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About
Blood, Bullets and Bodies

The true story of Blood,
Bullets and Bodies: a critical multimedia exposé about the factors
subverting the political will to act in the best interest of the
poor, even when explicit just cause exists for such altruistic
action to take place…

Blood, Bullets and
Bodies is a strange and paradoxical story that needs to be read as
much as it needs to be told. It is a riveting story of sex,
violence, political intrigue and survival by any means necessary.
The book is a literary mirror that provides a revealing and
frightening reflection for a self-destructing society to see itself
profiled in the throes of its own possible demise. Sure to stir
controversy, the new book contains a compelling rendition of the
historical circumstances that have made crime and violence –
bullets, blood and dead bodies – the number one problem in late
20th and early 21st century Jamaica. Despite the historic One Love
Peace Concert and the Peace Truce in 1978, young gunmen seem to
have gone wild ever since.

Using a variety of
sophisticated methodological tools including literary sources, oral
interviews, ethnographic studies and the lyrics of popular Reggae
songs, Imani Tafari-Ama details the influences and implications of
this violent social discourse for everyday performances of
femininity and masculinity in Kingston’s inner-city environment as
well as in the wider Jamaican society.

Tafari-Ama’s stated
objective in publishing her thesis as a book is to separate fact
from fiction in order to find real and enduring solutions that will
reduce the distressing flood of blood, bullets and bodies that is
overflowing the streets of Kingston. She hopes that by highlighting
some of the facts and exposing much of the fiction about life below
the poverty line, her provocative book will be a catalyst in
motivating the political and community willpower necessary to find
and implement the real-time solutions that she proposes in her
suggested Options for Development.
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Foreword

Two decades ago, I embarked on the research journey to
produce the data for my doctoral thesis, which resulted in the
first edition of Blood, Bullets and Bodies: Sexual
Politics Below Jamaica’s Poverty Line. The production of this
book invoked my multiple identities of academic, womanist action
researcher, multimedia journalist, poet and author in a critical
deconstruction of the contradictory discourses of power, which
characterise Jamaica’s political economy. The panoramic perspective
that I applied in tackling this problematic entailed delving into
the colonial history in order to demonstrate the direct connection
between past and present damage to the capacity of the African
majority population to enjoy development, as demonstrated by
endemic violence. A decade after that initial step, I published the
second edition of Blood, Bullets and Bodies in
2006, at a time when the escalation of the masculinist discourse of
violence was widely acknowledged as the principal obstacle to
Jamaica’s sustainable development. Another decade on, this fifth
edition is being released as the northern Caribbean island has
descended further into the abyss of underdevelopment denoted by the
colossal failure of successive political and social leaders to
staunch the flood of Blood, Bullets and Bodies,
which is literally draining the lifeblood from our desirable
future.

While producing this
edition of the book, I am also international fellow and curator of
an exhibition entitled ‘Rum, Sweat and Tears: Danish Colonialism
and Legacy in Flensburg, Ghana and the Virgin Islands of the United
States’ – a critical reflection on the political economy of the
centennial of Denmark’s sale of the land and the people of the
so-called ‘territory’ to the United States of America for $25
million in gold of questionable origin – over $509 million in
today’s money – 69 years after the African majority had won their
emancipation from 250 years of the racist terror entailed in the
Maafa – the Holocaust of African dehumanisation and
enslavement. I am also Fulbright Scholar in Residence in the
anthropology department at Bridgewater State University in Rhode
Island, tasked to teach four courses to facilitate students
critically reflecting on issues of identity politics directly
related to the intersectionalities among colonialism, the world
economy and attendant contradictory race, class and gender
relations, undergirded by discourses of power expressed as
violence.

In the course of myriad
mulltidisclipinary experiences, I have come to the conclusion that
there are indisputable linkages to be drawn among the violence that
African people experienced in the Maafa and the violence and
underdevelopment entrenched in contemporary expressions of endemic
violence in communities predominantly populated by the progeny of
the people who suffered this principal crime against humanity. The
psychosocial damage is so great that the majority of African people
currently define themselves by racialised standards of
spirituality, self-representation, social relations and
aspirations. It is also no coincidence that the same nations that
constituted the colonising protagonists now enjoy the dubious
distinction of development while those who bore the brunt of this
brutality are designated disadvantaged and underserved.

Describing this
construction of oppositional dichotomies of world power as an
intentionally designed and racist political economy, the Rt. Hon.
Marcus Mosiah Garvey, Pan-Africanist, observed that,

The attitude of the
white race is to subjugate, to exploit, and if necessary
exterminate the weaker peoples with whom they come in contact. They
subjugate first, if the weaker peoples will stand for it; then
exploit, and if they will not stand for subjugation nor
exploitation, the other recourse is extermination.1

Unfortunately,
successive African leaders, on the Continent and in the Diaspora,
have failed to adopt a politics of social transformation,
which would rid us of the shackles of mental slavery, the precursor
for tackling the endemic internalisation of the violence entailed
in the colonial experience and its unmitigated reproduction as a
frightening feature of the postcolonial era. Blood,
Bullets and Bodies draws these connections, based on
evidence-based research in Southside, and from where I now deploy
my multidisciplinary skills as a curator, I can testify that the
need for crafting a transatlantic trialogue, which
deconstructs the colonial amnesia attending Euro-American
development and protracted African alienation from transitional
justice, is even more urgent than it was at the time of Garvey’s
enunciation at the turn of the twentieth century.

We now live in an era
when the masks of Western civilisation have been cast aside to
reveal the long-lurking spectre of racist terror, which
characterised the dehumanisation drama entailed in the Maafa. It
does not take rocket science to recognise that this ongoing threat
galvanised the United Nations’ Declaration of an International
Decade for People of African Descent (2015-24) on the three-pronged
platform of Justice, Recognition and Development. Former United
Nations’ Secretary General, Ban-Ki Moon declared in this context
that ‘we must remember that people of African descent are among
those most affected by racism… [and] denial of basic rights such as
access to quality health services and education’. The General
Objectives of this Decade are stated as:

To promote respect,
protection and fulfilment of all human rights and fundamental
freedoms by people of African descent, as recognized in the
Universal Declaration of Human Rights. This main objective can be
achieved through the full and effective implementation of the
Durban Declaration and Programme of Action, the outcome document of
the Durban Review Conference 6 and the political declaration
commemorating the tenth anniversary of the adoption of the Durban
Declaration and Programme of Action, and through the universal
accession to or ratification of and full implementation of the
obligations arising under the International Convention on the
Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination and other
relevant international and regional human rights
instruments.2

Despite these lofty
ideals, the International Decade for People of African Descent is
an eventuality about which many people are seemingly unaware. Yet
this Declaration is also a desperate search for mechanisms to
reinstate lost African humanity, routed by racist European nation
states and compounded in this particular case study, by the
comprador relationship that has existed in countries like Jamaica
between de facto leaders and their de jure external
interests, exacerbated by denial of Black (i.e. African) power,
despite paper-thin emancipation.

In the search for
solutions to the twin problems of poverty and violence, again,
irrevocably established by several well-meaning research projects
in which I have also been multiply involved, we deny the efficacy
of the wisdom bestowed on us by sages like Marcus Garvey. I concur
with his conclusion that ‘we… realize that if (with our knowledge
and experience of western civilization) we allow the world to
adjust itself politically without taking thought for ourselves, we
would be lost to the world in another few decades.’3

By re-publishing this
edition of Blood, Bullets and Bodies: Sexual
Politics Below Jamaica’s Poverty Line at this juncture, I
express my unwavering commitment to contributing to the discourses
of dissent against all forms of domination and, especially, those
stymying sustainable Pan-African development.






Imani M. Tafari-Ama,
Ph.D.

Flensburg, 2017
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Prologue

From the 1970s until now, a lot has been written about
mainstreaming gender analysis and having a race and class
perspective for a ‘holistic’ approach, about the need for
participatory research in which the researcher learns from the
researched and vice versa. This is, however, the first time that I
have seen all these aspects combined is such a symbiotic way. What
is most important for me is that this research experience has taken
place in an inner-city community in Jamaica, where many Jamaicans
would never set foot out of fear, thinking that only gunmen and
criminals live in these communities. Many uptown people just wish
they would all kill each other and disappear. Such are the schisms
of Jamaican society.

But that is not all that
is remarkable about this book. Sister Imani has decided to include
every major aspect of inner-city and national life – culture,
economics, politics, sociology her-story and history, socialisation
and childcare and parenting, and – believe it or not – SEX! – that
terrible word which brings down the condemnation of most church
leaders, men and women – if they talk about it at all. Denial of
sexual reality, and attempts to confine the conversation to
‘acceptable’ forms of sexual relationship, with the corollary of
condemnation of all that does not ‘fit’, define the national
discourse at the highest levels.

The picture painted by
Sister Imani is not pretty – but what is different about this book
is that Sister Imani does not engage as if she is talking to some
strange species. She engages as a human being talking to other
human beings with their own experiences and emotions, showing how
the way they see things and act are a consequence of their
experiences and the situations in which they exist, and pointing to
what has to change for things to be different.

She shows that the
inner-city divisiveness and the arming of the gunmen were started
by politicians. Now the politicians are afraid, because it has got
out of their hands. They are supporting, or being silent about,
police brutality, which is the main method being used to try to
stamp out the violence and crime. She shows the big-stick attitude
by the police, their brutalisation and extra-judicial
assassination, their killing of innocent people, for which no
policeman has yet gone to jail. She shows the silence of the people
in the communities, generated by fear of both the criminals and the
police. She shows how the gunmen control the community and decide
what people can and cannot do, how the people in the community are
prisoners of the ‘law’ of the gunmen, and that most of the people
have no option, since the gunmen are the only ones who bring
resources into the community.

She talks about the
drugs, and how Jamaica is just part of a large international
operation. She defends ganja use for personal purposes, and raises
questions about the fact that the same countries which are imposing
ganja eradication on Jamaica are changing their laws about ganja
and producing it increasingly, yet Jamaica is hesitant to follow
suit because the powers-that-be fear the American big stick.

She attacks those uptown
people who condemn the way inner-city people live, assuming options
that inner-city people do not in fact have. She shows how
prostitution operates between uptown and the tourist industry and
the inner city, and how the Jamaican elite have no problem when
tourists go near naked, but call it nastiness when inner-city women
do the same.

She shows the calamity
of the macho-man mentality and the male control of everything down
to the way people have sex. She shows that lesbianism and
homosexuality exist in the inner-city community, that it is
condemned in general, but that male homosexuals are fighting back –
by having their own gangs of gunmen too! Male socialisation to
violence as method therefore crosses the sexual orientation lines.
She shows that some of the male homosexuality has a prostitution
side, based on uptown demand – but that uptown demand is not the
only explanation.

She shows how the women
survive by using sex, and how it operates as a kind of slavery,
because the men set the limits, and if the women break them,
violence is the male response. It is a bit like the slave who eats
out of the master’s pot but does not have the option to do any
other work: her life is totally controlled by the master. Sister
Imani shows how competition for the favour of men makes women fight
each other, imitating the brutality of the men using ice picks,
acid, and so on, which only reinforces the system established by
the men. She shows how some women use sex as an empowering factor
to show independence, and how that nonetheless reinforces the idea
that sex is women’s only possible source of power.

But one of the most
important things is how Sister Imani shows that the whole situation
in the inner-city community goes back to the way men think about
themselves and their penises. Domination is the aim, and the gun
and the penis that is used to mirror it are twin tools for the
purpose. Violence against women and against the community in
general, is the outcome. If one gang has a war with another, rape
of the other side’s women is a form of revenge. As the gunmen are
the only ones bringing resources into the area, women have to
figure out how to survive in that situation, so they do what they
have to do. So to change the situation, the main challenge is to
change the way the men think about themselves and their
penises. In fact, this is not true of the gunmen only. If the
politicians did not have the same ideas, they could never agree
with what the police are doing in inner-city communities. From the
top to the bottom, violence is the main male response to
problem-solving. You only have to read the paper to see that men in
high places murder their wives or beat them up. This has to
change.

As Sister Imani says –
and she is brave to say it, because the politicians will not say it
because they want votes, so they swallow their consciences and
common sense – inner-city people have to take some of the
responsibility to change the way they think and act. No matter what
else changes, if they do not change that, their situation will not
change.

But the politicians also
have to ask pardon for their wrongs and change their ways. The
police have to begin to have respect for human rights – the people
in the inner city are people too, and should not be treated like
animals – and it should be recognised that not all inner-city
people are criminals. The police have to educate themselves about
the situation, and find other ways to deal with the crime. The
politicians have to stop encouraging the police to do wrong. The
corrupt policemen have to be cleaned out: many are part of the drug
trade, and it is rumoured that some politicians are too. We have to
get a new kind of policeman trained in human rights as well as in
fighting crime. Sister Imani recommends a Peace and Reconciliation
Commission like in South Africa, to deal with all the crime,
whether from gunmen, police or politicians, because some of the
things that have been done to the people in inner-city communities
by the police and politicians are criminal too.

Sister Imani says that
inner-city development has to be a serious thing. It has to have a
budget and money: because we live under capitalism, and those who
do not have capital will have to have work, or the guns will
continue to rule. The people in the inner city have to sit and
analyse the situation, and organise themselves to get out of the
rut. They have to be part of the planning, and they have to work
together to make the plans work. The plans have to be budgeted as a
matter of priority, because this is not something that concerns
only the inner cities: it concerns the whole of Jamaica, the way we
live, our reputation abroad, how we are going to make money in this
world, and how we are gong to make sure that everyone gets a fair
chance in this Land We Love.

Those who are already
trying to change the situation must continue, and not be
discouraged. Whether it is Parents of Inner City Kids or the
women’s groups like Sistren and AWOJA and Media Watch, and the
Association of Female Artists who are trying to change the way men
think about women and how women think about themselves, or Sister
Punky with the people on S-Corner – they need to keep on keeping
on. Anyone who can help them reach more people should do so. Those
in the media should stop promoting songs that glorify gunmen and
violence. They should promote songs that show the situation as it
is and point the way to solutions. They should promote ‘Love and
Unity’ instead of ‘War and Crime’. And we should stop imitating
what we see in the American films we get here, which are filled
with violence and destruction and sex as a weapon; film, song,
theatre – all should be used to build consciousness all over the
country so we can strengthen our working together for change. The
struggle has to get BIGGER, because this concerns Jamaica’s future,
who we are, and how we are going to live with one another.

Not everyone in the
inner-city community of Southside lives off gunmen. Some people
work outside. However, the gunmen determine when they can walk and
how they must live when they are inside. Some people do not like
it, especially the older people – and the Rastafarians do not
defend that way of living at all. That is why Sister Imani says
that Rastafari must start to play a bigger role, like they did in
1978 when they helped to arrange the Peace Treaty. It’s true that
politicians broke it up afterwards, but people are wiser now.
Rastafari must use their Peace and Love power again, to help to
stop the war and to get people to think differently. Rasta women
must come forward and defend their rights and those of women in
general – and make their voices heard and work to make the children
have a better life in their youth, and a better future.

But listen to this!
Sister Imani says we must listen to the children – let them
express themselves. They have things to say about how all this
affects them, and how they want to live. They are our future. We
must listen. Sister Imani lets them speak in her book.

One of the best parts of
the book is where Sister Imani quotes from the Convention on the
Rights of the Child. You should read that too! How are we going
to make sure that the children can enjoy their rights?

Sister Imani is going to
do a video version of her book, so look out for that too. The
Sister is powerful! Electric-light power, not gun power! Get some
of the light!






Joan French

Gender &
Development Expert

and former United
Nations Representative

[including in
Burkino Faso]
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Introduction

 No matter how long a log stays in
the water, it doesn’t become a crocodile

 


Bambara Proverb ~Mali



Power, Gender and The Body

Sitting on a sidewalk in
Southside with young girls all with chemically straightened hair
Talking about boys and periods of bloody encounters Of sex of
pregnancy of just feeling bodies changing and wondering How to
manage these transitions

I too talked of my
encounters with the pleasure pain and perplexity and of the
confidence that

I being a woman assert and
the

art of loving it

I will return I said and
maybe even live here for a while and share some more as you grow
through your changes No Miss! You can’t live here!

The panic and distress in
the response from the girl was unmistakable Others nodded in
unison

You can’t live here! She
said again Every day gun shot fire down here and every day some
body dead down here miss! We used to it but you not used to it You
can’t live here miss!

Silenced, I thought,

These girls take the deadly
violence stalking their community as the norm Their identities are
bound up with the acrid texture of its death knell A young man once
told me that because he knows that there is a bullet out there with
his name on it He would prefer to do it without a condom and die
from AIDS

Because he was sure

he would enjoy the sex
more!

What comment on cause and
effect of violence and poverty could offer comfort in the face of
such raw cynicism?

For one wrong word said you
soon could be dead on this power-filled street

where the gold-teeth
don-gorgons meet

Though social lack is a
challenge to hope The socially inscribed body provides options to
cope Then there is the tourism sector

The biggest moneymaker

Far removed from the

Madness and mayhem

But the value of the
body

Is the power behind the
dollar

Almighty money overrides

The stakes of morality

The youth have seen and they
have heard and have learnt to say not a word They know that
Jamaican society

Gives social whiteness top
priority

While the African
majority

Live with chronic
scarcity

Life in a Jamaican inner
city

is not pretty

It’s a story of the
cheapness of life

Yet the rich passion of
beauty

Amidst cycles of strife

A power game of who next

Will bite the dust

If poverty is a crime

Then violence is a must

© imani tafari-ama


 Blood For Blood, Fire For
Fire

The underbelly of
Jamaica’s cosmopolitan façade is not as alluring as its public
relations agents desire and make it out to be. This has sorely
affected the island’s political health and public image. In recent
years, the international media have emphasised that this
spectacular tourist destination is somewhat less than pristine
because of the extreme violence stalking some of the inner-city
streets of Kingston. And, because the fickle tourism industry is
currently the number one foreign exchange earner, the local
authorities have deliberately and continuously tried to sanitise
the bloody urban streets of its capital city, in an effort to
convince visitors that this amazingly beautiful Caribbean island is
a safe destination. They succeed, to whatever extent they do, only
because the exclusive ‘all-inclusive’ tourism activities take place
on the showpiece north coast, well away from the flying bullets and
the mayhem in the inner-city enclaves of Kingston.

In contrast, this public
relations gambit has enjoyed variable success, if any, with most of
the local population. Jamaica is, admittedly, a very
class-stratified society so it is quite possible for the elite –
just like the tourist – to avoid all contact with the danger areas,
from the safe distance between the real world and the television
screens in their securely gated properties – or guard-patrolled
neighbourhoods. However, people living in inner-city communities
cannot avoid the harsh reality of their streets. Jamaica,
generally, is like a volatile powder keg waiting to explode and for
those living below the poverty line the danger is not merely
televised, it is live and direct. The law of the urban landscape is
‘blood for blood’ and ‘fire for fire’. Hence, for poor city
residents, violence is embedded in their past, pervades their
present, and threatens to overrun their future.

Blood, Bullets and
Bodies is about the political economy of this endemic violence and
the corresponding sexual politics in Southside, an inner-city
community in Jamaica’s capital, Kingston. This book is also about
the gender-power dimensions involved in this violence and their
implications for definitions and performances of femininity and
masculinity, both in the inner-city environment and in the wider
society. This study illustrates how, and why, in the context of
dire disadvantage, human bodies, particularly female bodies, have
become an indispensable resource for strategic survival and
self-realisation. On the one hand, women, themselves, use their
bodies to acquire income, influence, protection and prestige. And,
on the other hand, women’s bodies are seized by men as a prize of
conquest in the ongoing turf wars and political confrontations. It
is a tragic irony that may be more extreme and explicit below the
Jamaican poverty line, but is not necessarily limited to the inner
city or to just a Jamaican context.



Some Things about Southside

Percival ‘Ites Man’
Cordwell (now deceased), recalled that Southside got its name in
the early 1970s when some footballers decided that they would call
themselves ‘Southern Ethiopia’ to counteract the designation of the
Dunkirk area as ‘Biafra’, reflecting the conditions of poverty that
were akin to the notorious Nigerian situation. Over time, this was
shortened to ‘South’ and when the press caught on to the name, they
added the ‘side’, hence ‘Southside’. The Kingston Harbour, one of
the largest natural harbours in the world, forms the boundary on
the south. The 6,000 residents of the community are,
characteristically, poor people of predominantly African descent
who are, for the most part, unemployed. Some are self-employed
while the minority is wage earning. These residents live in poor
housing and socioeconomic conditions and exist under the constant
threat of violence, due to the activities of the gangs, security
forces and itinerant criminals.

Fishing has long been
one of the main economic activities for men in the area. For me,
observing the old men making the fishing nets in the New Road Park,
next to the South Camp Road border, was an odyssey of grassroots
art and popular theatre. News and anecdotes flew freely, between
the skilful weaving of knots, recalling that in the past, women
bought and sold the fish once the men brought it ashore. In recent
times, more and more women have become involved in various other
aspects of the fishing industry. They now own boats and go out to
sea. Both the men and women involved in this industry complained,
however, that they were hampered in the maintenance of their trade
by a lack of resources.

On the whole, people in
Southside suffer from chronic neglect of the community by the state
authorities, whose failure to provide the necessary infrastructural
support to the inner-city areas, is reflected in the gruesome tale
told in the pictorial story below.

￼[image: tmp_b9cc02c9aa3985b138e7ef904f10cbcf_wzvKqT_html_m449d9f12.jpg]

Figure In.1: Fishing boat
parked on Fleet Street.

 


South is like the end of the
earth.

When it rains and the
garbage is

washed down the gutters

and you have to jump over
it

it is so nasty.

The gully is overfull with
all kinds of things from dead dog to baby pampers to all kinds of
things.

Sometimes we even think
that

people might drown in it
because

the gully water high,
high.

People put out their garbage
but

sometimes for months you see
no sign of the garbage truck.

The garbage collection
people once brought in one of the large garbage units

and placed it on the street
not far from our house Because they never used to come and collect
the garbage regularly we had to rebel for them to move it because
when that was full nobody could stay around South

because that would be too
stink

Maxine, 35, Higholborn
Street

[image: tmp_b9cc02c9aa3985b138e7ef904f10cbcf_wzvKqT_html_m70b2307.jpg]

Figure In.2: In spite of the
garbage receptacle, garbage spills over into the streets.






This destitution stands
in sharp contrast to what Ras Carlie remembers as a community that
was once home to a middle-class population. The dramatic decline
coincided with the departure of the formerly well-to-do residents
from the area.

It was mostly Jews, Syrians
and Chinese running business. It was as if this community was the
economic base for Kingston. From the early sixties and by 1970,
most of them were gone. When they constructed Newport East, and
Newport West, then most of the industries left the area and went
into that area. When the powerful people moved out, people mostly
from the rural areas moved in.4 I was about twelve, thirteen at the
time. People were always moving, because you had development taking
place in other areas, better housing and so on. When those people
moved out, people did not restructure the houses or refurbish them.
They just stayed and people came and lived in them.5

(Ras Carlie, Laws
Street)

When the Brown people
moved out of Southside, they went to the uptown areas of St.
Andrew, the suburban area surrounding Kingston. Only magnates like
the Matalons (and GraceKennedy Limited.) retained their property
and presence in the area. The Mechala Group of Companies –
including the Multicare Foundation,6 owned by the Matalon family – has
its head offices on the Harbour Street section of the Southside
community.

The corporation has
contributed to the development of Southside, in recognition of the
adverse impact that the debilitating social profile of the inner
city has had on the political economy of downtown Kingston as a
whole.

Dr. the Hon. Aaron
Matalon, former head of Mechala, gave the Twelfth Annual Bustamante
Lecture on February 26, 1998, at the Jamaica Conference Centre. He
recounted some of his experiences of growing up and managing a
commercial concern in the downtown Kingston area that now includes
Southside, and lamented the drastic changes that have taken place
due to the escalation of political and gang-related violence.

There is the perception that
crime and violence in the inner cities make downtown Kingston a
fearful place in which to do business. We cannot deny that the
level of violence in our inner cities is intolerably high. The
older political tribalism and the new ‘donmanship’ that exists have
made any action at the community level very difficult. Drug use and
abuse are on the increase…

So what happened to the
Kingston that I knew? To answer this question would require a
socioeconomic and political analysis, which is not within the
ambit of this talk. What I will assert as strongly as I can is that
we should not; we must not let our city die. There is too much of
our history, of our very beings wrapped up in this city of ours…I
believe that, despite everything, Kingston does have a future – but
it will require the will and commitment of the widest possible
cross-section of Kingstonian…

Many commercial
businesses survive unmolested in inner-city areas today because of
the protection money which they pay to ‘area dons’ to guarantee the
security of their premises. Of course, this is not to suggest that
the Matalons pay protection money, but it is worth mentioning
because protectionism is, in fact, a big money transaction,
particularly for businesses located in close proximity to certain
inner-city communities.

When I went to Southside
for the first time in the fall of 1995, the bright mid-morning sun
which bounced off the zinc fences was as dazzling on the eyes as
were the welcoming smiles reflecting the hospitable warmth of the
people I met. I was working with a team of researchers whose
objective was to find out whether there is a direct correlation
between poverty and violence in inner-city Jamaica. This project
was sponsored by the World Bank and the University of the West
Indies, Mona, and was the precursor to the establishment of the
Jamaica Social Investment Fund from that ‘debt forgiveness’ pot of
World Bank/International Monetary Fund (IMF) money. We worked in a
total of nine urban grassroots communities located in the Kingston
metropolitan area, Spanish Town – the original capital – and
Montego Bay – the second city. We used Participatory Rapid
Appraisal (PRA) methods to find out what people saw as problems and
solutions to their cultural development.
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Figure In.3: The Breezy
Castle Sports Complex on Harbour Street was a gift from the Mechala
Group of Companies, the headquarters of which is located on the
opposite side of the street.






We did not need
binoculars to see the connections between poverty and violence. The
research findings revealed that ‘respect’ is what people crave most
(Levy, 1996). They felt that it was the institutionalised
dissing by the System that caused the approximately half a
million inner-city residents to be living in the jaws of poverty.
The residents perceive this as being directly related to the
violence snaking its way throughout their lives. People said that
if the youth were not chronically unemployed, they would not feel
impelled to get involved in illegal activities in order to get some
form of gain – whether psychosocial or material. Others noted that
because reprisal ‘blood for blood’ killings are the order of the
day and conflict resolution capacities were at an all-time low, the
syndrome of violence could never cease. Still others said that gang
warfare over turf, guns and drugs fuelled the internecine
conflicts. Many concluded that these combined factors, actually
prevent them from fulfilling their needs and wants.

After that inaugural PRA
project, I returned to Southside in 1996 to use drama and
audiovisual documentation to work with children on issues of
identity and social relations, teaching them in the process how to
use the camera and facilitating their play-making capabilities.
This culminated in the production of a video documentary called
Living, Loving and Losing in Southside, which was screened
on local cable channels. The children participated in a workshop at
the then Consortium Graduate School of the Social Sciences, where
they shared their perspectives on their lives with professors from
the school.

When I came back to
Southside in 1998, it was to spend a year and a half doing an
intensive, and extensive, intergenerational study of violence and
sexual politics. I completed a thesis on the subject and achieved
the PhD objective from this work, but, for me, the experience went
beyond being just another academic exercise. My PhD research
benefited from my involvement in a Participatory Rapid Appraisal
project initiated by the Jamaica Social Investment Fund (JSIF) and
to which I referred earlier.

My involvement in the
JSIF project culminated in the formation of a local group, the
Grassroots Youth Organisation, to tackle some of the social
problems that they had identified. However, the development of this
group has been severely challenged by the need for investment in
long-term organisation building, as much as by the violence in the
area. For example, a social trip, organised to engender community
goodwill, had to be cancelled on Boxing Day 1999 because the
brother of a member of the group was murdered. And, despite the
determined attempts to pursue the painstaking process of community
development, the efforts of the group are challenged by everyday
insecurity issues.

It is impossible to have
engaged as intimately as I did with quite a number of people in the
community and not been profoundly impacted by the experience. As
the photograph (Fig. In.4) shows, it is not even desirable to be
aloof in a situation where the quality of the data generated is
greatly enhanced by virtue of the closeness of the relationships
which I formed.

I conducted several
in-depth interviews with Mauricia Malcolm, popularly known as Molly
Marshall, whose voice became a recurring point of reference in my
thesis and a device that I used to create linkages between the
issues that I explored. I also became involved in
consciousness-raising efforts as part of my commitment to producing
research that leaves the cultural environment positively affected
by its encounter with academia. Molly and others were candid about
the fact that while they might not have received direct threats,
people in communities like Southside generally live on the edge of
danger, twenty-four seven. They also bear the scars of the stigma
assigned to people subsisting in the inner-city space and the
exclusions that go along with residing in that social space.
Chronic lack of trust and the absence of empowering social
relations in the community, as well as the poor physical
infrastructure, all serve to erode psychosocial well-being. The
obvious question is whether the political will even exists to
tackle the taproot causes of the poverty and the rising incidence
of violence, which is now endemic to the inner-city areas.

While working on the
research, I lived with the Shepherd family at 51 Higholborn Street,
although I also had an uptown home base in Jacks Hill. Becoming
part of this tremendous extended family has been one of the most
enriching experiences of my life. We still relate to each other as
family in that special way that does not confine the notion of
family to blood. Blood becomes a metaphor for love, support and
friendship, and an indicator of an institutional support system
that is responsible for the retention of social sanity in spite of
the prevailing blood-for-blood nightmare. The closeness of my
relationship with my family, which has meandered into the present,
also demonstrates the benefits of adopting a participatory approach
to conducting research.
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Figure In.4: Here, members
of the project team, comprised of consultants, institutional
representatives from the Social Development Commission (a JSIF
partner) and community trainees, are involved in a community
mapping exercise in the HEART Trust’s building at the corner of
Maiden Lane and Barry Street.






The Shepherd family also
explodes stereotypes about the dysfunctionality of those living in
the ghetto. I cannot claim to have gone native in the true sense of
the term, but I can certainly testify that the rich depths of the
human condition that we were able to explore, threw up tremendous
gems of beauty, passion, self-confidence, brilliance7 and all the other
desirable attributes for citizens living in an underdeveloped
society. The collective creative genius of each and every one – my
mother,8 siblings, nieces,
nephews – is also a statement of strategic parenting mixed with
talent that produces the will to survive creatively despite the
dehumanising living conditions of the social
environment.9
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Figure In.5: Here I share
one of many memorable moments with Molly (left) and a friend
(right) in her ‘South Pole’ bar on Tower Street.






Moving between my two
living spaces was symbolic of the binary opposition embedded in the
coexistence of the two vastly different ways of life between
‘uptown’ and ‘downtown’ Kingston. Another paradox was that as an
outsider, I was able to cross boundaries that some residents saw as
forbidden, due to deadly demarcations of turf. Significantly,
several persons said that my Rastafari self-identification was the
main reason that they were confident to be open with me about their
‘inside’ experiences and feelings. Additionally, as a woman, albeit
a Rasta woman, I was also able to probe into intimate personal
details that no man could have.

This almost automatic
conferral of status is directly linked to the leadership and
peacemaking roles played by people in the community who live a
Rastafari Livity or Way of Life. I have, therefore, paid
very close attention to ethical standards of representation in this
recounting, bigging up the status of people by naming them, where
it is safe to do so, and avoiding such naming where the security of
the speaker would be compromised. The diverse multimedia and
culturally informed research methods used were contoured to raise
the consciousness and self-esteem of the participants, while
enabling me to gain access to a wealth of data, which I returned to
the said participants in various forms of cultural
communications. Defined by Paulo Freire as cultural action
achieved through praxis, this approach is designed to contribute to
the process of social change (Freire, 1979, 180). Nevertheless, I
was able to immerse myself in the experience while still
maintaining critical analytical distance. Even so, I also
acknowledge that this form of knowledge (re)production is liable to
reinforce power differences between the (activist) researcher and
the subjects with whom she engages. Be that as it may, in the final
analysis, I trust that people in Southside will agree that I
represented them well.

Imani Tafari-Ama

August 2008
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Chapter 1


Caught in a Trap

Jankro say im nyam ded meat
fe pain a toomuck,

but dawg nyam i fe
craben.

 


John Crow says he eats dead
meat

because of pain in the
stomach,

but Dog eats dead meat
because he is gluttonous.

 


Some people do unpleasant
things out of sheer

necessity, while others will
do the same things

without good
reason.10







Fact or Fiction

It is said that ‘fact is
stranger than fiction’ and this is certainly true for the story we
are about to tell. It is a disturbingly ironic story about how
blood, bullets and bodies below the poverty line in a tourist
paradise have turned a vacation heaven into a living hell. It is a
compelling story about how inner-city Black bodies, especially
Black female bodies, have become prized possessions and highly
valuable commodities, to be bargained with as a means of survival
(sex for sale), or to be seized by force as a sign of conquest (sex
on demand). It is a thought-provoking story about the integrated
set of sociopolitical and socioeconomic historical circumstances
that has made crime and violence – bullets, blood and dead bodies –
the number one problem in late twentieth-and early
twenty-first-century Jamaica. It is a story that needs to be told.
It is a riveting story of sex, violence, political intrigue, mass
mental (psychosocial) manipulation and generations of survival, by
any means necessary. It sounds like a blockbuster movie, and one
day it will be, but the worst thing about this strange story is, it
is all true. It is indeed fact, not fiction. And, at the time of
writing, it is all still taking place at an escalating pace on the
streets of Kingston.

The high propensity for
violent, ballistic behaviour by young Jamaican members of the
so-called ‘Jamaican Posse’ and ‘Yardie’ criminal
gangs is now well known in places like the United States, Canada
and England. However, the real reasons and root causes for the
violent actions of such Jamaican gangsters living overseas are not
as well known in those countries. Back in the Caribbean homeland of
the ‘Yardies’, the problem of extreme violence is now so
endemic to the society that modern Jamaica has experienced and
accepted a normalisation of pathological behaviour by its younger
inner-city residents as an unavoidable occurrence. Thus, blood,
bullets and bodies have become a fact of life. The abnormal
pathology behind the widespread violence can be heard in the
language of the streets, as might be expected, but, surprisingly, a
pathological psychology can also be detected in the language used
by, supposedly, civil society, if one listens with informed ears.
That same violent pathology can also be seen in the body
language of Black ghetto residents as much as in the body
language of even ‘Brown’ suburban residents. All this is enacted
against the backdrop of a corresponding unspoken (and literally
‘foreign’) body language, which is enunciated silently by skimpily
clad, visiting, White tourists lazily sunning themselves on
picture-perfect, north-coast beaches, not that many miles away.

Just as it is true that
fact is, indeed, stranger than fiction, it is also true that
perspective is everything and that socialisation and choices define
our identities – who we say we are – and influence how we construct
meaning. As we will soon see, perspective and socialisation shape
the choices we make and how each and every one of us acts in a
social setting. Such perspectives, socialisation and definitions of
choice are highly influenced and shaped by the everyday (body)
language and words we use, whether spoken or unspoken.
Unfortunately, words don’t always mean what we want them to mean,
or what we think they mean. Or, conversely, words can mean exactly
what we want them to mean (beyond mere semantics) at any particular
time.

This, then, is the
dilemma we face: separating fact from fiction and finding real and
enduring meaning, as we narrate this strange story and try to
dissect and analyse the prevailing sociopolitical psychology and
body language of the violent pathology exhibited on the
inner-city streets of Kingston. This is the dilemma we face:
separating fact from fiction in order to find real and enduring
solutions that will reduce the distressing flood of blood, bullets
and bodies. We hope that by highlighting some of the facts and
exposing much of the fiction, this book will be a catalyst in
motivating the political will necessary to find and
implement such enduring real-time solutions.


 Selling Sex

Sex sells. Everyone
knows that. People – men and women – think about sex repeatedly and
regularly many times a day. That is why sexual innuendos and
sexualised body images are used to sell everything: movies, cars,
sneakers, cigarettes, boats, records, sports, cosmetics, beer,
clothes and even vacations in the Caribbean. Sex is used,
universally, by the advertising media to shape and influence the
fashion, appetite, lifestyle and minds of millions. Obviously,
then, sex and the gendered bodies that are inscribed with sexual
identities, and which perform programmed sexual roles, are all
central elements in the lives of everybody, everywhere, every day –
no matter the race, nationality or religion.

Sex and the human body
form a nerve tonic that interconnects with all other facets of
human life in many ways. Therefore, sex, what is said about sex,
and the embodied meanings ascribed to sexualised words are
appropriate tools with which to analyse societal problems in
Jamaica, precisely because sex and embodied sexualised issues
interconnect with so many other areas of human life. Hence, given
that this book’s subtitle is Sexual Politics Below Jamaica’s
Poverty Line, we will be discussing sex and the body, sex and
politics, sex and violence, sex and economics, sex and race, sex
and history, sex and tourism, sex and words, sex and literature,
sex and Jamaica etc., during the course of the upcoming
chapters.

Please rest assured that
I am not trying to be salacious; nor am I providing mere literary
titillation with all this talk of sex, sex, sex. Rather, an
intimate and detailed examination of this multifaceted and
intriguing subject is necessary for an accurate theoretical
deconstruction of the many, nuanced, binary oppositions that work
in tandem and against each other in the lives of most ordinary
Jamaicans who live in inner-city communities. Sometimes the
language used in coming chapters will be as raw as the bloody,
bullet-riddled bodies and as profane as the X-rated female bodies
that are also under discussion; all that goes with the territory
and with this strange story.

Thus, to recap, sex
sells, and in Jamaica sex sells very well. Unabashed sexual
expression is the near norm on Jamaica’s north coast, which is
considered to be a tourist haven from lush Port Antonio in the
east, through the cruise ship port of Ocho Rios and tourist
capital, Montego Bay, all the way to Negril’s world-famous beach
resorts in the west. By and large, the Jamaican government and
local churches turn a blind eye toward the hedonistic lewdness of
White visitors and ignore the wet and wild, naked exhibitionism
that abounds and is encouraged within the confines of the
north-coast resorts. Only when outrageous pictures appear in the
newspapers do we hear cries of condemnation. Otherwise, it is
business as usual, and one of the most lucrative businesses in the
north-coast tourist circuit is selling and buying sex: selling the
charms of Black bodies to White buyers for their sexual
satisfaction.

In this contrived
scenario, the identity markers of race, gender, complexion, age and
nationality all matter and all mean something tangible to both the
buyers and sellers of sex. But, it is very important to remember
that sex and sexuality for and with White tourists vacationing in
north-coast hotels is a world apart from sex and sexuality for and
with Black people residing in the inner-city areas of Kingston. The
body language and social meanings of the interactions are basically
all the same in both worlds, but the rules and results are very
different. Sex in the tourist world involves escapism of one form
or another for everyone. But, in a perverse inversion, sex in the
inner-city world only ensures temporary survival in the vicious
ghetto trap from which few of the buyers or sellers escape. The
politics and economics of sex and violence in this inner-city
ghetto environment, far removed from the tourist resorts, is where
the primary focus of this book lies.


 The Ghetto Trap

The community called
Southside is a typical example of the politicised inner-city or
garrison community phenomenon in Jamaica. Blood Bullets and
Bodies focuses on the his-/her-story of the lives of the subjects
of Southside, their inner-city streets and their ongoing efforts to
improve their desperate situation against the background of the
contradictory political economy of embodiment. In a very real
sense, the disadvantaged residents of inner-city enclaves of
Kingston are caught in an economic/social trap, not of their own
making. This ghetto trap of poverty, violence and crime is every
bit as vicious a cycle of disenfranchisement and immobility as a
bear trap, and is as inescapable for most of those born into these
dire social conditions. To get to the root of precisely how this
ghetto trap evolved over the past few decades, we first have to
talk to the old-timers in the community, like Ras Carlie.

The real changes came in the
late sixties; after those business people started moving out, the
politics set in. This displaced a large number of people because of
the fear of political violence that escalated by 1967 when one man
was shot and killed inside a dancehall called Goldfinger Lawn at 34
Fleet Street. A Chinese family that owned that property used to
live in that area until they moved out. As far as I know, it
started there. That was the first time that I can recall seeing gun
violence in politics. It lulled for a time and then it started
again in 1972. In 1969 when Macka, a member of the Maxi Gang lost
his life, it caused a split between youths in the area. Politicians
came in and labelled one set as Spanglers and one set as Skull. As
far as I could understand it, it was people who lived beyond Gold
Street at that time, going west, who were the Spanglers while the
people on the eastern side of Gold Street were the Skull. From that
time until this time, the battle has not ended.

In my view, most of the
youths that were involved in the conflicts at that time had nothing
to do with politics. It would have faded out if politics had
allowed it to and made the youths solve their problems. The youths
were youths that grew together. The press presented Spanglers as
PNP and Skull as Labourite but as I said before, most youths were
not dealing with anything political. It was a press hype to print
things and say they were so when they weren’t so. In a way, the
election in ’76 was not as hostile as in the earlier seventies.
This was because of the state of emergency and things like that. I
can only recall two detainees from here; the two are deceased now.
You had Foreign Pants and Rock-I who was more recently killed.
People did not fear them because, normally, what they did was not
something that involved all of the people, just a number of youths
who had conflicts among themselves.

You had the Peace Truce in
1978 and that continued through the rest of the seventies until
1980. Then in 1980, during a political campaign by one of the
parties, it started again. You had some shooting and some people
got injured. That died down, then you had the Gold Street
massacre.

Things got out of hand
from there on then. From such time to this time, things have not
changed. Or, I should say, it has changed from better to worse
because everything from sixties, seventies and even the early part
of the eighties was better than now. The nineties are way out of
control; you have a divided community right now. One time you could
go to any corner, any hours. You could go anywhere freely without
fear. Now it is divided up into different gangs who are fighting
themselves for reasons unknown. It is only the Almighty that can
settle this. I think this is beyond man’s control because of how
people are thinking now. Most of the youths nowadays, it’s like
they have been turned into killers. It is hardly likely that they
can be reformed. It seems as if better days might come but I know
that better ones have passed. The kind of joy and happiness that
used to exist in the community no longer exists. Before, it was a
twenty-four seven community. Now, I think that we have been reduced
to six hours; everyone is living in fear11
because no one is sure of what is going to happen next. Who
might be the next victim.

~Ras Carlie, Laws Street

If we look at Jamaica’s
evolution as a nation, we will see that the formation of the
political parties and their style of personality-driven leadership
mimicked the power games of the colonial experience. Since Jamaica
attained its political independence in 1962, those who control the
state machinery have used force as an organising principle – a
tactic fundamental to the British modus operandi of divide
and rule. The two main parties in Jamaica today, the People’s
National Party (PNP) and the Jamaica Labour Party (JLP) have been
the main contenders for the 60 parliamentary seats, leaving
political novices, not versed in the art of partisan politics, to
struggle to make back their deposits.

The watershed event that
signalled the use of violence in politics came in 1966 when Tivoli
Gardens was constructed by the JLP on the ruins of the bulldozed
and burnt-out homes of the previous residents of the infamous
Kingston ghetto known as ‘Back-o-Wall’ or ‘Dungle’. This bulldozing
operation was organised by then Minister of Housing, Edward Seaga,
currently the retired Leader of the Opposition JLP. Tivoli Gardens,
with its trademark high-rise buildings, was the very first, and
still is the best run, and most successful example of a garrison
community. In the three decades that followed the Foreshore
razing, Jamaican politicians from both sides of the divide
constructed many other garrisons. Residents are allowed to
live unmolested in these politicised areas based on party
affiliation while, in a clientilist exchange, party loyalists are
rewarded with scarce benefits like housing, labour contracts and
phallic prizes of deadly gun weaponry, the modern archetype of
masculinity.

In this context and
environment, Kingston, and hence Southside, is all too often the
scene of violent deaths. Anthony Woodburn notes that this trend has
been growing from the sixties and has now reached crisis
proportions:

The two-year period
2000–2001 shows an uncanny appetite for murders totalling 2,026,
exceeding the total murders for the period 1960-1974, a total of
1,767 murders. The total murders and shootings reported between
1960 and 2001 are 18,058 and 36,430 respectively.
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Figure 1.1: Map of some of
the inner-city communities of Kingston & St. Andrew.






Enlightened sociologists
now accept that to a large extent, poverty and crime go hand in
hand. Thus, the song by the group Still Cool, ‘To Be Poor Is A
Crime’ (re-sung by Freddie McGregor), is an important truism. The
map in Figure 1.1 shows the inner-city communities of Kingston and
St. Andrew that are adversely affected by the triple scourges of
poverty, crime and violence. Southside is located between Rae Town
and Matthews Lane in the south-eastern (bottom-right) section.

By instigating the
partisan violence, politicians, in effect, primed the ghetto trap
and provoked a vicious cycle of reprisals, the original cause of
which many in today’s Southside cannot even remember. Gang feuds
have been reinforced by feelings of ‘blood for blood’ revenge
arising out of the human losses that families have suffered during
the years of conflict. The syndrome of ‘fire for fire’ revenge is
also fraught with gender power dynamics, since those who perceive
that they have been injured, in turn, lash out on those whom they
recognise to be weaker, due to lack of symbolically phallic gun
weaponry and the authority this emblem connotes. In addition, the
legal system is so corrupt that many injured parties do not see it
as a viable avenue through which to achieve justice, and as a
popular international slogan points out: ‘No justice – no peace!’
Thus, gunfire, gushing blood and bullet-riddled bodies abound.

Ballistic Affair

Throw whey yuh gun

Throw whey yuh knife

Let us all unite

Everyone is living in
fear

Just through this ballistic
affair

 


~Leroy Smart (‘Ballistic
Affair’)






The need for revenge was
thought to be diminishing as more and more people migrated from the
inner-city areas to North America in search of a better way of
life. Of course, some local gangsters established business
connections with their overseas counterparts called Posses
in the USA (Gunst, 1995: 140) and Yardies in England and
Canada. Many of these international business affiliations
mushroomed on the ashes of partisan Jamaican politics. Some of the
political activists/gunmen fled Jamaica to escape the long reach of
the law, repatriating material support, including high-powered
guns, which are easily obtainable in the USA. These ballistic
weapons found their way into the eager hands of men in inner-city
communities like Southside, stoking the fires of already red-hot
cycles of violence and revenge. Thus, the ‘blood for blood’ and
‘fire for fire’ mentality has now become a socially entrenched
pattern of behaviour.

Nowadays, the recurring
and spiralling violence has surged beyond the boundaries of
politics. Clive, a community activist, poetically agonised over the
deteriorating conditions in his area, characterised by the
proliferation of the gangs and crews that control corners in his
community.

The Other Side of
the Coin

The other side of the coin
is when

People flipped it up and
forgot

that the smooth side was all
about

Love and unity

People then started to live
on the edge

and that was all about
drugs, dons,

Guns, fast living, and
corners

McWhinney Street and Stephen
Lane

Raiders, Charlotte
Street

to Tower Street South Camp
Road and Gully Massive

Old Man Corner, Fleet Street
or Renkers

Tiger Fort, Buck Town, Site,
First Street, which takes in

Love in the House, Stallag
17, Super Dollar and Super Stud

Coolers, Okro Slime, Pow and
Young Pow

Max and Breadfruit Tree

That’s it till you reach to
Tel Aviv and Spoilers

That’s how the power
struggle comes about

About who to run where and
what

Who has the most guns who is
the baddest ma

Any one man can control
anywhere in this community

because the man who owns his
own gun

is not about to take any
talk from another man

about what he should or
should not do

because he becomes his own
don

and that leads to death and
destruction

yet all this derives from
politicians

and the distribution of
guns

till the so called dons got
the opportunity

of leaving and of
sending

guns with the aim of arming
the corners

the whole government is at a
loss

as to how to solve what they
call

the problems of the
ghetto

where you find man and
man

living on the edge

at four and five

not knowing the language to
strive

to resolve the conflicts

at two and three

how can it be

that we cannot remember

how to create unity in the
community

 


~Clive, 33, Higholborn
Street
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Figure 1.2: Spray-painted
slogan of the Jamaica Labour Party, JLP.






When the political
battle lines were drawn, Southside was on the side of the
JLP,12 an identity which was
established when party opponents were forcibly removed or ‘roped
out’ of this community in the run-up to the 1980 general election.
This pattern of disembowelling communities in the name of partisan
pursuits has resulted in the separation of family members and the
splintering of community relations, which are the main causes of
the present syndrome of citizen insecurity. The graffiti that is
splattered across the walls of the community proclaim this partisan
allegiance in symbolically enlightening statements.

Although the JLP has
been the more influential party in Southside, they ‘never really
did anything much for the people of Southside’, as then Leader of
the Opposition Edward Seaga confessed to me in a telephone
interview. The photograph in Figure 1.3 depicts Southside’s
cultural heroes. At left is the local government councillor at the
time of my research, Taffawa Nesbeth, who was subsequently
defeated. He was the first independent candidate to get the
unanimous support of the traditionally JLP community. His father,
Rock-I, and two brothers were murdered early in 1999, sparking a
series of reprisal killings. Taffawa was himself imprisoned in the
aftermath of these incidents, on suspicion of being implicated in
an incident of revenge killings on a proverbially Bloody Sunday
when the murderers used his car in the drive-by shooting of youths
playing football in the streets.

Next to Nesbeth is a
drawing of Edward Seaga, superimposed on the Jamaican flag. A
former Prime Minister, Minister of Finance and Leader of the
Opposition, Seaga was leader of the Jamaica Labour Party for just
over two decades and is widely regarded as a formidable political
leader. Despite the support that many hard-core JLP activists in
Southside give to the JLP, the low level of the party’s actual
involvement in their particular community belies this
confidence.
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Figure 1.3: Cultural icons
in Southside. L-R: Former Local Councillor, Taffawa Nesbeth; Leader
of the Opposition, Edward Seaga; Drop-Pan gambling score; JLP
Caretaker, Olivia ‘Babsy’ Grange; Hon. Robert ‘Bob’ Marley; and
Reggae star Shabba Ranks.






To the right of Seaga’s
picture, at the corner of the wall, are the scores for ‘drop pan’,
a Chinese gambling practice, which has been absorbed into poor
urban communities by Africans. Knowledge of the practice, which is
managed by local ‘bankers’, has been passed down over the years to
those who are interested in reading rakes or the signs
incorporated into everyday living, as ways of making their fortune
(see Chevannes, 1989).

Next in the frame is
Olivia ‘Babsy’ Grange,13 who was the local JLP
caretaker for many years. Grange is also outstanding as one of the
longest-running women in politics and has been a successful
producer of Reggae music; Shabba Ranks and Carlene Davis were some
of her artistes. Bob Marley, whose songs speak to the joys and
despair of the subordinated majority class, is beside Shabba Ranks,
the popular Dancehall DJ.

Despite the dominance of
JLP loyalties in Southside, some support for the PNP persists,
resulting in the evolution of partisan allegiances that cut across
family and geographical lines. Therefore, the bizarre reality is
that clashes have occurred on contiguous corners between party
supporters, with members of the same family falling on opposite
sides of the battle lines.

Nevertheless, family
also provides a cultural buffer in the midst of all the instability
created by the partisan tactics of divide and rule. Ironically,
however, family loyalties are often the root cause of the cycle of
revenge killings. The pain suffered by relatives who lose loved
ones to gun violence fuels the reprisals, invariably enacted by
male family members. In addition, a man who perceives that he or a
member of his inner circle has been dissed in any way often feels
obliged to retaliate with violence in order to save the perceived
family honour. This revenge motive feeds the cycle of ballistic
warfare.
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Figure 1.4: ‘Poor Fed Up’:
Disgust with the political machinery and particularly the JLP
representation is evident in this statement superimposed on the
image of then JLP representative for the area, Babsy Grange.






Despite the
doom-and-gloom currency in the speech of many residents, there have
been instances when representatives of the power structures have
attempted to implement social welfare programmes. In the 1970s,
when then Prime Minister Michael Manley was the Member of
Parliament for the Central Kingston area, Southside was used as a
test case for the PNP’s attempt to improve the lives of women and
children by providing support for households as a whole. Alicia
Taylor, who played a vital part in that experiment, recalled that
this project was fraught with political contradictions from start
to finish.

We were looking at the child
and the care of children. So we trained women who were working in
the impact programme to be child minders. I worked on the issue of
basic school education and I worked with the Bernard van Leer
Foundation, headquartered in Holland, which provided the funds for
the upgrading of women who worked as teachers and auxiliaries in
basic schools. We assisted in the primary schools whenever we could
and for the secondary schools, we had an after-school programme to
prepare them for final high school exams. That was the forerunner
to the current YESS14 programme run by
KRC.15

We worked with the churches,
particularly seeking assistance to care for the elderly who are the
people who were left behind in the great migrations that took place
in the ’50s. The elderly men, in particular, had not become
attached to any of their families so they were there, in need of
care in their old age so we wanted the church in particular to work
with us in this aspect of the programme.

Unfortunately, this
project was hijacked when the government changed hands in 1980.
This hiatus in political development and direction (and even
reversal in some cases), compounded the stagnation in the national
economy. The subsequent two decades are distinctive for the steady
decline in standards of living for people of all classes, but
particularly for inner-city residents like those in Southside.
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Figure 1.5: Map locating
Jamaica in the northern Caribbean, close to Central America and
juxtaposed between the continents of North and South America.






Meanwhile, those few men
behind the cold barrels of the state-of-the-art guns highlight the
fact that citizen security is one of the most pressing development
problems in these enclaves, in particular, and in the country as a
whole.

The ballistic weapons of
the political dons and the rude boys (i.e. gangsters not
necessarily affiliated to the parties) proclaim the downside of
Jamaica’s strategic location in the middle of the Caribbean Basin
in the proverbial backyard of North America. South Florida’s
proximity to Jamaica makes metro-Miami the foremost ‘American
gateway to the Caribbean’ for illegal arms shipments. The island’s
proximity to South America allows the Colombian dons not only to
transship contraband and weapons through Jamaica but to,
increasingly, control the retail drug trade on the streets of
Jamaica. Besides guns and ammunition coming in from both North and
South America, ballistic weapons and paraphernalia are now also
coming from – of all places – Haiti, which was flooded with guns as
a precursor to the US-coordinated ousting of democratically
elected, former Haitian President Jean-Bertrand Aristide in
February 2004.
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Figure 1.6: Violent,
hegemonic masculinity and sexuality.






In more ways than one,
then, the discourse of violence in inner-city garrison
communities, like Southside, is now out of the control of the
local security forces, which are themselves also regarded as a
clear and present danger because of their internationally
recognised and chastised penchant for illegal ‘law enforcement’,
corruption and outright criminality.

Adding salt to these
wounds, American cable channels are now available to the most
deprived households and, as a result, inner-city residents have
received deep doses of cultural penetration by foreign values and
lifestyles. Pre-programmed values are reinforced through
representation – for example, of violent men as heroes.16 Ironically, the phallic
threads that run through people’s lived experiences and which are
institutionalised in the fabric of society, serve to portray
ballistically violent manhood as sexy. This contradiction is
graphically depicted in the following mural (Figure 1.6), which
adorns a wall on Fleet Street in the Southside community.

The Renkers Crew,
is the name of a ruthless gang that extended its influence to the
infamous yardie posses in the USA. This celebration of ‘real
manhood’ as violent is shown by the alignment of thug identity with
the street, sweet-boy expression, ‘gal dem man’. Translated from
Jamaican Patwah into English, this means ‘the girls’ man’. The
relevant syllogism is that a real man performs violence, women want
real men, and therefore women want men who perform violence. On the
right of the picture, the influence of North American culture is
unmistakable in the ‘name-brand’ sportswear and the National
Basketball Association (NBA) artefacts.


 Rude Boys

Out of this murderous
milieu emerged Jamaica’s now infamous rude boys who, like sheep to
the slaughter, would become grist for the murder mill and bait for
the ghetto trap. As a cultural icon, the hot-stepping rude
boy was constructed in the popular culture discourses of
the late 1960s. Back in the day, this identity idiom was
transmitted via the music and translated into a designation of a
real man as a bad man, who was as fearless as he was feared. Ska,
an up-tempo beat that had predominated in the early 1960s, was
replaced in the summer of 1966 by the slower and more sensuous
sounds of rocksteady. The lyrics accompanying the slinky rocksteady
rhythms were symbolic of the popularity of the rude boy, whose
inclination to violence using imported German ratchet knives as an
idiom of real manhood, was the harbinger of the political
intonations that were to be added to this musical innovation.

[I]n 1966, two new words
entered the vocabulary of Jamaican pop music to go with the new
rhythm. The words were ‘rude boy’ and they referred to youths who
hung out on the slum street corners. They were mostly unemployed
and had taken to carrying German ratchet knives and hand guns. They
could be anything from 14 to 25 years old and came from all over
West Kingston. And above all, the rude boys were angry. Conditions
in West Kingston had hardly improved with the passing years. Rather
than buckle to a life spent doing menial work or no work at all,
the rude boys took to the streets and to crime.

(Hebidge, 1987: 72, emphasis
in original)

The rude boys were also
fastidious in their dressing and their general entertainment
habits. In fact, as Hebidge notes, the rude boy phenomenon can be
traced back to as early as 1962, when ‘Roland Alphonso released an
early Ska record…which dealt with the Rude Boys. However, it
wasn’t until 1966, when the Wailers produced the track ‘Rude Boy’
for Clement Dodd, that the cult [sic] really took off inside
Jamaican pop music’ (Hebidge, 1987: 73). Other releases from an
outstanding array of artistes, who exemplified the notoriety of the
rude boy phenomenon, included The Wailers’ ‘Rule Them Rudie’ [and
‘Steppin’ Razor’], Derrick Morgan’s ‘Tougher Than Tough’ and Prince
Buster’s ‘Too Bad’. The latter song boasted, ‘Rude Boys never give
up their guns, no one can tell them what to do’ (Hebidge, 1987:
73), an assertion that foretold the defiant fearlessness of the
present-day version of the rude boy personae, the shotters,
who have come to dominate the posse and yardie gangs of
today.

The popularity of the
rude boys extended to the Reggae era, which started in 1968. The
paraphernalia of the idiom – the dark (Mafia) glasses, the
bopping walk, the dapper dress styles and the
characteristically phallic symbols of ratchet knife,
motorbike and guns, have also persisted as part of the identity
gears of the rude boys – or raggamuffins as they were known in the
1980s. Nowadays, the more affluent posse-affiliated rude boys sport
tinted Toyota ‘deportee’ or other imported vehicles and the
ubiquitous cell phone, are necessary technological tools of their
trade. This phallic array suggests that meanings of violence
and sexuality are intertwined in prevailing notions about how to
enact a space-specific definition of real manhood.

The politicians, in
typical opportunistic mode, courted some of the rude boys to act as
their clients in the urban grassroots. But not all of the men who
became party thugs were rude boys, and not all rude boys were
seduced by the scarce-benefits-and-spoils practices of persuasion.
Nevertheless, the insertion of the rude boys17 into the partisan
political project of inner-city turf contestation had pronounced
implications for the social security of the country as a whole. The
rise to power at the subaltern level of the politicised rude boys
was reflected in the late 1960s in the proliferation of warring
gangs. Terry Lacey’s summation of the main gangs that operated in
the west Kingston area in 1966–7, is still relevant although the
sociopolitical order of things has changed dramatically and the
number of names has burgeoned way beyond this estimate.

Trench Town, Denham Town,
Back O’ Wall, Moonlight City – these names of parts of western
Kingston conveyed images of youth gangs, political gangs,
Rastafarians, of Prince Henry’s gang, the Max gang, the Blue Mafia,
the Dunkirk gang, the Phoenix gang, the Vikings, or the Roughest
and the Toughest. These gangs symbolised the latent power of the
lumpen proletariat. In the period 1966-7 many were armed to provide
the ‘soldiers’ for a battle between the PNP and JLP in Western
Kingston. After this short introduction to politics within the
system, some of the gangs reverted to ordinary criminal activities,
others turned to more revolutionary politics and used their
newly-acquired guns to terrorise the rest of society.

(Lacey, 1977: 32)

The type of
consciousness required for the revolution suggested here, is
certainly not reflected in the present spraying of blood, bullets
and bodies all over the urban landscape. And while a number of
killings can be traced back to gang conflicts and politics, there
is still an element of itinerant violence connected to the drug
trade and dominated by ongoing revenge dynamics that make people
throw up their hands and say ‘it can’t done!’ In other words, those
trapped below the poverty line often feel there is virtually no
escape from the death trap in which they are caught – like flies in
a web or fish in a net.

Here, we should be
careful not to ‘lumpen-proletariatise’ the youth, as this would
avoid the necessary interrogation of a political system whose
experiment is long out of control. Ever since the introduction of
the discourse of violence into political divide-and-rule
practices in the late 1960s, the staging of general elections have
been marked by a dramatic escalation of political violence in
Jamaica’s inner-city communities. Adding gun violence to the
political process was like pouring muddy water into the quicksand
of the ghetto trap, resulting in an absolute social quagmire. Ever
since, guns have done the talking for the violence-prone political
partisans of both sides.


 The Peace Treaty

The most intensely
contested Jamaican elections were held in 1967, 1972, 1976 and
1980. Mirroring the apparent heroics of the movie stars, local
gangsters like Claudie Massop (JLP) and Bucky Marshall (PNP),
emerged as the stars of the inner-city dramaturgy, which was all
the more tragic because this bizarre production of ‘real manhood’
was no fiction but harsh reality. The blood, bullets and bodies
were all real. The various roles that the politicians and security
forces have played in this war effort identify them as co-villains,
whose autographs have been written in and with the very blood of
the pawns in their political power game of bourgeois democracy.

The level of political
violence in the run-up to the 1976 elections got so high that the
Prime Minister declared a State of Emergency. A Gun Court was set
up in the centre of Kingston and a law was passed whereby anybody
found carrying a gun could be immediately arrested and detained for
an indefinite period…The situation only began to improve when
Claudie Massop and Buckie Marshall, the Rude Boy gunmen for the two
political parties in Kingston’s slums, signed a truce and decided
to work together to improve local conditions…This move was started
by the Rastafarians. The shift from violent to peaceful solutions
to Jamaica’s problems was reflected in the next phase of the
island’s pop history – Reggae. 18

(Hebidge, 1987: 74)

During the late 1970s,
hard-core political activist Claudie Massop controlled Tivoli
Gardens, the JLP-identified area of western Kingston, while the
equally tough Bucky Marshall dominated the PNP stronghold of
Kingston Pen.

The battle had been bloody.
Bucky’s PNP boys had powered in hard and wiped out a lot of
Massop’s JLP boys, and not just no-hopers, they got a few ranking
party members as well – and Massop’s boys had come back with a
vengeance late in the day and massacred entire households of PNP
supporters, until it seemed like there was no stopping the epidemic
of political violence and nobody even tried very hard.

(Thomas and Boot, 1982:
85)

However, in the midst of
the chaos, the socially stabilising influence of Rastafari by their
production of myriad discourses of cultural resistance
became unmistakable. First and foremost, Rastafari reclaimed race
as a site of struggle and resistance and thereby provided a direct
foil to those men who chose to express their identities in the
idiom of violence. In the face of the vicious tribal warfare all
over inner-city areas, the role of the Rastafari has always been to
keep the flood of blood down by encouraging rival gangs to make
peace instead of taking ‘blood for blood’ and fighting ‘fire with
fire’. In the late 1970s, the Rastafari refrain of ‘Peace and Love’
politics found great resonance with the urban gangsters who, after
all, grew up among members of that homegrown, Afrocentric
Livity.19 Touched by
the very same Black-consciousness energy that flowed through the
USA in the 1970s, grassroots man and man20 realised that Black man
killing Black man in Jamaica must stop. Rastafari provided the
spiritual grounding21 that is eschewed in the
political realm, but which was so crucially needed to put the
internecine conflicts on pause.

Thus, in the late 1970s,
leading and influential inner-city Rastafarians persuaded the
political gunmen from both sides to share ganja ‘peace pipes’ with
each other, and while the marijuana-filled, water-filtered chalices
were passed from hand to hand, the Rasta-led reasoning about the
bread-and-butter and life-and-death issues at stake took place.
After evaluating the ways in which they had, senselessly, been
fighting against each other, the top-ranking, political gunmen
decided to call a halt to hostilities in order to stem the flood of
blood and cool down the fire in the inner city. Much to the
astonishment of the politicians, as well as the conflicted enclaves
and the society at large, the warlords decided to heed the
Rastafari call to ‘cease fire’,22 and came together in a
determined effort to end the bloodbath which had been unleashed on
the inner-city communities. In the immediate aftermath of the
signing of the Peace Treaty, the street fighters wanted Bob
Marley to headline a special concert to mark the occasion. Marley
had himself been shot and injured in a politically motivated
‘Ambush in the Night’, as he dubbed one of his many hit songs, just
prior to the ‘Smile Jamaica’ concert, which heralded the 1976
general election.
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Figure 1.7: Rastafari,
gangsters and politicians: then Prime Minister Michael Manley (L)
and Opposition Leader Edward Seaga (R) are ‘united’ in a symbolic
gesture mediated by Rastafari Reggae maestro Bob Marley at the
historic Peace Concert. (courtesy Bob Marley
Foundation).






In order to avoid
further political entanglement, Marley subsequently left the island
and resided in England for a few years. However, this did not deter
him from returning to perform at the politically unprecedented
Peace Concert, when personally invited to do so by Claudie
Massop. Officially entitled, ‘The One Love Concert’, the Peace
Concert as it was popularly known, was held at the National
Stadium, in Kingston. It was no coincidence that the mammoth event
was staged on April 21, 1978, the twelfth anniversary, to the day,
of Ethiopian Emperor Haile Selassie I’s arrival on his 1966 State
Visit to Jamaica. The open-air stadium was the site of the civic
welcome ceremony put on for the visiting Ethiopian Regent by the
government and people in the Jamaican capital. Holding the 1978
show on the anniversary of that significant date and at the same
venue was symbolic of the overriding Rastafarian influence on the
organising of the Peace Concert.

Appropriately,
therefore, the historic Peace Concert featured a long who’s
who list of prominent Reggae/Rasta artists and brought together
opposing political leaders Michael Manley and Edward Seaga, as well
as the gang leaders themselves, who had agreed to relinquish the
warfare. So it was Peter Tosh, the Rasta man, who stopped the music
and verbalised the sentiments and the social agenda of the poor in
an explicitly candid tirade during his set. And, under a full moon
with a natural mystic (Herb) blowing through the air, it was Bob
Marley, the Rasta man, who was captured for posterity by all the
cameras, holding aloft, above his head, the joined hands of
Jamaica’s opposing political leaders as a symbol of unity. There
could be no doubt, thereafter, but that the Rastafari were
Jamaica’s homegrown apolitical peacemakers.

The spontaneous peace
truce encompassed key rival political communities including Tivoli
Gardens, Arnett Gardens (a.k.a. ‘Concrete Jungle’), Matthews Lane
and Payne Land. However, despite the spiritually loaded shot in the
arm of Rastafari philosophy and pragmatic politics, inner-city
peace proved easier to broker than to maintain. Those advocating
peace were swimming against the tide of blood left behind by those
cut down ‘for reasons unknown’, as a baffled Ras Carlie put it. In
the aftermath of the highly successful concert, the leaders of the
said peace effort were unceremoniously and brutally eliminated,
bringing the notoriety they had enjoyed to an abrupt end…to be
continued…only…in the memories of the elders.
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Figure 1.8: This mural
celebrating the Max Corner is located at the corner of Gold Street
and Tower Street. The painting above the caption is a tribute to
the survivors of the Green Bay Massacre, which I will address in
Chapter 6.






Despite – or maybe
because of – the boldness of the gesture of the peace pact brokered
by the gangsters themselves, the security forces, many say acting
on the direct orders of their political superiors, subsequently
eliminated these one-time street leaders. Unfortunately, in their
determination to promote peace, that generation of gang leaders
also demonstrated their redundancy to the traditional political
leadership in the island.

Claudie and Bucky had big
plans. They actually signed a Peace Treaty. Everybody held their
breath. It was crazy, but it was symptomatic…And here you had two
brassy thugs from the Jungle giving the orders…However, a few weeks
later Claudie and Bucky were dead.

(Thomas and Boot, 1982:
89)

Claudie Massop’s ambush
and brutal murder sent shock waves over Kingston’s inner-city
communities for quite a long time. His was only one among a series
of legally sanctioned high-profile eliminations, a trend which
prompted noted Reggae artiste Peter Tosh to pen the sardonic
lyrics, ‘all who signed the Peace Treaty now resting in peace in
the cemetery’. Indeed, all the leading figures in the Peace
Concert, including Tosh and Marley, were eventually killed one way
or another. Massop’s legacy is still felt in the centralised form
of leadership which has been retained in the west Kingston area,
which is strikingly different from the amorphous style of turf
leadership that characterises other communities like Southside.
Naturally, after the elimination of most of the top-ranking rude
boy peace advocates in the late 1970s, the gang feuding in the
conflicted areas intensified as demonstrated by the subsequent
over-proliferation of rival gangs in the 1980s.


 Gun Men Gone
Wild

The level of blood and
violence that has washed over the inner-city areas since 1980 has
taken a cruel toll on an entire generation. When the statistics are
collated, it is frightening to think of the proportion of men per
capita in a little island of two and a half million people who are
biting the dust in the tit-for-tat, life-for-a-life, ‘blood for
blood’ and ‘fire for fire’ ballistic free-for-all.
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Figure 1.9: Ironically, the
inscription of ‘How the South Was Won’, the wild west gun-slinging
image of the American cowboy hero, provides the foreground
inscription against the understated cry for ‘Love, Peace and
Change’. This contradiction shows that on the one hand, media
images reinforce the notion that heroes gain ascendancy through
gunplay, imagery which reifies hegemonic masculinity in the idiom
of violence. On the other hand, the inscription on the right
emphasises that this value system is a minority viewpoint: the
majority of the citizens in Southside desperately desire an end to
the warring and a change in their social space. When I returned to
the community in January 2000, six months after I took this
photograph, at the corner of Gold and Barry Streets, the mural had
been blotted out. This erasure suggests that efforts are being made
to subvert the stereotype of violent masculinity as the dominant
code of behaviour for man and man in the community.






[W]e have to recognise the
degree to which, in Jamaica, men, especially young men, are killing
each other and inflicting violent acts on each other. In 1993, 45
young men aged 13-18, 182 aged 19-25 and 157 aged 26-30 were
killed. Although the numbers get lower after this age group, they
are not insignificant. In over half of the cases, one man shot
another. Figures for 1994 are even more staggering: 197 men between
the ages of 19-25 were murdered, and 82 died aged 13-18. Male on
male violence for just one month was 579 and of course, this is an
under-reported number.

(Hanif, 1995: 4)

Although the current
figures and murder totals were not disaggregated at the time of
writing, the murder rate for 2004 was a record 1,471. An analysis
of crime statistics in The Gleaner in August 2004 predicted
this kind of gloomy outcome for a year when violence ran at many
paces faster than lawmakers and the security forces were able to
match.

Major crimes listed by the
police as of 2003 are murders, shootings, sexual offences,
felonious woundings and robberies. Felonious woundings were not
listed among major crimes up to 2002.

Since January, there have
been more than 900 murders almost as many as the 975 killed in 2003
alone. At the current rate, the number of murders may well pass the
record 1,139 in 2001 if actions are not taken to stem the
carnage.

(Jamaica-Gleaner
Online, August 29, 2004)

Although the community
enjoyed a refreshing break in the first two years of the
installation of the Central Kingston Task Team – a community
development organisation sponsored by the Grace and Staff Community
Development Foundation – Southside is back on the murder map.
Criminal forces have defied the attempts made by a broad-based
community grouping to work across differences to cut the crime
rate. Once again, an attempt is being made to reconfigure the
images of masculinity in terms of the stereotypes of violence that
represent people in the inner city as undifferentiated and
violent.

It is an ongoing debate
whether the political will exists to improve the chances of
identity recovery for the subordinated, who have no recourse but to
live with poverty and violence. As the following drawing by the
Gully Massive crew illustrates (Figure 1.10), youths are sucked
into the maelstrom through the systematic social exclusion that
leave some with no choice but to react in the codes that they
create to deal with this experience of dehumanisation.
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Figure 1.10: Drawing by
mixed-gender group of youths on Gully Massive corner, at the
intersection of South Camp Road and Tower Street.






A community discussion
about this pictorial analysis expanded on the causes of the violent
conflicts in Southside. The phrase ‘red eye’ means that jealousy –
in this case over gun ownership – is evident in the current gang
feuding. The same meaning is conveyed in the reference ‘man a mek
dem name’ (men are making names for themselves), denoting the
ego-defensive motivation of men seeking to realise a sense of
gender power through violence. The prevalence of rape emphasises
the gendered nature and impact of masculine expressions of power.
The sexual violation of women’s bodies as part of the war discourse
denotes the super-subordination of womanhood in the equations of
the inner-city discourse of violence. Poor women are thus
disadvantaged by men’s performance of hegemonic masculinity on
several levels. These women, therefore, experience oppression and
exploitation in terms of class, race/colour, gender, sexuality and
age.

Although high
unemployment was also linked to criminal activities in the group
discussion, it was still evident that men opt for violent
alternatives to survive to an extent that women do not. Some men
perceive ‘menial’ work to be unbecoming for a man, whereas
being the predominant heads of households circumscribes the options
from which women are able to choose in their strategies to survive.
In the discussion, an ironic twist accompanied the explanation
offered for peace. The participants in the discussion offered a
double entendre to the concept. They said that in spite of
attempts to defuse the hostilities among the warring factions
through numerous peace agreements, the frequency with which the
peace is broken leaves only pieces of human lives shattered by the
use of the ‘phallic piece’, or gun.

Attempting to gain
materially through the patronage only reinforces violent
masculinity, which ultimately has devastating effects on the ones
who use this means of achieving selfhood. At the same time, this
discourse strengthens the more dominant and deadly violence of the
privileged class, represented by the state and its machinery. The
subtext of this discussion, therefore, is that the subordinated
inner-city residents fit into the agenda of the hegemonic order,
while internalising the notion of acting in their own interests
(Gramsci, 1957; Lukes, 1986).

While those who have
died can, in one sense, be conceived as victims, in living
memories, some of them are actually deemed to be heroes. They are
perceived, symbolically, as giants for their enacted performances
of wickedness, or defiance, or fearlessness or other inferences of
power – the very same reasons for which they may also be derided,
even in death. Contradictorily, these traits are attractive to
aspire to because they counteract material lack, which connotes
hopelessness. However, while some of the living may be seen as
hapless victims, the majority of residents, more accurately, embody
survivor status.

The monster of violence
is not peculiar to the poor, but is the flip side of the
extraordinary privileges that the well-to-do enjoy.

[T]his ‘gun man’ community
is not separate from the selfishness, materialism and
self-centredness of the privileged…[which] would spend more on a
dog than a poor person who works in their garden. The privileged
person feels that he has no responsibility for anyone other than
himself and barricades his house under the false consciousness that
he has done nothing to warrant his victimisation. In truth the “gun
man” wants to be the privileged man, and perhaps if he did not have
the technology of the gun he would be forced to inculcate
discipline and patience.

(Hanif, 1995: 7-8)

Getting out of the
bottom of the barrel is easier said than done, as far as the ‘gun
man’ is concerned. Having grown accustomed to surviving by the fear
caused by his ‘tool’, many inner-city men do not know how to be
powerful without it. Some women, also, define themselves as
powerful by being violent. They fight matey wars, usually
over the possession of a man. So many men have died, are in
prison or abroad as a result of the cyclical conflicts, that fewer
and fewer are available to women. The rivalry between mateys is
also enacted in the Dancehall environment in practices locally
called modelling or showing off. Modelling entails
competitions among women and is expressed in material and symbolic
terms.

Again, the insidious
influence of the political economy is evident in this symbolic and
sometimes physical form of violence. For example, one gains power
by being able to outfight one’s rival, dress more expensively and
dance more creatively, especially in a sexually explicit fashion
suggestive of who, through superior sexual expertise, is more
capable of capturing the man who might be the object of
competition. Ultimately, these competitions reinforce prevailing
patriarchal norms, which place men’s desires at the centre of not
only their own interests but also preoccupy the women who are
interested in them.


 Rude Girls

I sat on the sidewalk on
Foster Lane one day reasoning with a group of women about this
phenomenon. These women actually call themselves rude girls,
an example of women buying into the dominant male discourse of
violence and mirroring male interpretations of power in defining
themselves. One of the women teased another that her
matey23 sat on
her24 when they were
fighting. The other woman defended herself by saying,

Mi bite har pon her breast!
She pull my hair and she do nuff things. I defend myself and let
her know that I am not fighting over man. She is the one who is
fighting over a man because she says that the man want her.

Another woman said that
if she had a man, and a woman took him away, she would ‘beat her
and chop her in her head’. The other two women demurred, saying
that they would defend themselves if a woman attacked them, but
that they would not take the initiative to fight over a man,
because it was a man’s prerogative to pursue a woman and not the
other way around. This opinion clearly reflected the
internalisation of a patriarchal perspective on the production of
gender relationships, which also entails prescribed material roles
for women and men. This material value system also has direct
implications for the enactment of the discourse of violence,
because, invariably, the men engaged in this gender performance
have a better chance of wooing and winning women.

The rude girls agreed,
though, that when women fight over men, it is a weak victory for
the winner and mainly serves to boost the ego of the man in
question. ‘They (the men) love it’ was the enthusiastic consensus.
A healthy discussion ensued, however, when the suggestion was put
forward that although it was public knowledge in the community
which men and women are sexual partners, some women persist in the
practice of forcing themselves onto men who are otherwise engaged.
Ironically, this competition is intensified because the violent
conflicts among men make it difficult for women to secure
sexual/material partners.

‘Mi haffi beat the gal
if she is along with my man,’ one woman insisted, ‘because you know
that you can’t fight a man.’25 One woman in the group of
five said that she would walk away rather than give the man the
satisfaction of seeing her fighting another woman over him. Molly
was also succinct in her analysis of the problem:

It’s like this. You know Tom
and I see Tom and Jane and all of a sudden, Tom and I are together.
You take Tom from Jane and Tom and Jane already have five, six,
seven or eight years together or even ten years. And you just come
and take Tom and then Tom and Jane could have three or four kids in
a union and you just come in and mash up Tom and Jane’s union and
you probably just have one kid for him. Then, a little after you
mash up that life, you and him mash up; then you just go again and
interfere with a next person’s relationship. I don’t give in to
that; I feel that you are supposed to look for a person for
yourself26 and not wait till
Jane has Tom to take him away, because probably Tom was there all
the time.

Many women in the
inner-city areas, like Southside, have not evolved sufficiently out
of the popular monogamous mode to the emotional stage of
sufficiently accepting extra-union relationships, to be able to
shift their way of having relationships. Although they might
tolerate sharing their mate for the sake of maintaining the
relationship with the man, many are not happy with this situation.
They demonstrate, in no uncertain terms, the extraordinary lengths
they will go to in order to keep a man. In the matey
tradition, the more powerful perceives herself to be number
one, in vexed if not violent competition with her mate or
matey, whose shortcomings are gauged based on various criteria.

The cultural acceptance
of monogamy for the woman but not for the man, is a
schizophrenic value system that allows men to have multiple
partners and promotes a political economy of contested relations
between women who do not subscribe to this practice. Women who have
multiple relationships with men are stigmatised as sketels,
which is not a good thing.


 Subordinated
Women

One could say the
violence that women display towards each other in contestations
over men reflects a choice, but it also indicates the extent to
which women’s identities are a function of the dominant discourse
of power. Located at the fulcrum of this power paradox, poor and
disadvantaged Black women attempt to resolve the conflicts that
seep through the cracks of their larger problems by the use of a
range of weapons – acid, machetes, ice picks, their bodies, words –
in an odyssey of modelling against their adversaries. These
power dramas erupt into fights with such monotonous regularity that
people who witness these performances – especially children –
cynically treat them as everyday street entertainment. They choose
sides to see who will win, cheering on the opponents as they would
boxers in a ring.

It is interesting too,
that the women do not usually tackle their male partners on the
issue of their infidelity. A subliminal imperative of this
patriarchal discourse impels some women to attack other women who
seize the prize of ‘their man’. This other woman, mind you, is as
disadvantaged as the attacker in the larger power matrix and is
therefore more vulnerable than the ‘strong man’ in the triangle,
who wrote the script and directed the production. In power games,
the strong invariably seek ways to disadvantage those weakest in
options and choices.27

An inner-city woman may
also choose to be in a relationship with a man who is violent
because he can provide her with social security – money that he
might procure from criminal activities – and with the social value
of being protected because she is associated with a man who is
feared and respected in the community. Thus, the issues surrounding
the beneficiaries of the violence are as complex as those who
suffer it. Such strategic transactions that valorise violence have
resulted in the routinisation of criminality as an expression of
power to such an extent that many people have become increasingly
desensitised to the danger posed by this enigma which is so deeply
embedded in everyday values and attitudes. Popular beliefs and
norms hold that men prove themselves as men when they kill, whereas
women are socially stereotyped by their reproductive
capabilities.

The subordination of
women is an inevitable outcome of a system of male domination based
on violence. While not homogeneous, women are particularly
disadvantaged in the inner-city scenario where their bodies are
literal battlefields in the reproduction of structural, discursive
and gendered power dynamics. Women are often raped as a statement
of conquest over some men by other men. Considering that it was
only as recently as October 2001 that the War Crimes Tribunal in
The Hague finally acknowledged rape as a war crime and as a crime
against humanity, it is no wonder that, for the women in Southside
who have experienced such violations, the benefits of this new
legislation seem as remote as the European city of its genesis.

Gun Talk

Everything you draw you
’lass

Everything you run for your
gun

Everything you fling
rockstone

Hear this

Throw down your arms and
come

Drop them!

 


~Burning Spear (‘Throw Down
Your Arms’)






Finally, a brief word
about some of the lethal firearms that are intrinsic to this
strange but true story of blood, bullets and bodies. Virtually
every make of gun manufactured in the world has somehow found its
way into Jamaica. If we were just talking about handguns like the
GLOCK, that would be bad enough; even more damaging is the glut of
high-calibre machine pistols and military-style assault rifles that
have shattered the arteries carrying Jamaica’s social and economic
life-blood.
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