its people across the boundaries of class, ethnicity and creed, recognize it as part of their 

cultural heritage and are prepared to give it their support. If a symbol remains largely 
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enjoyed and practiced within a particular ethnic community, regardless of the size of that 

community in relation to the nation, that symbol or ritual cannot be considered �national.� 

It is not part of the nation�s national identity but instead is part of the cultural identity of 

the ethnic community with which it is associated. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN 

FINDING THE EXPERIENCE: 

PAN IN LIVE PERFORMANCE 

 

It means that I am born on an island. I am what I call 

island people. The perfect space � land and sea, with lots of 

natural resources. We have the opportunity to build a 

nation, the chance to experience the world from eyes that 

are nurturing. To speak our unique speak. To have the red, 

white and black flag. To have roti as one of our foods. To 

claim as an individual among billions that we created the 

pan (Ingrid Ryan-Ruben). 

 

Introduction 

 

 This chapter takes a different approach to the case study at hand, using participant 

observation as a data source for gaining a better understanding of national identity in 

Trinidad and Tobago. I am a Trinidadian, originally from San Fernando, the so-called 

Industrial capital of the country. Although I have lived abroad for the past ten years, I 

have often traveled back to Trinidad and Tobago for extended visits. I am also of mixed 

ethnicity. My father and paternal family is East Indian, while my mother and maternal 

family is also mixed consisting of French, Irish, Chinese and African blood. Ordinarily 

when participant observation is part of a research plan, it often involves the researcher 

immersing him/herself in a culture for an extended period of time to get a true �feel� for 

the phenomenon he/she might be studying. In my case, the events I witnessed took place 

within the month of April 2006, while I was in Trinidad conducting personal interviews 

and document research. Since I am from the culture, I do not need the same kind of 

schooling as a researcher who is not from Trinidad and Tobago. However I acknowledge 

that I might have my own biases given that I am largely away from the cultural 

celebrations and so, when I get the chance there is an added feeling of euphoria because 

they have become events to which I am no longer accustomed. Despite the subjective 
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nature of my own participant observation, I believe that I bring an added intuition with 

the people and the customs, and therefore, can better interpret the happenings at these 

events by virtue of the fact that I am a part of the fabric that constitutes this nation.  

 Trinidadians and Tobagonians enjoy the experience of hearing pan music live. 

This is evidenced by the thousands who come out to support the national Panorama 

competition which is held during the Carnival season. From the preliminary round 

through the semi-finals and then to the finals, Panorama is an annual excursion to the 

Queens Park Savannah for many Trinidadians and Tobagonians. Over the years as the 

versatility of the steelpan grew and it was discovered that the instrument could render far 

more than calypso music, steelpan events began to spring up outside of the Carnival 

season. One of these events that has grown in popularity in recent years is the Pan in the 

21st Century and Pan Down Memory Lane competitions. There is an intangible quality 

about hearing live pan music such that many local pan enthusiasts would prefer to attend 

a live performance than to listen to a recording. From a musical point of view, the depth 

of the sound, the raw quality of the steelband with all of its accompanying instruments, 

and the acoustic quality of the venues take the experience beyond simply the enjoyment 

of music. 

In discussing the character of the steelpan in the new millennium, it is therefore 

necessary to also consider the experience of listening to live steelpan music and to 

examine in what ways it factors into the sense of identity that generated among the 

people of the nation. In the process, it is necessary to pay particular attention to exactly 

who supports these events and for those who do not, consider those factors that impact 

their sense of identity. The concept of national identity is built upon the theoretical 

premise of agreed upon components that all people ascribe to in support of the nation. 

This is complicated however, when the face of the nation is multicultural and each ethnic 

group has strong cultural practices it would like to promote. 

In this chapter the steelband experience will be examined through an extended 

personal account of a major non-Carnival steelpan event and a steelband celebration. In 

this way, the character of the steelpan outside of Carnival will be revealed from a 

personal perspective at the Pan in the 21st Century/Down Memory Lane competitions and 

the Skiffle Bunch 30th Anniversary Celebration held in Trinidad in April, 2006. Pan in 
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public performance is a shared collective exercise which supports the concept of national 

identity which is based on the collective experience of the people and the symbols that 

together, they identify. The question of live steelband performance points directly to the 

consumption component of the �circuit of culture� because it reveals the relationship 

between the people and the artform. I contend that it is the collective experience at live 

steelband events that is the most powerful indicator of the sense of identification that 

people have with the artform and given cross-cultural nature of audience at these events, 

they stand as testimony of how the steelpan can be considered part of the national identity 

of Trinidad and Tobago. At the same time however, there seems to be a shift in the 

character of the steelband in that there are clear divisions between patrons and pan 

players. Additionally, this chapter will consider one question posed to the interview 

respondents: What does it mean to be Trinidadian? The responses to this question can 

provide evidence of the factors that persons consider valuable in their analysis of their 

national identity. It looks at the broader application of identification, taking the 

discussion from the steelband specifically, to the nation in general.  

 

Character of the Steelpan in the New Millennium 

 

From Panyard to Panyard 

 

 Few will deny that one of the clearest demonstrations of the versatility of the 

steelpan is when it is played outside of the Carnival season. Another major competition 

that has grown in popularity over the years involves the steelpan rendering of popular 

music. In 2006, the Pan in the 21st Century/Down Memory Lane competitions took place 

at the end of April and I was happy to have the opportunity to experience live steelband 

performance. According to the Pan Trinbago website, the Pan in the 21st Century 

competition is open to all conventional steelbands who are required to play a non-calypso 

tune selected from �the contemporary world beat repertoire/styles, and the arrangements 

should be innovative, creative and in a different manner than is normally done in the 

typically Panorama format� (2006). The Pan Down Memory Lane competition is open to 

all single pan orchestras who are required to play a non-calypso tune chosen from 
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contemporary music but it must be rendered in a calypso tempo. All bands in both 

competitions were allotted six minutes to play their tunes. 

 The beauty of these competitions is that the preliminary judging takes place at the 

panyards of the different bands so that the judges spend several evenings traveling around 

the country to the various panyards in order to select the best twelve bands for each 

competition to compete in the finals at the Queens Park Savannah in Port-of-Spain. 

Judging in the south of Trinidad took place on Sunday April 23rd and Monday April 24th, 

so on Monday evening I took the opportunity to go to each of the four panyards in San 

Fernando where the resident bands were being judged for the Pan in the 21st Century 

competition.  

Knowing that the adjudicators had to judge steelbands in towns further south than 

San Fernando, my sister, my aunt and I arrived at the first panyard at around 8:30 in the 

evening. Although the panyards were not crowded, there were several people gathered in 

groups and these numbers grew once the judges arrived at each panyard. Fortunately just 

after hearing a couple of practice rounds, the judges arrived and it was time for the 

performances in earnest. The first steelband was San City who had chosen to play the 

Jackson Five hit �I Want You Back.� Next was Pan Elders, giving a breathtaking 

rendition of Roberta Flack�s �Oasis.� Since these steelbands� yards were adjacent, the 

entire crowd, including the judges, simply walked from one panyard to the other. Next, 

we drove just down the street to Skiffle Bunch panyard to hear their original composition, 

while the last band was Fonclaire with their performance of �September� by Earth, Wind 

and Fire. The night�s performances lasted until after 11pm. 

From this experience I came away with the belief that there is nothing more 

magical than hearing live steelband music under a clear, starry sky with scores of other 

pan enthusiasts. Three of the competing pan sides are housed at the foot of San Fernando 

hill, which gave a haunting acoustic quality to the music. At one point I remember 

closing my eyes during the Pan Elders performance and having this intense feeling of 

euphoria, with the smooth beauty of the sound coupled with the knowledge that I am part 

of the fabric that wraps around the artform we know as steelband. To know that it has 

come such a long way in terms of its ability to render even the finest of classical music is 
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testament to not only, the versatility of the instrument but the resilience and 

determination of those who put their lives into the success of the artform.  

But the experience of hearing the live pan music was not just about the music 

itself but also about the context within which it happened since that too was a testimony 

to how far we had come as a society. I reflected on the stigma attached to the panyard in 

years gone by and how much things have changed such that the space of the panyard was 

now opened up to the public as well as the judges. Moreover the judges and members of 

the public were willing to go to the panyards, in a space that had been considered taboo in 

the past. This change signified not only the desire to erode the negative perceptions of the 

panyard but also points to the sensitivity extended to the pan players and their 

communities in that they are not required to travel long distances and incur huge 

expenses to participate in the competition.  

Additionally, it was wonderful to walk with fellow Trinidadians from panyard to 

panyard, scores of people on the street seemingly without a care except their desire to 

support the bands. It was not even that they were just supporting the band that they love 

but that they obviously saw the worth in supporting the competition, a competition that 

gives the steelband a life outside of Panorama. The people seemed happy, just out to have 

a good time. To look around, I saw so many people just swaying and keeping time with 

the bands as they played. Although there were many people of African descent, the ethnic 

makeup of the audience was mixed. Interestingly the judges were also ethnically varied 

and composed of both men and women. That night I met several of the Pan Pioneers I 

had interviewed, and the way I was received let me know that what they had said was 

true � I was one of their �honorary members� now. 

This experience of the Pan in the 21st Century/Down Memory Lane preliminary 

competition was significant in gaining a deeper understanding the sense of commitment 

and identity that people have with the steelband. Although the numbers were not 

overwhelming there was a significant turnout such that the bands had an audience besides 

the judges for which to perform. Additionally, given the smaller numbers we had the 

chance to get closer to the pan players and it was truly heartwarming to see them gather 

and join hands in prayer before they performed. This could mean that even if it is just 

within the duration of the performance, there is an awareness of the connection they have 
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as musicians. Moreover, despite the numbers, it became clear that the enjoyment of pan 

music really centers on the collective public experience of listening to the live music. 

Traditionally, steelband pioneers used the development of the artform as means of 

solidarity, social gathering, and community building, and that tradition has remained true 

as many Trinbagonians prefer to listen to steelband live than to recorded pan music. 

Some scholars argue that national identity is clearly demonstrated in these pubic events, 

festivals and rituals even while others claim that national identity and culture is revealed 

in the everyday living within a given community. 

 

Farewell to The Savannah  

 

 The Queen�s Park Savannah, fondly referred to as the simply �the Savannah� is a 

huge 260 acre park just on the outskirts of the city Port-of-Spain. According to a Sunday 

Guardian article on September 21, 1997 in 1817 the governing body at the time, the 

Cabildo, bought a parcel of land known as Paradise Estate for the purpose of providing a 

recreation ground for the residents of the Port-of-Spain area. Later the land was sold to 

the Colonial Government, which led to the development of what has come to be known 

as the Queen�s Park Savannah. By 1882 an ordinance was passed to regulate the use of 

the Savannah which included cricket, horse-racing, and other sports. In 1947 the Trinidad 

Turf Club, who had been leased some four acres, erected the Grand Stand and extended 

the use of the Savannah �to official and cultural events and the Carnival parade of the 

bands took a route through the Savannah� (Agostini, 1997, p. 3). In 1994 this area was 

put under the jurisdiction of the National Carnival Commission. In recent years, there has 

been a growing concern for �the restoration, improvement and preservation of the 

Savannah� (p. 2) and although horse racing no longer takes place at the Savannah, until 

2006 it remained the major hotspot for Carnival competitions including the masquerade, 

steelband and calypso competitions, as well as the Independence Day parade.  

 The finals of the Pan in the 21st Century/Down Memory Lane competitions were 

held at the Queens Park Savannah on Saturday April 29th, 2006. This was a significant 

event not only because of the competition but because this would be last event to be 

staged in the Savannah before it is to be torn down to facilitate the construction of a new 
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venue for Carnival and other such events. As such, only the Grand Stand was open for 

patrons and according to newspaper reports, roughly three thousand people were seated 

(Trinidad Express, May 1st, 2006, p.7). Since just one band from South Trinidad had 

qualified for the finals of the Pan in the 21st Century competition my sister, brother-in-

law and I decided to park and walk onto the strip23 where we could listen to each of the 

bands practice before they went on stage. There were hundreds of people on the strip 

milling from band to band, stopping to listen as they all practiced parts of their songs at 

the same time. It could have been called a cacophony but if you stopped long enough and 

concentrated you could distinguish each tune, each band. The night air was crisp, clear 

and cool with just a light breeze wafting across the Savannah grass. The crowd was 

notably mixed, indicating that regardless of ethnic make-up, there were pan lovers who 

came to support the artform.  

 We walked from band to band and amidst scores of others, who pressed forward 

to hear each tune, beckoned by the customary knocking of the iron against one pan to 

signal the start of the song. Once we had heard all of the bands on the strip we decided to 

get as close to the stage as possible without paying to go into the venue. Since the stage is 

open air, the acoustics would waft the sound far beyond the stage so we were certain that 

wherever we stood, we should be able to hear the bands as they performed on stage. Just 

as luck would have it, the gate was open and unmanned, so before we could give it a 

second thought, we found ourselves going in with the hundreds of others clamoring to 

hear the band currently on the stage. And that was just where we ended up, on the stage 

of the Queens Park Savannah under the stars listening to Renegades, arguably one of the 

lead contenders, performing Lionel Richie�s �All Night Long.� It was infectious. Some 

people danced while other listened intently. There was no concern about the crowd that 

had gathered on the stage at that point; the single intention was to enjoy the music. Once 

Renegades had finished most of the crowd dissipated from the stage but the band from 

Siparia in South Trinidad was next and we were determined to give them all of the 

support we could. Young men and women struggled to push their pans on to the stage, 

knowing that the physical arrangement of the instruments has a significant impact on how 

the music is heard. Once they were set up only a few people mingled around the stage 

                                                
23 The strip refers to the area where the bands line up to go on stage. 
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and by the time they began playing, we were the only ones on the stage supporting their 

rendition of Hugh Masekela�s �Lady.� Their sound was raw and rich with the beating of 

iron accompaniment, but it was clear that they could not truly compete with some of the 

bigger, well-known bands from Port-of-Spain with their matching outfits, newer 

steelpans and supporters to help bring the instruments on and off the stage.  

 As the competition continued, we remained on the stage, ecstatic that we got the 

opportunity to be up close and personal with the music. When Desperadoes got ready to 

come on stage we found ourselves swept up into a crowd of hundreds since this was last 

year�s winner and a long time favorite of pan enthusiasts. Their rendition of Ne-Yo�s �So 

Sick� was well in keeping with the theme of Pan in the 21st Century given that the song is 

from a brand new artist and was released early in 2006. The crowd went wild, swaying 

and singing along to a song that has gotten a lot of airplay in Trinidad and Tobago which 

has contributed to its popularity. The mood was one of jubilation, a combination of open 

air, sweet music, flawless steel and unity under the stars. The stage patrons erupted once 

the band was finished, with many rushing further onto the stage to help push the pans off.  

 By that time, the fire authorities caught on to the problem of patrons storming 

onto to the stage and came to ensure that everyone left the area clear so that the pans 

could be brought on the stage unhindered, and that the seated patrons could see the action 

on the stage. Faced with the prospect of having to leave, we returned to outside of the 

fenced area, deliberating what should be our next move. But beckoned by the music we 

saw the chance to get into the covered stand through a small gate in the fence. We moved 

quickly and soon found ourselves seated with the paying patrons in the Grand Stand. 

From our close proximity to the stage we enjoyed the rest of the show and stayed through 

to the announcement of the results. Although much of the seated crowd had dissipated by 

that time, the music was still beautiful, bringing a feeling of nostalgia: how far the pan 

had come, the Queens Park Savannah as a home, and the joy that people still derive from 

the artform despite the controversy. It made me think that the steelpan as the national 

instrument had nothing to do with the declaration at all but with the sense of collective 

celebration that public events have the potential to generate.  

 Although the Pan in the 21st Century/Down Memory Lane competitions did not 

enjoy the same kind of patronage as Panorama at Carnival time, there was great feeling of 
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unity among the people who did attend, especially those who mingled along the strip and 

then made their way onto the stage. There was a surreal sense of collective identity 

listening to the pan music under the stars. The event brought several issues to my mind. 

First, that there is an even greater potential for the pan to grow outside of Carnival time 

with the ever-increasing patronage of these competitions, which can bring Trinidad and 

Tobago more marketability as a travel destination. Second, that the steelpan has 

embraced its potential as an instrument of versatility, rendering even the most modern 

American pop music, which solidifies its place in world music. Third, that as much as the 

movement has progressed. The performances have become events of exclusivity given 

the vast differences between the bands and the patrons, which demonstrates the 

paradigmatic shift that has occurred over the years.  

 

Celebrations on Coffee Street 

 

The Coffee Street area of San Fernando has been, since the inception of the 

steelpan, a hotbed for the artform, housing several bands on the street and on adjacent 

streets over the years. On Sunday April 30th one of the most notable south bands, Skiffle 

Bunch, celebrated its 30th Anniversary as a steelband. In its newly renovated panyard 

complete with bathroom amenities, a bar, meeting rooms and storage for the pans, the 

panyard was transformed into a formal concert venue complete with a stage for the 

evening�s events. This is a great departure from the panyards in the early days and in a 

Trinidad Express article on April 26th,2006, Melville Bryan from Pan Trinbago discusses 

just how much the character of panyards in general has changed over years. He says that 

the panyards have become centers of activity ranging from music classes, theater 

performances, business, concerts, as well as steelpan manufacture and practice. The use 

of the panyard in this way was indicative of how much the steelpan had progressed. 

At the Skiffle Bunch celebration, the South Pan Pioneers were in attendance, as 

well as several of the business owners from the Coffee Street area. It was startling to see 

how formally these and other invited guests were dressed, comparable to any symphony 

or concert hall crowd. Besides a served dinner, the event included a several performances 

by the steelband as well as a Who�s Who of Trinidadian artists including popular 
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calypsonian Leroy Caliste, better known by the sobriquet �Black Stalin� and the rapso 

group Three Canal. Each performer was well received, and took the opportunity to thank 

Skiffle Bunch for its years of musical contribution to the city of San Fernando, the 

steelband movement, and the country as a whole.  

Interestingly, it seemed that the Skiffle Bunch anniversary celebration was open 

to specially invited guests only. But given the location of the panyard, even though it was 

fenced around and policed at the gate, there was no way to prevent other members of the 

public, including my sister, brother-in-law and me, from enjoying the festivities since the 

stage was in plain sight from the road and there was a projection screen which was also in 

full view. As a result several members of the public including passers-by and Coffee 

Street regulars lined the street outside of the panyard enjoying the performances, without 

having to go into the venue.  

The evening�s proceedings celebrated one steelband, yet it stood as a testimony of 

the progress of the entire steelband movement. It signified that the steelpan in the 21st 

century involves the wearing away of lines of division whereby people from all walks of 

life play the instrument and patronize the artform. It signified that the steelband has 

broken through the barriers of class to envelope all different kinds of music rendered on a 

single sheet of steel. It signified that the panyard, which was a taboo place where pan 

players retreated to the safety of their music, has become a space where the community 

can gather and show its appreciation and pride in the instrument. It signified that many 

other people beyond the pan players have embraced the steelband identity even at the 

level of support for the artform. At the same time however, this event also embodied a 

sense of exclusivity given the fencing around the panyard, which caused a division 

between the regular folk and those who had been invited. The question arises whether in 

certain arenas the steelband has gone completely in the opposite direction from its roots, 

in that an instrument that was from the streets, developed by so called outcasts, could 

now become an artform that has the potential to close out the very people who supported 

its growth. 

 

 

 



 151

Defining the Trinidadian 

 

 Toward the end of the list of interview questions, there was one item that was 

notably vague but the researcher wanted to get a sense of how the participants felt about 

their own Trinidadian-ness. With this in mind, the respondents were asked the question: 

�What does it mean to be a Trinidadian?�24 Many respondents sat in silence for a while 

before answering, and many admitted that they had never really considered such a 

question. The responses however, were rich and varied as were the respondents. Among 

the UWI students many comments centered around the character of the country and the 

personality of the people: �We have a beautiful country and we only appreciate this when 

we go outside. We have warmness. Only when you are outside you appreciate what you 

have. Then we band together.� �It is being proud of what you have.� �A unique balance 

of work and pleasure. It is our culture to make work, play.� �Vibrancy of the people.� 

�Taking everything lightly.� �Carnival!� One retired Public Officer, with tears in her eyes 

said: �Ha! To be a Trinidadian � I appreciate it when I am outside of Trinidad. When 

you hear the accent it wells up a sense of pride and connection. You can feel as if it is 

your own when Trinis get global recognition. And this goes both ways: when it positive 

you feel pride, when it negative you feel shame.�  

As many others, Celestine David claimed that it is the knowing that Trinidad is 

the place where she belongs: �Being able to get up on this piece of earth. Creativity. The 

ability to understand many cultures because of diversity. A loving people.� Karene de 

Caires, who has lived in two other countries agreed: �There is a stabilizing sense of 

identity that is multicultural. I can connect to anyone who calls themselves a Trinidadian. 

It brings a sense of knowing and comfort when abroad. A sense of knowing that there is a 

place where I belong.� Judith Kistow, who also lived outside of Trinidad for several years 

exclaimed: �It is total pride. The language. To wine and jam. It means that you are easy. 

You don�t have to think because you understand. It�s delicious. Where else? It nice!� 

Linda Hadeed pointed to the influence of the different cultures: �It means that there are 

different facets � not bland, but colorful and flavorful. As a Trini I have inherited the rich 

                                                
24 Notably, the question used the term �Trinidadian� since interviews were not conducted in Tobago. The 
researcher suspects however, that responses might well differ somewhat if Tobagonians were asked a 
similar question. 
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diversity, those diverse pieces that make a unique whole. I am not apple pie but a mosaic 

almost. It is not Arab Trini that makes me who I am but the influence of the African, the 

Indian etc. The tossed salad that makes us different.� 

What is interesting about these responses is that overall they do not indicate 

singular aspects of the country such as a specific practice, ritual or object but generate a 

sense of the whole, with all people considered as a collective. There is clearly a deep 

pride and sense of connection between the people and the nation which very much echoes 

Benedict Anderson�s (1995) concept of �the imagined community,� which suggests that 

although all the people in a given will not all know each other, they share a sense of 

connection that sustains by virtue of their relationship with the nation. These responses 

also suggest that national identity is fuelled by this deep commitment to the nation and 

how the people within that nation interact to create a society where people find a sense of 

belonging. 

 

Conclusions 

 

Summary 

 

In this chapter, a different approach was taken to the study of the steelband 

movement and national identity by considering participant observation at several 

steelband events during the month of April 2006. From personal experience there was a 

feeling of connection and community at the Pan in the 21st Century/Down Memory Lane 

competitions and at the Skiffle Bunch 30th anniversary celebrations, which transcended 

ethnicity and class as evidenced by the variety of people who attended. This sense of 

connection was echoed at an even deeper level during the interview process as 

respondents lavished in the oneness of the people of Trinidad and Tobago as well as pride 

in the country to which they belong. It can be surmised that their sense of a national 

identity, which is at the heart of being �Trinidadian,� is based on the connection with 

others in the country, not simply the abstract practices and objects that come to define the 

country.  
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Scholars posit that national identity is grounded in culture, which involves a 

private or personal identity and a public identity that is shared with others in the nation 

(Friedman, 1994). According to Tanno and Gonzalez (1998), identity is concerned with 

the �I� as well as the �we�: �it is about the rituals and rules, the idioms and ideologies, 

and the languages and experiences of the multiple �I�s� and �we�s� (p. 3). Given this 

explanation it seems that national identity manifests itself in material practices that 

people in the nation come to accept as a collective, but that it is the connection that 

emerges as a result, which upholds the sense of identity across the barriers of ethnic and 

class difference. Thus, events such as the Pan in the 21st century/Down Memory Lane 

competitions and the Skiffle Bunch 30th anniversary celebrations are important because 

they demonstrate that national identity has a collective dimension to it and that it is 

through shared experience that gives national communities the opportunity to produce 

and reproduce a sense of identity, culture and place in the nation.   

Additionally, it is worthy to consider here the fact that the competitions discussed 

here required the steelbands to play non-calypso music which is native to Trinidad and 

Tobago. This demonstrates on the one hand, the versatility of the instrument but on the 

other hand, shows the progressive nature of those who promote the artform not just as a 

means of catapulting Trinidad and Tobago onto the world stage but that by playing other 

types of world music, it can effectively carve out a space for the nation that is 

characterized by the pan. In this way, the pan elicits another dimension to the discussion 

of national identity in that identity is not just about what populations come to understand 

about themselves and how they reinforce those notions, but is also about how these 

populations intersect with other identities to better define their sense of self. Since 

national identity has a clear dimension of representation outside of the nation, the use of 

the pan to play non-calypso music reinforces this idea in the versatility of the repertoire 

to include other artforms that can come to appreciate the instrument.  

 

Analysis 

 

This chapter approaches the study of national identity from two different angles. 

On the one hand it considers the personal experience of attending live steelband 
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performances, which gives a sense of performing national identity; while on the other 

hand it examines the interview responses to �What does it mean to be a Trinidadian?� 

which indicates those concepts that generate a feeling of national identity. Returning to 

the �circuit of culture,� the evidence presented in this chapter reflects aspects of both 

consumption and identification as they become integrated in what Hall (1996) considers 

the process of becoming rather than being.  

Questions of consumption necessarily arise because this chapter looks at the 

literal �consumption� of steelband performance in both competition and celebration. du 

Gay et al (1997) argue that meanings are made in the process of consumption: �to focus 

on practices of consumption is to explore a crucial element in the process of meaning-

making that lies at the heart of conducting a cultural study� A focus on practices of 

consumption therefore helps us to understand that meanings are not simply sent by 

producers and received by consumers but are always made in usage� (p. 85). Thus, it is in 

the very attendance of these steelband events that meaning is given to the artform as well 

as to the connection between the pan and the national identity of Trinidad and Tobago. 

Some interview respondents who responded positively to the declaration of the steelpan 

as the national instrument spoke about the feeling that they get when they go to Panorama 

and absorb the energy from other patrons. It means that there is something inherent in the 

live performance that is infectious and generates a feeling of connection between people. 

If national identity is about this connection, then their positive response to the pan as the 

national instrument is fed by their direct experience and relationship with the artform.   

This discussion of consumption takes this analysis to another point on the �circuit 

of culture,� namely identification. This component on the �circuit of culture� is based on 

how language is used to create a sense of identity between the cultural product and the 

consumer. It is here that the concept of the pan as �the national instrument� becomes 

problematic because it suggests a disregard for all other instruments which might enjoy 

�national� status given the connection that people have with them. On the other hand the 

term �national instrument� solidifies the sense that that which is national must also be 

native to the nation, and given peoples� insistence that the pan was invented in Trinidad 

and Tobago, this provides the justification for the declaration. But it is not the indigenous 

nature of the steelpan that makes it �national� but the fact that is a shared collective 
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experience through history and identification through performance by a significant cross-

section of the population. 

But the idea of identification also factors into the name of the competitions: Pan 

in the 21st century and Pan Down Memory Lane. These names reflect the essence of the 

steelband whereby there is a significant history that provides substance to the artform, 

while there is a progressive aspect to the movement that strives to take the artform and 

Trinidad and Tobago way beyond its own shores. The guidelines for entering the 

competition that require the bands to play non-calypso tunes also suggests an expansion 

in the musical range of the pan to make it marketable as a versatile instrument. An 

integral part of these processes is that they reflect the progressive nature of the Trinidad 

and Tobago people and identifies them as such. The desire to make the steelpan as part of 

the global fabric gives Trinidad and Tobago a significant place on the globe with an 

identity that is distinct.  

To solidify this global place means that the steelpan must be packaged in such a 

way as to be consistent across borders which is where the issue of standardization factors 

in as discussed in Chapter Six. Another aspect of this production however is the 

manufacture and sale of CDs comprising steelband music. Although these are available 

they do not enjoy as much patronage in Trinidad and Tobago because pan music lovers 

truly prefer to attend the live performances. In discussions with other Trinidadians, it is 

often said that we don�t want to listen to pan, we prefer to go to Panorama for the 

experience of being among the people; this makes the music even more enjoyable. The 

commodification of the steelband through the manufacture and sale of CDs will be to the 

benefit of the global audience but not necessarily on the local level. Thus, it is the live 

steelband performance that contributes significantly to a collective sense of identity 

around the artform, not simply the identification of the steelpan as the national 

instrument. 

In reflecting upon my experience at these live steelband events I cannot help but 

return to the division that is still evident in the pan movement, although it has changed 

from the early days of the artform. Although patrons at these events were mixed in terms 

of ethnicity and class, there seemed to be some division between the groups. At the 

Savannah for the Pan in the 21st Century/Down Memory Lane competitions, the Grand 
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Stand seats cost $150, which may have contributed to the relatively small turnout. Those 

who did not or could not pay that price were effectively left to hang about and enjoy the 

show from outside of the seated arena. At the Skiffle Bunch Anniversary celebration the 

tall wire fencing around the panyard was a clear barrier between those who had been 

invited and those who were not. Although the projection screen ensured that those outside 

of the panyard could still enjoy the show, the division between the groups was evident. 

These observations seem to echo the views of Alan Bishop, Secretary of the South Pan 

Pioneers as mentioned in Chapter Five. He commented then that only a few elite 

members of the pan fraternity really benefit from the success of the steelband and 

furthermore those men who started the artform could not even afford to buy a 

manufactured steelpan today. This shift in the perception, acceptance and character of the 

steelband will make for another interesting angle to this study in the future. 
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CHAPTER EIGHT 

CREATING AN EQUAL SPACE: 

CONCLUSIONS FROM THE STUDY 

 

This praise song was written for the panman 

For all those who showed their dedication 

Out of yesterday�s rejection 

Onward to a new perfection 

From a hunger came a feel 

From that feel we shaped the steel  

(From David Michael Rudder�s �Dedication�). 

 

Introduction 

 

 The primary objective of this chapter is to bring increased understanding to the 

study through consideration of the findings of the research in light of the theoretical and 

conceptual issues introduced in the opening chapters. To study national identity is a 

challenging task given that there is no one definition that satisfies every application. 

Additionally, national identity is always affected by a host of factors that need to be given 

due consideration and which therefore makes each situation unique and complex. In the 

case of Trinidad and Tobago the discussion of national identity takes place largely in the 

realm of culture and has been significantly affected by colonial rule and diversity of the 

population. 

 This study was particularly significant in two major ways. First, in terms of the 

recorded history of the steelband movement, most of the literature tends to focus on the 

outskirts of the capital city of Port-of-Spain, most notably, Laventille, and the pioneers 

who came from that area. What this study has done, however, is to unearth the steelpan 

voices from South Trinidad, thereby acknowledging that there were many men and 

women who contributed to the development of the artform way beyond the confines of 

Port-of-Spain. This is important because the steelband was one major means through 

which the unrepresented voices of the freed slaves found a means of expression even 
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through the oppression of colonial rule. To have the history of that movement only reflect 

a certain segment of the pan fraternity would be to further divide the pan contributors and 

silence those who do not come from the Port-of-Spain area. By interviewing the pioneers 

from the south, the door is now open for further investigation into the contribution of 

other pan pioneers besides those in Port-of-Spain and perhaps their histories might reveal 

divergent aspects to the pan movement never before reported.  

 Secondly, this study interrogates the issue of national identity and representation 

which arose as a result of the declaration of the steelpan as the national instrument of 

Trinidad and Tobago. Other account of the history of the nation and the steelband 

movement adhere to the traditional history books which attempt to document the 

happenings, dates, events and people. Although there have been several books which deal 

with the plight of the East Indian community in Trinidad and Tobago, this study departs 

from considering just one side of the issue and instead engages in a dialogic investigation 

of the national identity of Trinidad and Tobago with specific consideration given to the 

recognition and representation of the different ethnic communities in the nation. 

With this in mind, this chapter will challenge previous attempts at defining 

national identity which situate it within the realm of the nation. What the evidence has 

revealed is the belief that national identity is about representation of the nation outside of 

the nation, which suggests that the quest for a national identity within the nation is 

perhaps a futile task. Scholars argue that the problem of national identity in a 

multicultural nation is trying to create a society with homogenous roots. Additionally, in 

many multicultural societies, individual groups are seeking recognition and validation in 

the public sphere, and it is up to those in power to find ways to appease all groups and to 

make sure that everyone feels a sense of place within the society. It is this very quest that 

has been at the root of this study since it is the designation of national symbols that has 

caused friction between two major ethnic communities in Trinidad and Tobago. It is not 

that the people of the nation are seeking to create homogeneity on any level but that they 

are happy to embrace a policy of multiculturalism that supports all groups equally.  

Analytically, this study used the �circuit of culture� approach suggested by du 

Gay et al as a formidable method of conducting Cultural Studies research. This circuit 

involves several components: representation, identification, production, consumption and 
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regulation. Using this analytical framework throughout the study revealed the varying 

aspects of the steelband movement and how these connected or disconnected from the 

country�s sense of national identity. It demonstrated that an artform is not a means of 

entertainment but that it involves a complex web of issues that affect its significance in a 

given society. This study uses the �circuit of culture� in a new dimension by taking away 

from a framework for investigating the production and consumption of culture but to look 

at how cultural practices and representations also create webs of meaning that reveal the 

complex issues that face multicultural nations striving toward a sense of national identity 

that satisfies all ethnic communities in the nation. 

 This chapter is divided into three major sections. The first will examine the 

evidence provided in Chapters Four, Five, Six, and Seven with a view to understanding 

the specific implications in the case study at hand. The second major section will return 

to the theoretical and conceptual issues that were presented in Chapter Two with a view 

to answering the research questions posed at the end of Chapter One. Finally, the third 

section will present the limitations of the study as well as suggestions for future research 

with a view to propelling further investigation into the issues presented here. 

 This study employed a variety of methods to better understand the concepts of 

national identity in a postcolonial, multicultural nation. Through a combination of 

document review, personal interviews, and participant observation, the researcher found 

ways of unearthing the issues that impact the cultural fabric of the nation from the 

grassroots level as well as that which has been reported in the pubic sphere.  

 

Trinidad and Tobago�s Multicultural National Identity 

 

Trinidad and Tobago is a nation that clearly has a national identity that is 

multicultural in nature. The purpose of this research was to take a case study approach to 

understanding the nature of this multicultural identity by looking at the debate that 

ensued after the steelpan was named the national instrument of Trinidad and Tobago. 

Trinidad and Tobago is a twin island republic that became independent of Britain some 

forty-four years ago. With its diverse population made up significant portions of people 

of African and East Indian descent among others, there are struggles on the national level 
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for recognition and representation especially in the area of culture. In many applications, 

national identity becomes synonymous with cultural identity which Hall (1994) explains 

on one hand has to do with the shared or collective culture which reflects the common 

historical experiences and shared cultural codes, while on the other hand cultural identity 

refers to the significant differences that constitute who people really are and who they 

have become. He adds that cultural identities have histories and that they are in constant 

transformation. Although Hall is correct in that a collective culture reflects the common 

historical experiences, it is also true that a shared culture has the potential to reflect the 

disjointed aspects of the nation�s history. This is the case in Trinidad and Tobago where 

the different ethnic groups have remained fairly separate culturally, particularly since a 

lot of cultural practices including food and music were associated with religious rituals. 

Thus, these sacred ties had the effect of keeping outsiders away from the practices, and 

preserving them only for that ethnic community. Therefore, when the steelband 

developed as a potential cultural practice that eroded ethnic divisions, it was met with 

skepticism. The roots of the steelband are not common to all ethnic groups in Trinidad 

but it is the interaction between these groups that has formed the artform known today, an 

artform that many argue constitutes a significant part of Trinidad and Tobago�s national 

identity. With this in mind this section considers the findings of Chapters Four, Five, Six, 

and Seven creating links between the evidence presented and the broader questions of 

national identity in multicultural nations that go beyond the case being investigated.  

 

The Steelpan as a Valuable Part of the National Fabric of Trinidad and Tobago 

 

 In considering all of the evidence gathered and presented in the course of this 

research, it is clear that the steelpan is an integral component in the national culture of 

Trinidad and Tobago. In order to better understand the impact of the steelband movement 

in Trinidad and Tobago it became necessary to examine the history of the nation, with 

particular emphasis on the way in which different ethnic groups were introduced to the 

country. The development of the nation began way before the thrust towards 

independence and the intermingling of the various ethnic communities set the stage 

ethnic relations in the future. By the time the British came to the region, there was great 
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potential for a plantation colony, with a significant emphasis on sugar production. Under 

British colonial rule African slaves were brought to tend to these plantations in a system 

that would mar the black race for hundreds of years to come. With respect to cultural 

expression, the goal of the colonial masters was to gain and maintain control over the 

African slaves and their policies of cultural suppression were geared toward disarming 

the slaves of the means of maintaining solidarity and continuity through the celebration 

of their heritage. But given the vitality and determination of the black people, culture 

took center stage and was adapted to suit the circumstances and therein emerged new 

means of identity and continuity.  

Despite the years of oppressive cultural policy, the steelpan evolved as an artform 

that would mimic the progress of the nation into independence. Therefore, if one is to 

truly understand the contribution of the steelband movement it must be from the 

perspective that it provides a template for tracing the progress of the nation. While pan 

players were working on crafting the instrument in the backyards of Port-of-Spain and in 

other parts of the country, there were politicians and leaders on the forefront working 

towards establishing Trinidad and Tobago as an independent nation. Even though many 

may argue that Trinidad and Tobago did not have to fight for independence it is arguable 

that the real struggle came in the aftermath of independence as the country strove to form 

a nation from a number of disparate groups. The steelband faced its own struggle and in 

some ways that struggle continues today. It is this struggle that many believe justifies the 

steelpan being named the national instrument. This is fair for two reasons. First, the fruits 

of struggle always seem sweeter because they were so difficult to achieve. Public struggle 

involves groups of people banding together for a common cause and when this struggle 

brings benefits to the society as a whole, it is difficult to keep it apart from the national 

fabric of the country. Secondly, there is the question of indigenousness that many argue is 

integral for a thing to be named �national.� This reasoning is problematic given the 

definitions of nation and national identity proffered in Chapter Two, wherein there are no 

expressed links between �nation� and �indigenous.� These definitions instead suggest 

that the �national� can be anything that is agreed upon by the collective peoples. 

Furthermore in a multicultural, postcolonial nation, there is the coming together of 

disparate groups so the sense of what is truly indigenous is lost because the influences are 
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from various parts of the world. The case of the steelband in Trinidad and Tobago is 

therefore unique in that it was clearly invented in the nation but also that has grown to be 

shared and embraced by a cross-section of the society and it is the latter that justifies its 

relegation to the status of national instrument. Other propositions for national instruments 

are not inappropriate because of where they were created but because they as yet have not 

reached the same level of shared enjoyment as the steelband. If in the future as culture 

progresses, other artforms become more commonplace, then the idea of adding another 

national instrument can be revisited. 

 Another major argument that has emerged in the debate regarding the 

appropriateness of the steelpan as the national instrument of Trinidad and Tobago is that 

it came from people of African descent, which negates its symbolism for other ethnic 

communities. This is clearly misguided reasoning. Several interview respondents pointed 

out that it is incorrect to attribute the emergence of the steelpan to the black community 

in Trinidad because this cultural expression was so much more than the discovery of the 

instrument. It was, perhaps more importantly, a response to colonial oppression, thus it is 

the interaction between the colonial authorities and the black community that produced 

the instrument. The development of the pan was because of the need to escape and give 

voice to the plight of the blacks, which was spurred on by the ceaseless clamping down 

of cultural expression by the colonial authorities. Moreover, as other ethnic groups were 

brought to the country, their interaction with the steelpan also informed its development. 

As discussed in Chapter Two, culture must be understood as a process so that the focus 

shifts from its static beginnings to the journey it is making and the changes it has incurred 

along the way. With this shift in thinking there is the possibility for seeing how cultural 

practices become amalgams of various ethnic influences.  

 Many interview respondents expressed that because the steelband came out of the 

experience of the people it is intricately woven into the very life of the nation, and that it 

has given Trinidad and Tobago a solid launch pad onto the world cultural stage. It has 

therefore become a symbol of what is possible as a people and as a nation. Most indicated 

that the steelpan is a source of national pride, that it is a significant part of their identity, 

and stressed that it was a major way to recognize Trinidad and Tobago on the world 

scene. Thus it can be said that beyond an artform to enjoy and celebrate, the steelpan 
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gave Trinidad and Tobago a global voice, which is significant because the voices of so 

many small postcolonial countries are lost in the cacophony of the world. The importance 

of global representation is clearly felt from the very first time that a steelband was 

presented with the opportunity to travel to England. There was a definite sense that 

Trinidad and Tobago had to make its mark on several levels. First, the country had to be 

clearly identified with the steelpan, as its inventor. Second, to have a steelband in the 

Festival of Britain meant legitimacy to the artform. Third, it was an opportunity to 

demonstrate to England and to the world that a colony had something beyond its 

agriculture to offer and that despite overt attempts to suppress the various peoples sent 

there, there was still the potential for creativity and productivity beyond field labor.  

 Today, the implications of global recognition continue to be felt because where a 

country like Trinidad and Tobago cannot contribute politically, it can culturally. These 

cultural reproductions do not always bear authentic resemblance to their origins given the 

processes of globalization and cultural change, nevertheless, postcolonial nations like 

Trinidad and Tobago can use the forces of globalization to their own advantage by 

promoting their cultural practices and artifacts in such a way to be economically viable so 

that the forces of globalization do not further work against them. This is the concern 

expressed at the end of Chapter Six which looks at the production aspect of the �circuit of 

culture,� with close consideration given to the issues of standardization, patenting of the 

steelpan and the commodification of the music through CD recordings and sales. 

Particularly in the case of patenting, the very idea of someone outside of Trinidad and 

Tobago holding the rights to reproduction of the instrument is deeply troubling precisely 

because the artform generates a sense of identity for many Trinidadians and Tobagonians. 

Yet, Trinidadians and Tobagonians do not by practice purchase CDs of steelband music 

so it is the global music market that will make the steelband industry viable. 

 

Government as the Facilitator of Culture 

 

 When the steelpan was declared the national instrument of Trinidad and Tobago, 

despite the wave of acceptance and rejection, many citizens saw the decision as a 

demonstration of political expedience on the part of the government of the day. 
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Discussions of policy, even in the realm of culture, are usually centered on government 

sanctioned decisions that affect the nation and its people. It is important that a 

government, as in Trinidad and Tobago, even as it engages in the development of cultural 

policy does not dictate cultural practices but facilitates them since this opens the 

possibility for recognizing a cross-section of ethnic and religious traditions. The effect of 

the declaration of the steelpan as the national instrument has taken on the qualities of a 

cultural policy but without the due government input, as there is no Parliamentary 

evidence that the matter was ever brought before the Cabinet or the Senate. This debate 

would have been necessary because the decision to name the steelpan as the national 

instrument was not just to bring recognition to the instrument, but to set the tone for how 

it would be regarded around the world as the official instrument of Trinidad and Tobago.  

Taking a symbol to the national level however, as discussed by several interview 

participants, necessarily means elevating it into the realm of criticism because it has been 

set apart from the rest. As the country embarked upon Independence in the 1960s, several 

national symbols were designed: a national anthem, a national flag, national birds from 

each island, a Coat of Arms and a national flower. The country had lived with these 

symbols for thirty years until the declaration of the steelpan interrupted the previously 

undisturbed realm of national symbols. This is perhaps one reason that there has been 

strong objection to naming the steelpan as the only national instrument. Arguably the 

opponents view the country as having progressed significantly since the time of 

Independence. In 1962, the thrust toward fostering a nation was new and the concerns 

regarding the character of that nation were different. But after thirty years of investment 

by all ethnic communities to have the Prime Minister name a cultural symbol that some 

regard as representative of one ethnic community, could be regarded as an assault on the 

significance of those who do not regard that symbol as a part of their culture. 

Members of the East Indian community believe that it is not the duty of the 

government to dictate culture but instead to facilitate culture, with equal representation of 

all ethnic communities. This debate is complicated in that it is the role of the government 

to regulate what happens in any given nation, ideally toward the benefit of all of its 

citizens. That regulation inherently includes culture and cultural products but it is the 

extent of that regulation that is up for debate. It seems that in the East Indian argument 
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the greater emphasis is on who is being represented than the fact that the government is 

sanctioning a particular representation. This is evident in that members of the East Indian 

community have been calling for the institution of one of their own instruments, the 

dholak, as a national instrument in addition to the pan. If, as they argue the government 

should not be a dictator of culture, why call on the said government to repeat the very 

action that they have spoken against? Moreover, when the United National Congress 

(UNC), a political party that largely comprises East Indians and enjoys a significant East 

Indian following, was elected into power some years after the declaration of the steelpan 

as the national instrument, there were no decisions taken on the national level to change 

or add symbols that reflect the Easy Indian contribution.  

It seems that there are two significant conceptual differences in this debate. The 

steelpan was declared the national instrument, as part of the national culture of the 

country, but it is a symbol of cultural identity. When the East Indians fight for their own 

symbols to be recognized, these are also part of their cultural identity. What is 

complicated is the intersection of cultural identity and national identity. It is 

understandable that when a cultural symbol crosses into the national arena that there will 

be feelings of discontent. However, to examine the particulars of the steelband movement 

in this light is to find the justification for moving a cultural symbol to a national symbol. 

The steelband, by virtue of the dynamism and determination of its pioneers, was taken 

beyond the confines of Trinidad and Tobago on a scale that provides the opportunity for 

it to become synonymous with the nation. Many Trinidadians and Tobagonians as 

evidenced by the interview responses feel a sense of collective pride in the artform. Other 

cultural symbols in Trinidad and Tobago simply have not yet attained that status of 

shared identification. They have remained largely within the confines of the various 

groups that recognize them.  

The government�s role in the cultural fabric of a multicultural nation is 

complicated because there is a mix of cultural practices than can be traced back to a 

�mother� country, together with practices that have been adapted, shaped and created in 

the nation. The difficulty arises when individual groups attempt to justify the recognition 

of a specific practice by virtue of its past, as opposed to what it means in the present and 

to whom. Many traditional ethnic practices have become huge celebrations that attract 
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people from all ethnicities and it seems that these are the ones that the government has a 

responsibility to promote on every level because they stand as testimonies of the 

character of the nation.  

 

Fostering a National Identity 

 

 As discussed in Chapter Two, the development of a national identity is an 

important issue because it speaks to the relationship between the people of the nation and 

the life of its society. For Trinidad and Tobago to progress as a united nation in the new 

millennium, it has become clear that ways of satisfying all ethnic communities must be 

sought. This is by no means a simple task because it seems that there is a natural human 

tendency to criticize, thus fault will always be found even when positive measure are 

being taken. Interview respondents assert that Trinidad and Tobago�s national culture is 

multiculturalism, which begs the question as to what the composition of the nation�s 

identity should look like. While some believe that it necessarily points to equal 

opportunity for all and that it is the responsibility of the government to ensure that all 

groups are equally recognized, other respondents believe that it is impossible to have a 

national identity by virtue of the multicultural nature of the population, since there is a 

better chance of fostering a national identity when a population is homogenous. 

 Out of these various arguments regarding national culture and national identity 

several issues seem to emerge. First, there is the question of under what circumstances a 

national identity can be fostered in Trinidad and Tobago. Although the comments above 

are valid, the fact remains that no government, or people for that matter, can set out to 

create a national culture because culture comes out of the lived experience of the people. 

It is in a constant state of change; it is not a destination but a journey. According to 

Bhikhu Parekh (1999) this presents a unique challenge because in such cases, the 

authorities need to take account all of the diverse identities with a view to recognizing all 

communities equally. This is the only way to ensure that all groups feel a sense of 

legitimacy and that they have a place in the society. There is a delicate balance because in 

the quest to satisfy all groups the authorities have to make sure that the thrust for a 

national identity does not involve an attempt to be ethnically or culturally neutral since 
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this would rob the nation of the chance to celebrate the uniqueness of each community�s 

contribution. What a government in a multicultural nation can do is to put various 

resources in place for the recognition and support of various cultural practices but then it 

is the dynamic nature of the society that will solidify their place in the national cultural 

fabric of the nation. In some sense then, the argument that the government should not 

intervene in culture is correct because the nature of culture lies in the lived experience of 

the people, however, the government, as organizers of the nation, have the responsibility 

to provide cultural support in any way it can. 

 Specifically in Trinidad and Tobago, the East Indian community continues to 

strive for recognition and representation on a national level. It would be useless to reverse 

the decision of having the steelpan as the national instrument and there might be other 

inherent difficulties in simply naming an additional instrument along with it. What needs 

to happen is increased demonstration on the national level of the multicultural nature of 

the population. The government�s support of the Carnival season is evident with the 

recent plans for the construction of a Carnival village. But Carnival is just one season and 

addresses just one dimension of the culture of Trinidad and Tobago. Another project 

which some have suggested is the development of a national orchestra that comprises 

instruments and musical influence from all ethnic communities and which would play a 

variety of musical genres. The orchestra should be state funded, including a permanent 

venue from which it will operate and perform. Additionally, the tourism thrust needs to 

be expanded to include the marketing of other aspects of the culture besides Carnival and 

the environment. Other large festivals such as Divali and Hosay can be advertised in the 

same way with a view to increasing the tourist flow to Trinidad outside of the Carnival 

season. Furthermore, the Tobago Jazz Festival which takes place in April should feature 

much more local talent along with the host of foreigners who are booked to perform. 

Inherently the festival provides a showcase for the country�s diverse musical traditions. 

In this way there is bridge between giving Trinidad and Tobago a stamp by which to be 

identified and a direct pathway onto the world stage. Public functions should also become 

stages for showcasing the multicultural nature of the country by ensuring that there is 

equal representation of all ethnic communities. These public functions would include 
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political rallies, government functions and ambassador initiatives when representatives of 

the country are sent abroad. 

 

Revisiting Key Theoretical Concepts 

 

 The overall purpose of this study was to gain a deeper understanding of the 

challenges facing postcolonial nations with multicultural populations. As discussed in 

Chapter Two, the term postcolonial refers to those nations and cultures living in the 

aftermath of imperial rule from the time of colonialism to the present day. The 

postcolonial state is always in flux and manifests itself differently in different nations. 

One of the most significant effects of colonialism is multiculturalism since during 

imperial rule various groups were taken to other parts of the world, primarily to fill labor 

needs. These processes resulted in mixed populations consisting of ethnic groups each 

with its own history and cultural practices. It is often said that the world is getting 

smaller, a phenomenon that is largely influenced by the ease of mass travel, widespread 

immigration and internet technology. Nevertheless, people still have a fundamental desire 

to belong, to have a legitimate space to which they can lay claim, which is at the heart of 

Bhiku Parekh�s (1999) definition of national identity. 

Throughout this study, the case of the steelband in Trinidad and Tobago has been 

considered to understand how it fits into the national cultural fabric and to unearth the 

concerns surrounding its designation as the country�s national instrument. This section 

will take a broader look at the issues raised by considering Trinidad and Tobago as a case 

study of the challenges facing postcolonial, multicultural nations, with particular attention 

paid to the research questions posed at the end of Chapter One. 

 

Multicultural Nations and National Identity 

 

Satisfying Divergent Ethnic Communities � the Notion of Equality 

 

The first research question sought to understand the problems facing a 

multicultural nation trying to foster a national identity. Returning to Stuart Hall�s (1996) 
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definition of national identity, it is a process of becoming rather than being, not as much 

who people are or where they come from but who they might become and how they 

might represent themselves. From his perspective, national identity is about articulation, 

the coming together of different perspectives to develop one cohesive unit. With this 

definition, it would seem that multicultural nations should find little difficulty in fostering 

a sense of national identity. But Hall�s definition assumes collective thought, thus where 

this is absent, as in the case of nations made of divergent ethnic communities, national 

identity cannot be easily defined. In many ways, although the various ethnic communities 

might have been in the nation for hundreds of years, their sense of ethnic solidarity can 

be so strong that anything that appears to threaten it faces rejection. There is a fear that 

national identity is an attempt to wipe out differences which may ultimately affect the 

integrity of their individual heritages.  

Other scholars recognize that the concept of national identity revolves around 

relationships. Bhikhu Parekh (1999) stresses that national identity is about the 

relationship between people and their society, which is embodied primarily in their use of 

symbols. To expand his definition further, national identity centers on the relationship 

between people and their society, but also the relationship between the people and their 

heritages, the relationships among the various ethnic communities within the nation, as 

well as the relationship between these communities and the symbols that stand to 

represent them as a collective. When these relationships are free from angst there is 

greater likelihood that a national identity can be broached. These relationships however, 

also involve processes and are affected by a number of historical factors which determine 

their character.  

Interestingly however, Parekh (1999) advocates for the formulation of a national 

identity governed by the institutions, values and systems within a society as opposed to 

ethnicity and culture. The problem with this analysis is that people tend to fiercely guard 

their culture and expressions thereof for it is here that they draw their own personal 

identities, fueled by their value systems. Arguments about national recognition are almost 

always about cultural representation. Although it can be said that at a fundamental level, 

all ethnicities value the same things, it is the symbols associated with those values that 

differ and as such it is these manifestations that most signify the communities and drive 
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their identities. It is these expressions therefore that will be called on to represent the 

community in a national level as well. Focusing on value systems is ideal but unrealistic 

because it washes out the ethnic uniqueness that is demonstrated through cultural 

expressions.  

What Hall (1995) and others are correct about is that national identity is a process, 

it is never a point of arrival but a dynamic and ever-changing journey. The case of the 

steelband in Trinidad and Tobago clearly demonstrates this journey as historical evidence 

shows how the steelband moved from a �noisy instrument� to the �national instrument.� 

But the progress is not just with the development of the instrument but the attitudinal 

change in society that moved from rejection to acceptance. To understand that national 

identity is a journey therefore accounts for the changes in the fabric of the nation as well 

as the development of the relationship between the people and the nation. The most 

difficult aspect of this journey is satisfying all of the ethnic communities within the 

multicultural nation. By virtue of size and numbers, some groups are more demanding 

than others, while there are groups that are content to maintain the integrity of their 

heritage within their community and celebrate the nation as a whole on the national level. 

Regardless, a national identity should represent all the ethnic groups within the nation.  

But given the debate surrounding the steelpan as the national instrument, it is clear that 

deciding on symbols and celebrations that would satisfy all ethnic groups is a task 

perhaps easier said than done. 

 The notion of �equality� as suggested by the ending lines of Trinidad and 

Tobago�s national anthem is therefore complicated and problematic because equality is 

not a point of arrival, nor is it easily defined in this context. The scales of cultural 

representation and recognition simply cannot be balanced because each ethnic 

community has a different vision of how equality would be manifest. There is simply no 

way to measure equal parts in this context so that other means of securing a place in the 

nation must be sought. To conceive of culture and national identity as a journey striving 

toward what the nation and its people will become, is to acknowledge that the fixed 

nature that the term �equality� suggests is not something that can be achieved. Perhaps 

then, �equality� should not be aspiration of ethnic groups within the nation, but instead 

they should strive for a level of satisfaction that their people and culture are duly 
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recognized on the national level without comparison to other ethnic representation. It is 

possible for all ethnic communities to be recognized and represented on the national level 

without a measure of equality arising. 

 

Creating a Global Identity 

 

 Another issue that arises in the midst of a discussion of national identity is the 

need to establish a distinctive identity for the nation that can be recognized on the world 

stage. Given the character of the world in the 21st century with the strong forces of 

globalization, nations are focused more and more on making their presence felt in the 

global milieu. The impact of globalization has caused the boundaries that separate one 

nation from another to become elastic and imprecise. Some researchers even argue that 

globalization might have divergent effects in that in some cases it might diminish a sense 

of national identity while in other cases it might reinforce it (Edensor, 2002). With this in 

mind, there has been a paradigmatic shift from the perception of national identity as a 

quest for unity and solidarity among its members, to national identity as the articulation 

of difference, and that it involves who does and does not belong to the community (Hall, 

1996; Grossberg, 1996; Parekh, 1999). Stuart Hall (1996) also argues that the designation 

of difference is the most important aspect of national identity because it illuminates the 

ways in which the Other is defined and kept separate from the members of the defined 

nation.  

 

Levels of National Identity 

 

 Based on the interview responses, it seems that national identity is not a consistent 

concept but is manifest on two different levels, internal and external. The internal refers 

to the sense of national identity felt within the nation where there is a conscious effort to 

represent all ethnic communities under an umbrella of unity and solidarity just for the fact 

of being citizens of a particular nation. There is thrust to recognize the collective good, to 

foster a value system that is satisfactory to all and to select symbols that celebrate the 

richness of the diversity contained within the nation. This sense of national identity is 
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clearly demonstrated on special national holidays and occasions wherein the nation is 

shown to stand out among others in some arena. The external refers to the articulation of 

difference as defined above wherein national identity has to do with making clear who 

belongs in the nation and who does not. It goes into effect, when citizens travel outside of 

the nation and in cases where there is mass immigration, which may appear to jeopardize 

the host nation and its identity. In these environments, the need for solidarity increases 

because the very systems and infrastructure that support that identity are absent or 

diminished. 

It would be a mistake therefore to think of national identity on just one of these 

plains. To consider national identity as only occurring within the nation would be to deny 

the importance of having a face or space on the world stage. Conversely, to consider 

national identity as that which occurs only outside of the nation would be to deny local 

efforts to create a sense of community among disparate groups, as well as to negate the 

strides that have been made by the citizens themselves to come together as one. 

Ultimately it seems that to have an external national identity, there must be a strong 

internal identity. Considering the research conducted in Trinidad and Tobago although 

there is conflict regarding symbolic representation of ethnic communities, there is an 

undeniable sense of identity as evidenced by the collective support demonstrated during 

Carnival and during the World Cup football season. Using the same examples, there is 

clearly a strong external identity as evidenced by the number of Carnivals started by 

Trinidadians around the world and the large gatherings of Trinidadians around the world 

to view the T&T�s World Cup games in Germany. Thus, even where there is specific 

discontent within the nation, there is still the potential for collective support on a national 

and international level.  

 

Cultural Policy in Multicultural Nations 

 

Balancing Culture and Politics through Policy 

 

Ethnic groups within nations live and celebrate their culture within their 

individual communities. To bring these cultural practices to the national level does not 
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require government input at all since it is the citizens who begin to take an interest in 

each other�s practices that makes them national. As presented in Chapter Two, national 

identity is embodied in symbols that reflect the relationship between people and their 

society. Furthermore this identity should be governed by the institutions, values and 

systems within a society rather than ethnicity and culture (Parekh, 1999). Often however, 

when these practices grow into grand celebrated events, the ethnic communities are 

unable to sustain and support the growth, thus state funding and support must be sought. 

When government involvement occurs, often policy is developed in an attempt to 

document and account for the expenditure. In many cases, events that are sanctioned and 

supported become more visible than those that are not, which ultimately makes them and 

the communities that practice them, more legitimate than the others. Certainly there are 

other ways that a government can show support for ethnic celebrations such as 

designating national holidays and recognizing prominent people within the various 

communities for their contributions to culture, but when a government finances a cultural 

celebration, it is a different level of support. As evidenced in the case of the East Indians 

in Trinidad and Tobago, ethnic communities tend to consider financial support as the 

means through which their community is regarded, and this is especially true for 

communities that comprise the largest portions of the population. Financial support can 

mean anything from actual monies designated, to representation in government, the 

designation of lands and buildings, as well as the attendance of government officials at 

cultural events.  

One of the major problems of developing a cultural policy in a multicultural 

nation is that of balancing culture and politics while developing a policy that would 

govern cultural expressions. Deborah Stone (1988) contends that on the national level the 

concept of policy suggests a struggle over the criteria under which things must be 

classified, the boundaries of these criteria, and the definition of the principles that guide 

the way people behave. As seen in the case of the steelband in Trinidad and Tobago, 

regardless of support or opposition, the citizens interviewed overwhelmingly believed 

that decision was a political one. It is the case therefore that government decisions can be 

regarded as political moves which suggest that the intent behind these decisions have 

little to do with the benefit of the decision or true investment of the government but 
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instead are subtle attempts to gain political mileage, to seek favor in the voting booths of 

constituents. Interviewees in Trinidad were quick to point out that very little has been 

done in recent years to demonstrate sustained tangible support of the steelband and pan 

players. 

If policy, according to Stone (1988) is concerned with the categorization, 

classification, and definitions meant to guide the way people behave then, in a 

multicultural nation, cultural policy should simultaneously satisfy the various ethnic 

communities of the nation and yet be specific enough to demonstrate a sincere attempt at 

recognizing the cultural contribution of each of these communities. Cultural policy must 

provide a general guide for all citizens as to how certain practices should be observed, 

while ensuring that specific ethnic communities are acknowledged. This can be an 

endless task because culture is a dynamic and ever-changing process. Thus, there is no 

definite point at which the government can arrive in knowing that all groups have been 

adequately satisfied. In Trinidad and Tobago this is clearly the case because even though 

the steelpan was declared the national instrument, pan enthusiasts are dissatisfied with the 

follow-up support of the artform. Conversely, even though there are designated East 

Indian holidays and celebrations that are recognized at the national level, there is still 

dissatisfaction that the community is not being adequately memorialized. 

 

Defining Cultural Representation 

 

Another challenge that arises in the development of cultural policy has to do with 

the definition of culture. In the literature, there has been a shift from considering culture 

as limited to events, festivals and rituals, to considering culture as the everyday life, 

practices and routines. Quite like Tim Edensor�s (2002) definition of culture, there is a 

sense that the very act of living becomes a cultural endeavor. In the same way Paul du 

Gay (1997) describes culture as the creation of maps of meaning which people use to 

give meaning and significance to their worlds, while Stuart Hall (1996) stresses that 

culture is an ever-changing process that is focused not on who people are as much as 

what they might become. These definitions complicate the institution of cultural policy 

because the parameters are unclear. It is near impossible to regulate every daily routine of 
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a given population unless they are being led by a dictator, so that ordinarily government 

cultural policy refers to the regulation of events, festivals and other celebrations, which 

effectively legitimizes some practices over others. As a result, valid questions will arise 

regarding what is considered culture and what is not, as well as which groups qualify 

under the policy and who does not. The imprecision of what qualifies as culture and what 

will therefore be recognized in the legislation can lead to tension between ethnic 

communities. Additionally, even if these guidelines can be decided upon, there is the task 

of deciding on how the various cultural practices will be observed and supported. In 

many nations, the policy indicates the allocation of funds. In others, national holidays are 

designated for special observance of cultural practices. However, there will always be the 

risk of contention with some groups arguing for more recognition on the national level. 

This is especially true because of the mixing of cultures and mass immigration that 

introduces new and emerging ethnic communities. 

The issues that arise with the case of the steelband do not necessarily center 

around what qualifies as culture and what does not, but instead what is considered culture 

enough to be given national recognition. The East Indians interviewed seem to believe 

that because an Indian instrument has not been given national accolades, that the Indian 

culture is somehow regarded in a diminished capacity. Upon close examination of the 

evidence, interviewees were not against Indian culture at all, and many did not feel that 

the nation would stand to lose if an Indian instrument was also named as a national 

instrument. It is not therefore that there is diminished regard for East Indian culture but 

because Indian cultural practices emerged as sacred rituals, the spread of that culture into 

other ethnic communities is still growing, and as such does not yet enjoy the widespread 

support as demonstrated in the popularity of the steelpan. Given that culture is a process 

of becoming, then it is likely that aspects of East Indian culture will continue to grow and 

become recognized at the national level in the future. What is more likely is that a fusion 

of cultures will emerge which feature aspects of all ethnic communities and therefore 

reflect the multicultural nature of the nation.  
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Postcolonialism and National Identity 

   

The third research question considers why it is important for a postcolonial nation 

to have a national identity. Mishra and Hodge (1994) contend that the term postcolonial 

implies the impact of colonial rule from the colonization to the present day. This 

indicates therefore that even when a nation becomes independent, there are the 

aftereffects of imperial rule that continue to be felt and must be negotiated in the 

establishment of the new nation. Nation-building in the postcolonial situation therefore 

becomes an arduous task that involves retaining some structural elements from 

colonialism while developing road maps for how the nation will function independent of 

the colonizer.  

Establishing an identity is perhaps the main focus of nation-building because it 

gives the nation the means to carve out its own space in the world, regardless of the size 

of that space. Questions surrounding the nation or nationhood cannot be divorced from 

the people who occupy that nation, and coming to terms with national identity is even 

more pertinent in nations that have multicultural populations. In these cases people find 

themselves straddling the fence between individual/group identity and the identity of the 

nation. As Bhikhu Parekh (1999) says national identity cannot, and should not be 

ethnically and culturally neutral because then no one is satisfied and the identity lacks the 

power to evoke deep historical memories. He adds however that national identity cannot 

be biased towards a particular community or communities because it then de-legitimizes 

and alienates others. Furthermore, national identity should not be culturally eclectic 

because it then lacks coherence and focus. This is exactly the dilemma in Trinidad and 

Tobago where there are several ethnic communities with strong traditions that they want 

recognized. When the pan was declared the national instrument, the decision 

communicated to members of the East Indian community that their culture was being 

denied recognition and that only the interests of black Trinidadians were being satisfied. 

What the interview process demonstrated however, is that many citizens do not regard the 

steelpan as belonging to any one ethnicity and suggest that it should simply be regarded 

as Trinbagonian. Given the definition of national identity above, and given the fact that 
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the pan is regarded as an instrument of all people, qualifies it as a legitimate part of the 

national identity of the country.   

In the postcolonial situation Homi Bhabha (1994) explains that nations often 

move into a new space that he terms the beyond. This is not about embarking on new 

horizons or shedding the past but instead becomes a space wherein cultural differences 

can be articulated and therefore where identity can be contested and are evolved. It is in 

the beyond that nations initiate the process of developing a national identity. This 

involves the pulling together of the divergent parts of the nation, which has been heavily 

influenced by the colonial condition, and making decisions that help the nation to 

progress on political as well as social and cultural levels. All nations need a national 

identity and in the postcolonial situation a national identity becomes even more important 

because it reinforces the culture, values and political standing of the nation. It can 

potentially provide the adhesive for the ethnic communities contained within the nation 

provided that they see themselves reflected in that identity. Postcolonial nations are 

already aware of the effect of living in the shadow of a dominant culture that determines 

how the country will be run and how its people should be governed, therefore, they need 

to be even more aware now in a world where the effects of globalization threaten to 

mimic the impact of colonialism they fought to break away from. 

The steelband movement provides an appropriate case of the concept of the 

beyond. Through much adversity, the steelband movement found an avenue to resist 

colonial oppression, thereby creating an interstitial space where both artform and identity 

could be negotiated. The growth of the pan�s popularity in the beyond eventually became 

a source of national pride for many Trinidadians and Tobagonians. The steelband 

movement was born out of struggle but was determined to survive because the survival of 

a people and their culture depended on it. Once opposition to the artform began to wane, 

the steelband enjoyed new recognition as a product that was wholly Trinbagonian, and 

one which serves to unite people across racial and class lines. As the steelband movement 

mirrored national development free from colonialism, its appeal broadened from the 

backyards of poor blacks to the declaration of a national culture, demonstrating that in the 

beyond, agency prevails and identity is born. It is important to reinforce here that the 

opposition to the steelband was expressed by a few members of the East Indian 
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community, namely leaders with access to public forums. Moreover, the fact that the 

steelpan has become an instrument of identity across ethnic boundaries signifies another 

dimension to the beyond, in that this part of the process involves not just the coming 

together of formerly disparate groups but reveals the emergence of an artform that has 

been impacted by their interaction. Their interaction through this artform forms the basis 

for their national identity as evidenced by those interviewees who claimed that Trinidad 

and Tobago�s culture is multicultural. 

 

A National Instrument in a Multicultural Nation 

 

Finally, this project tried find the parallels between the case of the steelpan in 

Trinidad and Tobago and the challenges facing many multicultural nations. The situation 

surrounding the declaration of the steelpan as the national instrument is just one example 

of the issues that arise when diverse ethnic communities are forced to share a nation, 

which is the situation in postcolonial nations. In Trinidad and Tobago this event caused a 

wave of reaction that has fed additional concerns in the years since the announcement 

because members of one ethnic community feel that their culture is not sufficiently 

recognized and represented in the national fabric of the nation. This is one of the most 

difficult aspects to governing a multicultural nation i.e. appeasing all the need and 

demands of the various ethnic communities. Interestingly, recent years in Trinidad and 

Tobago have seen increased recognition of a variety of cultural events and festivals 

through designating national holidays and government funding. Nevertheless, the debates 

continue, which begs the question of what will be enough for ethnic tensions to cease. 

The fact is that perhaps these tensions will never end because national identity is a 

process and in this process generations change and ethnic communities mix, thus 

different issues continue to arise which the government of the day will need to address.   

The case of the steelpan in Trinidad and Tobago also calls into question the 

necessity of designating singular national symbols in nations that have many ethnic 

communities. Other national symbols including the flag, flower, birds and anthem are 

innocuous at best because they do not tap into culture of any one group but are selected to 

embody certain aspects of the land, as well as the values that the nation at its inception 
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hopes to aspire to. In the case of the steelpan, many citizens claimed that it had been 

already embraced as the national instrument so that the government decision was 

redundant since no significant strides were made to advance the artform that would 

effectively back up that decision. This could well be the case in other nations whereby 

cultural symbols have already been embraced on the grassroots level so that to take those 

symbols to the national level would mean to drown them in politics and would initiate a 

call for other symbols to be accorded the same privilege regardless of how they have 

been received by the population.    

Finally, this case study raises awareness that there is no one definition of nation, 

national identity, or what is considered national. Although Benedict Anderson and others 

have proffered several definitions of the nation, it is clear that these do not satisfy every 

postcolonial situation. Thus the character of the nation and what truly defines it stays 

within the realm of each nation. Furthermore, the definition of what is national is also up 

for debate. In the case of Trinidad and Tobago many argue that the steelpan is national by 

virtue of the fact that it is indigenous to the nation, created out of the experience of its 

people. Others argue that indigenousness is not enough and that it is the everyday use of a 

symbol and the values that are associated with it that provide the criteria for elevation to 

national status regardless of where the symbol originated. It seems that in both camps it is 

the experience of the people that remains in focus which suggests that that alone should 

determine what is considered worthy of the distinction of �national.� 

After considering all of the data collected in the context of the theoretical and 

conceptual framework presented, national identity is a fluid process that adapts and 

evolves over time. National identity is not about the naming of symbols nor the 

designation of holidays but is an acute recognition of the lived experience of the people 

and the routines and practices that constitute their shared culture. Although national 

identity involves cultural identity, there are practices that are clearly the latter, by virtue 

of the numbers of people who support them and their ethnic ties. When these practices 

begin to evolve and include a variety of people in significant numbers, then the practice 

solidifies itself as part of the national identity of the nation. Indigenousness is not a 

prerequisite for national status because it does not reflect the relationship between the 

practice and the people. National identity is based on relationships between people and 
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the practices they share. It is therefore possible for a multicultural nation in the 

postcolonial situation to have a national identity because in the beyond there are 

processes of identity negotiation that allow for the possibility of mixing to emerge, which 

fosters new definitions of the nation. 

 

Limitations of the Study and Suggestions for Future Research 

 

Limitations of the Study 

 

 This study largely employed a Cultural Studies approach to understanding the 

quest for national identity in postcolonial, multicultural nations. Through historical 

research and extensive interviews and document review, the study utilized several 

perspectives to come to a better comprehension of the state of ethnic communities in 

Trinidad and Tobago through the case study of the steelpan being declared the national 

instrument.   

 In the course of doing the research several limitations became apparent and these 

should be considered in future studies of this kind. First, regarding the availability of 

sources for the history of Trinidad and Tobago, although there are many authors who 

have written on the history of the nation, many of them borrow from one another, usually 

citing the work of the country�s first Prime Minster, Dr. Eric Williams, who has written 

several books documenting the formative years of the country. Dr. Williams is a great 

source given that he was one of the pioneers working towards making Trinidad and 

Tobago an independent nation. Beyond that however, the fact remains that the colonial 

powers did not always see the need to document the history of the nation as the years 

went by and what they did document was limited, and was never from the perspective of 

the different ethnic communities that make up the population. Thus, there are no slave 

voices and later, no voices from the indentured laborers until closer to independence and 

beyond. This means that the forefathers of the people who live in Trinidad and Tobago 

are silent, which is likely to be the case in most postcolonial nations. Historical accounts 

must therefore recognize the perspectives that are recorded as well as those that are not. 
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 Secondly, because Trinidad and Tobago is such a young nation, it is only in recent 

years that it is realizing the importance of archiving the past in ways that make the 

information easily accessible. Although the national archives, the public libraries and the 

university library were all helpful, the task is made very difficult by on the one hand the 

method of using newspaper clippings instead of preserving the entire newspapers on 

microfilm and where they were preserved, there was no search function available. 

Researchers are literally left to wade through a sea of newspapers if specific dates 

associated with their topics are not available. With the newspaper clipping method, there 

is also a greater risk that articles are misfiled, ignored, or incompletely clipped from the 

papers. 

 The population sample used in this study was a snowball sample whereby the 

researcher interviewed a first tier of people from personal knowledge and research and 

then these persons referred her to other potential interviewees. The interview process 

involved a variety of people including students and lecturers from the University of the 

West Indies, current and retired Public Servants, steelpan officials, pan players and other 

musicians, East Indian leaders and other lay citizens. Participants ranged in age from 

twenties to seventies. The researcher found that regardless of occupation or connection to 

the steelband movement, each person interviewed had a rich contribution to the case 

being investigated. This demonstrated that there is a keen interest in the national culture 

of the nation. The UWI students were interviewed in groups and although this was 

beneficial because they were able to generate more of a conversation spurred on by the 

interview questions, those few students whose views opposed the rest tended to remain 

quiet and guarded, even when encouraged to express their opinions. In the personal 

interviews, this was not the case as voices of dissent as identified by the researcher from 

the newspaper articles, were sought specifically for their unique perspectives. Persons 

interviewed comfortable one-on-one settings, as chosen by the interviewees, tended to be 

more relaxed and willing to express their views honestly. The researcher attempted to get 

more interviews from persons of East Indian descent but found that there was some 

reticence based on their supposition that they would not have anything worthwhile to 

contribute to the research. More East Indian voices could better situate the debate, while 

giving a clearer indication of how much opposition there is in that community toward the 
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steelpan as the national instrument. Because the East Indians leaders interviewed come 

from a prominent organization, the Sanatan Dharma Maha Sabha, and they tend to be 

quite vocal and in the pubic eye, there is a tendency to assume that they speak for all East 

Indians or at the very least for all Hindus. This is not the case and future research can 

attempt to get other East Indian perspectives as well as those from other ethnic 

communities. 

With the availability of more resources more people of varying ethnicities should 

be interviewed. Populations can be accessed through the various ethnic organizations 

around the country but also through extensive travel to large towns and small rural 

communities all across the nation. The research would take on more of an ethnographic 

flavor since it would be necessary for the researcher to gain the trust of the would-be 

interviewees and find other ways of engaging in discussion besides the traditional 

question and answer interview. Additionally, this research needs to be expanded to 

Tobago, Trinidad�s sister isle. The literature on the steelpan has been thus far focused on 

Port-of-Spain. This present study attempted to expand that discussion to the south in San 

Fernando. However, the Tobago voice is virtually unheard and this must be rectified 

since it maintains a Trinidadian dominance in the writing of the history and development 

of the nation. 

 Next, regarding the use of personal and group interviews as a data collection 

method has many benefits but there are certain confines that need to be considered. In 

this study the researcher was attempting to understand an event that occurred some 

fourteen years ago. Thus the interview process asked for respondents to think back on 

their reactions and feelings, which is a challenge because those perspectives will be 

influenced by all that has taken place since the event occurred. Although most of the 

interviewees had a seemingly clear recollection of the event and their takes on it, the fact 

remains that these are not pure, untainted reactions. Furthermore, in interviewing certain 

persons on the history of the steelpan they were asked to go back more than fifty years in 

their minds and although the details and information was impressive, there is still the risk 

that all the facts are not absolutely accurate. Many of Pan Pioneers for instance were pre-

teens when they entered the steelband movement so that their view of the world would 

have been very different than an adult reflecting on the same world. Another challenge is 
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that in many cases interviewees chose social settings in their homes or at restaurants to 

conduct the interview. This was important to make the interviewee feel comfortable and 

willing to speak. In this way the researcher had to be careful however, that people were 

not responding based on what they thought she wanted to hear. Asking open-ended 

questions is vital so that it keeps the flow of the conversation and opens up the possibility 

for follow-up questions based on responses.  

 Finally, this study used a Cultural Studies analytical approach to the case at hand. 

Cultural Studies is interesting because it is both an analytical framework as well as a 

method for understanding how meaning is generated in the process of culture. The 

Cultural Studies method used in this study involved the �circuit of culture� which 

involves the components of representation, identification, production, consumption, and 

regulation which reveal the maps of meaning that emerge when people develop 

relationships with cultural products. Although this method was useful in this study to 

investigate various angles of the case study, particularly regarding the development of the 

steelpan as a part of Trinidad and Tobago culture, there are some limitations that must be 

acknowledged. First, the components of the �circuit of culture� do not acknowledge other 

ways of generating meaning outside of product design and mediated communication. 

There is a heavy reliance on the processes of advertising as a means of creating a 

connection between the product and the consumer when in fact other modes of 

communication including newspapers, government publications and word-of-mouth are 

just as powerful in the generating meaning around the product. Secondly, this method 

does not always account for differences in that the same production technique may illicit 

different ways of identification in a given population. The method does not focus on the 

subtle differences in given populations that affect the meaning that is generated. The 

agency of populations is not always acknowledged. The Cultural Studies method has also 

been criticized for being too interpretive to the point of becoming autobiographical, 

perhaps searching for processes that do not exist in a given case.   

 

Suggestions for Future Research 
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 Based the discussion of the limitations of this study, several suggestions will be 

made here for others seeking to understand the broader questions regarding national 

identity and multiculturalism in other applicable scenarios around the world. First, this 

study can be expanded upon by taking a closer look at the identity issues that have arisen 

in Trinidad and Tobago since the declaration of the steelpan as the national instrument. 

Today the steelpan is taught in schools across the country including those with large East 

Indian populations and it is offered at the high school and university levels. Yet identity 

negotiation continues and the East Indian community has launched new challenges to the 

country�s national symbols by calling into the question the name of the country�s highest 

award, the Trinity Cross. They argue that this symbol promotes a Christian initiative and 

is an insult to any non-Christian who might be awarded the honor. A recently Trinidad 

Express article reported the court ruling that the creation and continued issuance of the 

Trinity Cross is tantamount to discrimination against the Hindu and Muslim 

communities. This and other debates regarding the cultural and symbolic representation 

of the nation provide opportunities to explore some of the issues raised in this present 

study. 

 Second, this study did not delve into the branding of the steelpan through the 

commodification of the music. This is an interesting angle for future research as it can 

also incorporate how the artform is used or can be used in tourism campaigns that are 

under heavy consideration in Trinidad and Tobago at this time. The use of the steelpan in 

these campaigns would necessitate a deeper examination of the processes of globalization 

and how nations can become agents in the way that they take advantage of these 

processes. 

 Third, regarding the concept of national identity, researchers should look for the 

specific manifestations of national identity within the nations they study since it is not a 

concept that has a universal definition. Often national identity and cultural identity are 

used interchangeably and this can be dangerous since a strong cultural identity does not 

justify national recognition unless it enjoys majority patronage across the boundaries of 

class, race, and gender.  

 Fourthly, one issue that is not explored but which is raised by Benedict 

Anderson�s definition of the nation is that of sovereignty. Since national identity includes 
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a component of solidarity that is expressed outside of the nation, it necessarily points to 

the placement of that nation on the global stage and therefore, its interaction with other 

nations. Scholars who discuss issues of sovereignty suggest that it has to with identity 

amidst this interaction with other nations. This angle will be interesting for future 

research since it raises additional considerations regarding the fostering of national 

identity, which has to do with the expression of sovereignty. It would seem that 

sovereignty has to do more with people�s perception of that sovereignty rather than their 

borders since diasporic groups often share a strong sense of shared identity. 

Fifth, researchers must constantly remind themselves that the nation, just as 

culture, is not static. In studying national identity, one must be careful not to assume that 

national identity has been achieved and then make attempts on giving it parameters. 

People are dynamic and they are the tunnels through which identity flows. As time and 

generations change the character of that identity adapts, reconfigures and continues in a 

new form. This becomes important in future research because it should involve a 

historical element that provides the context within which the nation is developing. This 

dynamic quality to the nation erodes Anderson�s definition which situates the nation as 

�limited.� Researchers must be aware of the implications of this definition because it 

does not support the ever-changing nature of the nation and its culture. 

  Finally, future research in the Communication discipline should consider the 

means of fostering national identity that involve other media including television and the 

internet, for both people living in the nation and for national that form diasporic groups. 

In tandem with Cultural Studies, research should consider how the forces of globalization 

affect postcolonial nations in both positive and negative ways since these forces have 

become subtle parts of everyday life in these nations, and generate new cultural forms 

that impact their evolving national identities.  

 In summation, the study of national identity is rich and applicable to so many 

scenarios in nations around the globe. It is a current issue in today�s world where the 

impact of globalization is affecting populations and their cultural expression everyday. 

Concerns regarding widespread immigration and the establishment of diasporic 

communities are rampant especially where these communities become dominant 
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contributors to the nation. What remains clear is that national identity is a process of 

change through which every creed and race tries to find an equal place. 
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APPENDIX A 

 

List of Interview Questions 

 

1. Back in 1992, in his Independence Day speech, Prime Minister Patrick Manning 

declared the steelpan as the national instrument. What was your reaction when 

this was announced? 

1a. Do you think this was a good move on his part? 

1b. Why do you think he decided to make the pan the national instrument at that 

time? 

 

2. On September 1st, 1992, the day after the declaration, members of the East Indian 

community spoke out against this decision. Some claimed that the pan  

 does not adequately reflect all the different ethnicities in Trinidad and Tobago and  

 certainly, not the East Indian community. What is your take on this reaction? 

 2a. Do you think that these concerns were justified? 

 2b. Should the government consider adding another instrument, say the dholak, as    

      some have suggested? 

 

3. There are many countries around the world that do not have a national instrument,  

even here in the Caribbean. In your opinion, what are the benefits to having the  

steelpan declared the national instrument of Trinidad and Tobago? 

3a. Why have a national instrument at all? 

 

4. As you may know, back in the early days of pan, the artform was associated with 

violence, especially the clashes between bands. Do you think that this  

 should have been a consideration before the pan was elevated to national status? 

 

5. As a Trinidadian, what does the steelpan mean to you? 

5a. Do you see it as part of your trini identity? 
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6. Some argue that it the Trinidadians of African descent, the descendants of ex-

slaves, who created the pan, so that makes the instrument more relevant to the 

blacks in the country. What is your reaction to this argument? 

6a. Do you think that the pan reflects some Trinidadians and not others? 

 

7. Why do you think that some members of the Indian community were so affected  

 by the declaration of the pan as the national instrument?  

 7a. Is it possible that singling out the pan robs some communities of  

       representation on a national/cultural level?  

 

8. What do you think would be gained/lost if, for example, the dholak, was also 

named as a national instrument? 

 

9. How has the steelpan/steelpan movement evolved since it became the national 

instrument? 

9a. How has the declaration of the pan as the national instrument changed the 

national culture, if at all? 

 

10. We boast that Trinidad and Tobago is the most cosmopolitan nation in the West 

Indies. What do you think is necessary on a national level for all cultures to feel a 

sense of place in Trinidad and Tobago? 

10a. Do you think that there are already things in place to achieve this? 

 

11. In your estimation what does it really mean to be a Trinidadian? 

 

12. What constitutes Trinidad and Tobago�s national identity? 
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APPENDIX C 
 

List of interviewees 

 

Name   Date   Qualification   
 

UWI students (9) 04/06/06 Level One Practicum in Social Work 
 
UWI students (16) 04/07/06 Level One Practicum in Social Work 
 
Withfield Weekes 04/11/06 Chairman South-Central Pan Trinbago 
 
Lourde Nathaniel 04/13/06 Retired Public Officer 
 
Celestine David 04/16/06 Former Tourism Officer 
 
Joanna De Silva 04/16/06 Hotel Management Student 
 
Karene de Caires 04/16/06 Lecturer Social Work UWI 
 
Alan Bishop  04/18/06 Secretary South Pan Pioneers 
 
Franka Hills-Headley 04/20/06 Founder/Director Golden Hands Pan Side 
 
South Pan Pioneers  04/23/06 Organization for the men who started the steelband  
(10)     movement in South Trinidad 
 
Satnarine Maharaj 04/26/06 Secretary General Sanatan Dharma Maha Sabha 
 
Devant Maharaj 04/27/06 President GOPIO Trinidad 
 
Judith Kistow  04/30/06 Matron St. Dominic�s Children�s Home 
 
Theo Manswell 05/01/06 Retired Public Officer 
 
Ingrid Ryan-Ruben 05/02/06 Change Management Coordinator, former Officer in  
     the Ministry of Culture 
 
Linda Hadeed  05/03/06 Lecturer Social Work UWI (phone) 
 
Roger Henry  05/14/06 Assistant Professor of Music (phone) 
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