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IN MEMORIAM 
ALSTON BARRINGTON “BARRY” CHEVANNES 

(1940-2010)

A. Lynn Bolles

barry chEvannES joined the ances-
tors November 5, 2010 as his family 
and friends did all they could for him 
as he battled for his life. His legacy 
is worthy of emulation by all as he 
will forever be known for his life’s 
work as an anthropologist, political 
activist, and spiritual healer through 
music, kindness and love. He was an 
uptown/downtown interlocutor and 
an outstanding citizen who brought 
the best out of every person with 
whom he met. His love of Jamaica, 
of the Caribbean, of peoples of Afri-
can descent and his commitment to 

understanding the global human condition was reflected in his writings, 
his politics, his leadership skills and relentless efforts to ease and inter-
pret the pain and behaviors of others as they grappled with the social 
inequalities experienced in their daily lives due to their race, gender, 
class, religion and impoverishment. Barry Chevannes’s academic and 
activist work provides us with explanatory tools to understand surviving 
and for seeking liberation.

Born in rural St. Catherine Parish, Jamaica, Barry was third of nine 
children of parents who were small storeowners. To continue his edu-
cation, he boarded out in downtown Kingston where he was a student 
at the all boys St. George’s College, a Jesuit secondary school for clas-
sical and scientific learning. There, Chevannes developed his passion 
for learning, teaching, a love of Latin and a deepened faith in Roman 
Catholicism. In 1959, his faith and conviction led him to Shadowbrook, a 
Jesuit seminary in the Berkshires Mountains of Massachusetts. In 1965, 
while a seminarian, Barry Chevennes received his Bachelors degree in 
philosophy and a year later a second degree in the classics—Ancient 
Greek and Latin from Boston College, a Jesuit university in Boston. He 
returned to Jamaica and taught at Campion College, co-ed Jesuit high 
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school for a few years, but was unsettled as he acknowledged the social 
and economic inequality in Kingston. His experiences in Roxbury Mas-
sachusetts, the black neighborhood of Boston and overall US civil rights 
movement brought him a new political consciousness. Back in Jamaica, 
this racial, political and social awareness appeared in the folk songs he 
composed for church and community gatherings gave spiritual uplift and 
evoked liberation, social justice and human rights for those who sang the 
lyrics accompanied by Barry on his guitar. At the same time, the black 
consciousness movement and the University of the West Indies campus 
protests against the deportation of revolutionary Guyanese historian 
Walter Rodney coalesced with Barry Chevannes political fervor. Those 
days also marked when he left the priesthood, married Pauletta, became 
a proud father of two daughters and became a radically conscious writer 
and activist. 

In the early 1970s, Chevannes studied sociology at UWI and was 
drawn to the elder leaders of some of Jamaica’s Rastafarian groups he 
identified as a African-Caribbean religion. His research, interviewing 
skills and writing about Rasta beliefs, politics and worldview led him to 
another educational opportunity in the US when he received a scholar-
ship to study social and cultural anthropology at Columbia University. 
It would be years before the dissertation was completed and later still 
when his outstanding book resulting from that graduate research Ras-
tafari: Roots and Ideology (1995) and then Rastafari and Other African 
Caribbean Worldviews (1998) would appear. Recognized as a top scholar 
on socio-religious movements in the region, Barry Chevannes writes of 
Rastafari in a unique, historical, holistic and religious context, “Rastafari 
(grew) from an obscure colonial origin (to) spread its influence among 
Black people all over the world (1998:xvi). These works blended all of 
Chevannes’s worldviews as two historical, ethnographic, spiritual, and 
philosophic texts.

In the mid 1970s, the “revo” movement took hold of the electorate 
and the governments of Jamaica, Grenada and Guyana. The transfor-
mation of society held social justice as precedent and subsequent legis-
lation was passed to ease the pain of centuries of social and economic 
inequality. These efforts were put forth by the radical politics of these 
countries. The Workers’ Party of Jamaica (WPJ), a socialist/Marxist force 
provided alternative models of development and Barry Chevannes was a 
member of the group. The WPJ also supported the New Jewel Movement 
in Grenada and Chevannes and his youth singing group were a featured 
act in the political rallies in Grenada. Barry Chevannes political activism 
came in the form of his work with the spiritual world of Rastafari, with 
the downtrodden youth, in communities and always the cultural import 
of song and performance. He threw all of his efforts on behalf of the 
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Jamaican people as he addressed church and other community settings 
and counseled individuals. As mentioned, his academic career was put 
on hold including his publishing and research. 

As time passed and Jamaica and the “revo”s of the region ended 
with violence in Jamaica and Guyana and US military action in Grenada, 
Dr. Chevannes turned his attention to social issues facing his embattled 
country moving from ISER researcher to being a member of the Social 
Science Faculty at UWI teaching sociology and anthropology. He sought 
explanations and used theory and ethnographic methods to produce 
documentation for policy recommendations, the academy and to the 
members of communities most impacted by fierce aggression, poverty 
and alienation. 

In a major review of the social science literature on family life (1993) 
Chevannes positions the colonial and biased worked conducted in the 
past in context, but argues that even though some theories were based 
on sentiment and not empirically proven fact, the underlying questions 
about sexual behavior was relevant for the contemporary research 
involving AIDS programs of intervention. A major project focused on 
the socialization process, “whereby values and behavioral norms are 
transmitted to a succeeding generation” (2003:216). In subsequent stu-
dies, data was gathered in forms of conversation, in-depth interviews, 
and observation and group discussions. Writing about the boys in these 
poor urban settings, Chevannes says “To survive is the ability to hustle, to 
create a living out of nothing, to beg, and even steal… It also entails being 
able to surmount the odds.” His book Learning to be a Man (2001) was 
based on ethnographic study of five Caribbean communities. That body 
of work drew Barry Chevannes further into his research on violence and 
aggression. The rise of garrison communities, as armed enclaves ready 
to repel any incursion of the enemy or to invade and incorporate other 
communities, the co-optation the youths, the rise of the drugs, specifica-
lly the introduction of cocaine into the drug trade was all compounded 
by the use of guns in all of these events. Once again, Barry Chevannes 
was in front and in the center of major issues facing the country. He 
argued (2001:37) “not only can ganja (marijuana) not be suppressed in 
Jamaica, but its place in folk life is too infused with cultural meaning to 
an attempt suppressing it without the suppression of the people.” His 
research among Rastafari, the contemporary youth culture and traditio-
nal medicinal folkways showed that it was impossible to criminalize ganja 
alongside of the usage of cocaine. Cocaine had a specific socioeconomic 
history in Jamaica and in impoverished communities and should be 
treated on a different scale than ganja. 

After serving the University of the West Indies as a researcher, 
member of faculty, and Dean of the Social Science Faculty, Barry Che-
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vannes retired to write, read, and to continue his service to organizations 
focusing on violence prevention, CARICOM Youth Commission and 
the chair of the Institute of Jamaica. His volume of essays, Betwixt and 
Between: Explorations in African-Caribbean Mindscape (2006) provides a 
clue to the expanse of knowledge of Barry Chevannes’s scholarship and 
he was truly the grounded intellect. During the 2009 meetings of the 
Caribbean Studies Association held in Kingston, Jamaica, Barry Chevan-
nes presented a paper on a panel “The Anthropology of Jamaica.” In his 
paper, “Anthropology: A Chance to return to its sources in philosophy 
and political economy” he questioned the notion of a humanity that 
he argued is more developed now than at any previous stage of history 
yet seemingly unable to explain the proclivity to violence as a way of 
resolving differences, despite enhanced abilities to reason and to com-
municate. As a man of peace, seeking social justice and equality, daily 
incidents of violence made no sense to him. The philosopher remained 
puzzled, but was working on that reasoning.

Dr. Barry Chevannes is remembered as an extraordinary colleague 
whose generosity, kindness, spirituality and commitment to the welfare 
of others was way beyond the boundaries of the Caribbean, the African 
Diaspora and throughout the world. 


