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Introduction

On May 24, 2010, the Jamaican military and police forced their way into Tivoli Gar-
dens, a low-income neighborhood in the capital of Kingston, in an attempt to arrest 
the country’s most powerful “don,” Christopher Coke, more commonly known 
as “Dudus” or “the President.” This security operation, which came to be known 
as the Tivoli Incursion, followed an extradition request from the United States, 
where Dudus was wanted on drug and arms-trafficking charges. After stalling for 
over nine months and with apparent reluctance, the Jamaican prime minister, 
Bruce Golding, had signed the warrant for Dudus’s arrest in mid-May. Soon after, 
armed men in Tivoli Gardens began to barricade the entrances to the neighbor-
hood with roadblocks made of abandoned cars and fridges, wooden pallets, and 
debris. Meanwhile, hundreds of mostly female residents, dressed in white, marched 
to Gordon House, the seat of the Jamaican parliament, to protest the decision to 
extradite their don. They held up signs that read “After God, Dudus comes next” 
and “Jesus die for us. We will die for Dudus!!!”

A few days later, gunmen apparently affiliated with Dudus attacked four police 
stations and killed two police officers in an ambush, leading Golding to declare a 
State of Emergency. The state security forces mounted their counterattack the 
following day, breaking through the barricades while snipers shot at them from 
the rooftops of Tivoli’s high-rise apartment buildings. During the course of the 
operation, the security forces killed sixty-nine civilians and detained hundreds 
more. One soldier died. As soldiers and police combed through the neighborhood 
over the following days, Dudus remained elusive. A month later, he was captured 
and extradited to the United States. In 2012, following a guilty plea, he received a 
twenty-three-year prison sentence, which he is currently serving in a low-security 
federal correctional institution in New Jersey.

Why would hundreds of citizens march out in support of a criminal leader like 
Dudus, stating that they were prepared to die for him? Why would a state leader 
such as Prime Minister Golding jeopardize international relations to protect this 
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don from criminal prosecution? How did Dudus manage to convince so many 
people to view him as a legitimate leader, rather than a criminal—how could a 
don like him persuade others that he had a right to rule, despite his associations 
with crime and violence? In this book, I argue that dons have become figures of 
political authority, and I explain what aesthetic, affective, and spatial strategies 
have enabled them to do so.

A few weeks after the Incursion, but before Dudus’s arrest, I made my way down 
to Tivoli Gardens with two Jamaican colleagues to attend the taping of the national 
television program Your Issues Live. After entering the area through a heavily armed 
checkpoint, we walked in the direction of the neighborhood’s community center, 
where the live recording was about to start. Several hundred people had gathered 
there, mostly women and children, many dressed up for the occasion. The police 
were also noticeably present, with several cars on the premises and uniformed 
officers visible in the audience. Less than a hundred people had managed to get 
seats, facing the stage. The rest of us were crowded all around, sweating in the 
hot lights as we pressed up against each other to catch a glimpse of the action. 
One woman marched off, announcing that she was going to watch it on television 
from her home, where she could get a better view. As things got started, Michael 
Sharpe, the news reader hosting the program, urged everyone to be quiet during 
the taping, as it was airing live.

Despite the show’s title—your issues—the audience itself was discouraged from 
participating. On stage, Sharpe interviewed a series of professionals, mostly fa-
miliar talking heads who often featured on such current affairs programs: a police 
superintendent, the public defender, a psychiatrist, and an urban regeneration 
consultant. The only two “representatives of the community” were the principal 
of a neighborhood school and the head of a local state-sponsored youth club.

“Welcome to another edition of Your Issues Live,” Sharpe began. “We’re in Tivoli 
Gardens for a special program. We want to see how best we can help the people 
of Tivoli to heal from what took place in the community over the past few weeks, 
and what has been happening in the community since it was perhaps created.” His 
tone was somber as he gazed into the camera. “It is our mission to help shape the 
new Tivoli and indeed the new Jamaica. Far too many have died, and it’s time for 
us to turn a new page. We simply cannot continue like this. But before we get into 
the program, let’s take a quick look at how we perhaps got into these problems to 
begin with.”

On a large screen that had been erected near the stage, and on television screens 
across the nation, a prerecorded segment began to air. It provided a historical 
background to the Tivoli Incursion, describing the long-standing entanglement 
of electoral politics and organized crime known as “garrison politics.” As archival 
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footage from the 1960s onward began to screen, Damian Marley’s 2005 hit “Wel-
come to Jamrock” played, an ironic take on tourism advertisements that welcomes 
listeners to a Jamaica marked by poverty and crime.

Welcome to Jamrock
Camp where the thugs them camp at
Two pounds of weed inna van back

The crowd murmured appreciatively at the soundtrack, as the narrator intoned: 
“Tivoli Gardens has notoriety for being Jamaica’s most feared garrison . . .”

“Lie!!” the woman next to me shouted.
“This image is often scattered across the local and international media as a 

prototype for Jamaican gangsters and gun-slinging and assault,” the recording 
continued, “but for some residents there’s no place like home.” Featuring scenes of 
armed clashes and the sound of gunshots, the segment continued: “It is a situation 
which reveals the two Jamaicas and the clash of identity that is often debilitating 
towards fostering unity and progress. When manifested physically the clash has 
proven deadly, as born out of the confrontations between the security forces and 
armed thugs in 1997, 2001, and now in 2010. But to understand Tivoli one has to 
go back to its roots.”

Moving back in time, the narrator located these roots in the years following 
Jamaica’s independence in 1962: “Tivoli emerged through the vision of Edward 
Seaga. Seaga, who was a Member of Parliament and Minister of Development in 
the 1960s, sought to create a new community out of the decadence that postcolo-
nial neglect and urbanization had thrust on Western Kingston. In the 1960s, the 
squatter settlement Back-o-Wall was bulldozed and up went Tivoli Gardens. It was 
a bold and ambitious move, which perhaps would have been successful were it not 
for political tribalism, which manifested in the 1970s.”

The soundtrack shifted to “Political Fiction,” a 1970s reggae classic by Half Pint. 
Its lyrics critiqued the political antagonism that accompanied garrison politics:

Due to political fiction
Man and man gone in a different segregation
We living so near and yet so far
All because of political war

The historical footage moved from images of Seaga in the 1960s to scenes of elec-
toral violence in the 1970s and 1980s while the narrator explained how different 
low-income communities became embroiled in what was in essence a geopolitical 
conflict. “It was a war much bigger than the communities, in fact, it was bigger 
than Jamaica. At the heart of it were two clashing political ideologies, a breed 
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of socialism backed by the USSR and democracy-slash-capitalism backed by the 
United States. This was the Cold War, the so-called war between the ak and m-16 
and it was being played out in little Jamaica in communities such as Tivoli.”

On the screen, the images of politicians were replaced by a number of well-
known dons, from communities across Jamaica. “Today, the Cold War has ended, 
at least in terms of the physical clashes,” the narrator continued, “but communities 
such as Tivoli never quite recovered, they were taken over by the area leaders. These 
so-called dons converted the poor, often-neglected communities into enclaves for 
drug and gun running. Whereas in the past they got their guns and money from 
unscrupulous politicians, today these dons get their money from wealthy drug 
cartels, who solicit their help to move drugs, guns, and other illegal merchandises 
through our ports and territorial waters. Many provide security for their com-
munities and are quick to provide other services which the state fails to provide. 
Christopher ‘Dudus’ Coke . . .”—the crowd began to cheer “Bap! Bap! Bap!” (mim-
icking celebratory gunfire), making it hard to hear the rest of the sentence—“is 
one such don.”

Dudus’s photograph appeared on screen, and a loud roar of approval went up. 
Amidst the hubbub, the segment concluded, “It is believed that in order for Ja-
maica to progress, the state would have to get rid of area leaders such as Dudus 
and start playing its rightful role as the protector of communities.” Hearing these 
last lines, the audience’s response turned to displeasure. “No sir, this is serious!” a 
woman close to me called out angrily, evidently upset at the suggestion that the 
road to progress required getting rid of Dudus. Following so closely after a dramatic 
instance of state violence, the crowd as a whole seemed unconvinced of the Jamai-
can state’s “rightful role” in protecting them.

As the television program returned to its live format, the host, Michael Sharpe, 
seemed rather taken aback by these reactions. His face, projected onto the screen, 
was sweaty and he looked nervous. “Thank you. Welcome back!” he said as he 
tried to resume control of the narrative, sketching a nation that had experienced 
a shared trauma. “It’s interesting you know, twenty-three days ago there was a lot 
of stuff happening here in Tivoli Gardens, there were barricades that were set up 
and there were some of us who were inside the barricade and many of us who were 
outside the barricade, all of us were traumatized.” Sharpe returned to the leader 
at the heart of the crisis: “Tonight, I note with interest that there is a US$20,000 
man on the run.” Mentioning a recent public opinion poll, he highlighted the 
support Dudus enjoyed both within and outside Tivoli Gardens: “Two things hap-
pened tonight. When the poll came out, and they say, the people in Tivoli Gardens 
said ‘Yay.’ A while ago they saw his picture on television and some of them said 
‘Legend . . .’ ”
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The crowd applauded and shouted in agreement. “Legend! Legend! Yeah!” the 
woman behind me cried approvingly.

“Legend . . .” Sharpe went on, “or runner. Legend or runner?” “Legend!” the 
crowd answered as one. “Legendary runner! No runner nuh deh yah,” no runners 
here, my neighbor corrected Sharpe. “Presi live!” a man next to her called out, using 
the don’s other popular title. “President to the world!” another man chimed in.

How does a don like Dudus become a legend?
Outsiders frequently use labels such as “drug kingpin” or “vicious predator” to 

describe these men. Yet locally they do not only or primarily inspire fear, but also 
respect, trust, and even love. The most powerful ones are known as “heroes,” or 
indeed “legends,” to the Jamaican poor. In many of Jamaica’s underprivileged urban 
neighborhoods, residents see dons as legitimate rulers.

Dons are often important actors in the transnational drugs and arms trade. And 
they do play a major role in perpetuating Jamaica’s high rates of violent crime. In 
fact, their reputation for violence and business savvy contributes to the mystique 
that surrounds the persona of many dons. Yet they are also key governance actors 
within marginalized urban areas: they provide impoverished residents with access 
to security, conflict resolution, and various forms of welfare. This governance role 
is facilitated in part through their own resources, and in part through their long-
standing connections to Jamaica’s two main political parties, the Jamaica Labour 
Party (jlp) and the People’s National Party (pnp). While dons’ authority derives 
to some extent from their reputation as outlaws, their strategic engagement with 
state institutions, from electoral politics to the police, is equally important.

How can we understand the political authority that these neighborhood lead-
ers, most of whom are linked to criminal organizations, enjoy?1 How do they 
achieve and consolidate a position of power not only or primarily through violent 
means, but through aesthetic, affective, and spatial forms of persuasion?

In this book, drawing on over a decade of ethnographic research in Kingston, I 
explain how dons’ power—that is, their ability to get others to obey them—comes 
to be viewed as legitimate not only by many low-income residents, but also by other 
political and economic leaders. Once political power is perceived as legitimate, it 
becomes political authority. Where media reports often assume that donmanship 
involves a reign of terror, my research suggests that their rule relies much more 
on consensus and consent than on coercion. This book analyzes the various ways 
that dons actively seek to claim authority and the conditions under which their 
claims are recognized, both by those who live in the territories over which they 
rule and by other rulers.

In so doing, I develop a conceptualization of political authority as shaped both 
in and beyond the state. The authority of men such as dons, I suggest, lies precisely 
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in their ability to combine an embodied, personified form of leadership with a close 
yet ambivalent relationship to state institutions. Their form of authority operates 
through a complex choreography with state institutions and ideals that involves 
balancing an autocratic form of rule with an established democratic order. In so 
doing, dons draw on deeply felt experiences of social and political exclusion—many 
residents feel that they live in a nation controlled by elites, who regard the urban 
poor with a mix of contempt and fear. Dons’ physical and social proximity to these 
residents allows them to assume a type of political leadership that may feel more 
“representative” than the formal electoral system.

With the analysis of donmanship I set out in this book, I seek to develop an 
understanding of how autocratic, violent rulers may be entangled with demo
cratic systems. This manifestation of political authority extends beyond the spe-
cific Jamaican phenomenon of donmanship. It displays similarities with forms of 
extralegal rule in cities across the world, from Brazilian comandos and the Haitian 
baz to Italian capos and South Asia’s Mafia Raj.2 These examples might seem to 
suggest that these political formations are restricted to postcolonial states such 
as Jamaica, or as indicative of “failed states” or “disjunctive democracies.” Yet this 
type of authority can be recognized in a broad range of political contexts, includ-
ing “established” or “well-functioning” democracies. I draw on the case of Jamaica’s 
dons to highlight how such leaders convince citizens to embrace them, both through 
their ability to embody the figure of the antiestablishment outlaw and through their 
engagement with established state institutions. The “strongman” character who 
utilizes state institutions even as he destabilizes them is found not only in notion-
ally informal, or local, power strugg les. The appeal of this style of leadership is 
also evident within representative politics at the national level, as the popularity 
of elected leaders from Trump and Bolsonaro to Putin and Orbán has attested.

BEYOND “TWO JAMAICAS”

In seeking to identify the factors that had led to the Tivoli Incursion, Michael 
Sharpe’s Your Issues Live drew on a familiar narrative, sketching a “clash of identity” 
between “two Jamaicas” that hampered the nation’s progress and that manifested 
itself in armed violence between criminals and the security forces. This idea of 
a clash—in which two distinct cultural fragments or parallel orders are pitted 
against each other—has been dominant in attempts to explain donmanship and 
comparable political formations. The “two Jamaicas” framework is useful in that 
it highlights entrenched social inequalities and spatial segregation; these types 
of divisions do feed the distrust and disappointment expressed by marginalized 
“Downtown” residents toward “Uptown” politicians. However, in suggesting that 
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dons derive their authority primarily from a cultural division, and that they repre-
sent a parallel order to that of the state, this analytical lens may end up obscuring 
as much as it reveals.

The frequent emphasis on cultural difference risks presenting support for don-
manship as a form of cultural deviance, shaped by clashing norms and values.3 Such 
culturalist explanations ignore the fact that many of the social and political values 
attributed to “ghetto” residents are shared much more broadly. By emphasizing 
cultural values, it may also play down the classed and raced structures of exclu-
sion within which dons may appear to represent “rightful rule” and protection as 
much as the state. Meanwhile, the trope of the parallel order or the “state within 
a state” implies a much stricter separation of donmanship and the Jamaican state 
than is actually warranted. It ignores the many ways in which dons are entangled 
with various forms of bureaucracy, with electoral politics, with the justice system, 
and indeed with the police force. Dons’ political authority derives from both their 
larger-than-life outlaw persona and their consistent engagement with these state 
institutions.

Understanding donmanship requires moving beyond “the clash between two 
Jamaicas” that was mobilized in Your Issues Live. This narrative of a postcolonial 
nation split in two along lines of identity, and hampered in its progress by a lack 
of social integration, is a dominant one. Why does this narrative of a cultural 
clash have such appeal? Importantly, this explanation of donmanship is rooted 
in long-standing academic and political debates on Jamaica’s purported cultural 
fragmentation, first formulated in the pre-independence period.4

The most influential iteration of the cultural fragmentation thesis was the 
mid-twentieth century “plural society” theory first developed by J. S. Furnivall in 
Southeast Asia and elaborated for the Caribbean by Jamaican anthropologist M. G. 
Smith. In an era of decolonization, Smith’s theory posited a profound disunity 
wrought by colonialism, characterized by culturally distinct groups. The lack of a 
normative consensus based on shared national values, he suggested, posed specific 
problems for postcolonial nations, as social dissolution was likely to take place in 
the absence of colonial political coercion.5 While acknowledging the raced and 
classed nature of Jamaica’s divisions, he stressed that the “plural society” should be 
understood as a cultural phenomenon rather than as a form of social stratification. 
In privileging a framework of cultural opposition over one of social inequality and 
exclusion, Smith established an approach that continues to inform contemporary 
analyses.

In the early twenty-first century, analyses of donmanship frequently draw on 
this conception of Jamaica’s cultural fragmentation. Increasingly, these discus-
sions are concentrated on urban conflicts and segregation as a way to understand 
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Jamaica as a whole. The reverberations of the plural society thesis are evident, 
for instance, in two prominent readings of the dons’ popularity, by social and 
political theorist Brian Meeks and anthropologist David Scott. Both scholars read 
the support for dons as expressions of profound cultural difference, although they 
diverge in their views on the necessity—and indeed the possibility—of generating 
a cultural consensus.

Brian Meeks reads the support that dons enjoy as part of a “popular, subaltern 
insurgency” and “a widening fissure, from below, from the ways and means of of-
ficial Jamaican society.”6 In contrast with M. G. Smith, he suggests that Jamaica’s 
early post-independence years were characterized by a normative consensus. How-
ever, following the political violence of the 1970s and 1980s, Meeks identifies a 
process of what he calls hegemonic dissolution. Many Jamaicans no longer believe 
in the divisive “political fiction” that reggae artist Half Pint identified in the song 
broadcast during Your Issues Live, lamenting the segregation that had emerged 
“because of political war.” In light of this normative dissensus, Meeks understands 
mobilizations in defense of dons as forms of subaltern politics. Discussing the 
1998 protests following the arrest of Donald “Zeeks” Phipps, a prominent West 
Kingston don, Meeks suggests that these events—known as the Zeeks riots or the 
Zeeks uprising—“demonstrate the re-emergence of the Jamaican poor and working 
people on the political stage after almost two decades of quiescence.”7

More than a decade later, in the wake of the Tivoli Incursion, Meeks identi-
fies a next phase of cultural separation in the widespread support for Dudus. He 
identifies “substantially new cultural and philosophical spaces” that go beyond 
“the rebellious distancing of subaltern classes from the Anglophilic, Christian and 
creole notions of the traditional Jamaican middle classes.” These new worldviews, 
Meeks suggests, include elements of “moral relativism, neo-fascist authoritarianism 
and the glorification of violence.”8 As a political formation, the Dudus “move-
ment,” as he describes it, represents “a turn toward a ruthless, monopolistic, and 
hierarchical approach to governing and a slide toward barbarism,” even if Dudus’s 
supporters included “plaintive and powerful advocates of equality arguing for an 
end to discrimination based on color, class, or geographical location.”9

David Scott offers a related reading of the support for dons as an expression of 
cultural difference. Yet where Meeks echoes M. G. Smith’s concern in identifying 
the lack of a national cultural consensus as a key postcolonial challenge, Scott 
contests this reading of difference-as-a-problem. In an influential essay on “the per-
manence of pluralism,” he draws on the Zeeks riots to rethink the political meaning 
of difference. While concurring with Smith’s view of Jamaica as constituted by 
relatively autonomous social and cultural sections, Scott argues against under-
standing this difference as a political problem that needs to be overcome through 



Introduction  9

cultural integration. Jamaica’s historically constituted difference should be viewed 
as “ineradicable and indeed central to human flourishing,” not as a hindrance to 
national progress.10 Like Meeks, Scott’s assessment of the Zeeks riots recognizes 
the dissolution of the political project of acculturation and assimilation that was 
intrinsic to postcolonial nation-building. Yet, he insists, it is precisely this project 
that has lost its credibility: we must reject the “moral-politics of improvement 
in which the unassimilable and indigestible identities Zeeks and his supporters 
embody are to be re-educated for middle-class civility.”11 The promise of national 
progress-through-acculturation that Scott skewers is still recognizable in Michael 
Sharpe’s depiction of Jamaica as hampered by “a clash of identity that is often 
debilitating towards fostering unity and progress.”

Similar narratives of violently clashing segments, and related frameworks of 
pluralism and parallelism, have been mobilized to explain the power of criminal 
leaders in contexts beyond Jamaica. Where authors such as Meeks and Scott were 
primarily interested in understanding donmanship as expressing cultural difference, 
other scholars have framed criminal organizations such as those led by Dudus or 
Zeeks as parallel political orders, rather than as cultural fragments. Drawing on 
Weberian definitions of the state as an entity that can claim a monopoly of the 
legitimate use of violence within its territory, they describe these organizations and 
their leaders as “parallel states” or “shadow states.”12 Such terms suggest that these 
criminal organizations are both separate from, and competitive with, the nation-
state. The idea of pluralism also features in influential work on “violent pluralism,” 
a concept mobilized to understand how multiple subnational armed groups that 
operate with impunity may coexist within formally democratic states.13

In Jamaica, the garrisons over which dons rule have frequently been described, 
both by academics and by the general public, as “states within a state.”14 This 
common conception of donmanship as competitive, and ultimately incompatible, 
with the democratic state came out clearly in two cartoons by the popular artist 
Clovis, published in the Jamaica Observer immediately before and after the Tivoli 
Incursion. In the first cartoon, two gunmen stand guard at the entrance to Tivoli 
Gardens, which has been barricaded with debris. The informal border that they are 
securing is marked by a makeshift flag proclaiming the territory to be “the Republic 
of Tivoli.” As a Jamaica Constabulary Force vehicle drives up to the barricades, the 
gunmen demand to know “Where unoo going, unoo have unoo visa?” asking where 
the police officers think they are going and whether they have a visa. Here, Tivoli 
under Dudus—marking its own territory, policing its own borders—is understood 
as a parallel polity at war with the nation-state. A second cartoon, published a few 
days later, after the security operation had begun, depicts a scene of burning debris. 
The barricades have been torn down and the nation-state has proven victorious. 
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In the foreground, a tough-looking Jamaica Defense Force soldier, his smoking 
weapon strapped to his back, plants the official Jamaican flag, reclaiming the ter-
ritory. Tivoli’s flag, previously flown so defiantly, slumps next to it, the branch to 
which it was tied broken, its claim to sovereignty defeated.

My own research in Kingston—and specifically in a garrison community that I 
refer to as “Brick Town”—suggests that such portrayals of donmanship as separate 
and antagonistic obscure much of the workings of this political formation. To 
frame donmanship primarily in terms of parallelism or pluralism misrecognizes 
its enduring entanglement with not only political parties but the entire state bu-
reaucracy and even the police. Given the various state-like functions dons fulfill, 
from welfare provision and security to taxation, I was initially also inclined to 
understand donmanship as “alternative governance systems” that mirrored and 
supplanted the state. Increasingly though, I came to appreciate the difficulty of 
drawing any clear boundaries between “the state” and “organized crime.”15 To 
give just a brief example, the local youth leader who was interviewed during Your 
Issues Live in Tivoli Gardens was on stage representing the Presidential Click Po-
lice Youth Club. Police youth clubs have been a long-standing component of the 
Jamaica Constabulary Force’s community policing efforts aimed at improving rela-
tions between young people and the police in low-income urban neighborhoods. 
The Tivoli branch was named after Dudus’s entertainment company Presidential 
Click—apparently, the authority of “the President” and that of the “Police” were 
not experienced as incompatible.16

This lack of a clear distinction lies not so much in any particularly Jamaican 
tendency toward corruption. Designations of “narco-states” or “failed states” gen-
erally serve to reproduce simplistic understandings of governance “elsewhere,” 
celebrating Western Europe and North America as the democratic ideal. Yet the 
intermingling of business and political interests, and of legal and illegal economic 
activities, is similarly entrenched in these countries. As political anthropologists 
have long recognized, the boundary between “state” and “society” is always an 
unstable effect.17 Acknowledging the blurred and performative character of this 
boundary is all the more important in the context of neoliberal models of gover-
nance, where public service provision is established through networks of state, com-
mercial, and voluntary actors. This is certainly the case in Jamaica: in addition to 
state agencies, dons take on a range of governance roles. But so do local and inter-
national corporations, ngos, and churches, often in provisional, fragile coalitions.

My interest in this book is not just to emphasize the hybridity of states or the 
networked nature of governance. More specifically, I seek to understand how 
dons both produce and straddle this line between “state” and “nonstate,” and 
how this strategic engagement is central to their political authority. Credible 
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performances of authority will at times involve dons positioning themselves as 
outsiders or outlaws, working against the oppressive agents of the state to the 
benefit of “the people.” Indeed, such performances may implicitly or explicitly 
speak to long-standing experiences of cultural difference and antagonism. They 
draw on shared experiences of “sufferation”—on feelings of cultural intimacy that 
pit an impoverished black Jamaican “Us,” represented by the don, against an elite 
outsider “Them.”18 This type of claim to authority enacts a clear and antagonistic 
boundary between state and nonstate rule. Yet simultaneously, dons’ authority 
relies on their ability to cross this same boundary that they help to produce. The 
feeling that they have a right to rule is enhanced precisely through their close con-
nections to political parties, their success in attracting government investment to 
their neighborhoods, and their ability to credibly appeal to democratic aspirations 
such as “freedom” or “equal rights and justice.”

AUTHORITY AS CONSENT AND CONSENSUS

By approaching donmanship through the lens of authority, I also aim to shift our 
analyses of don-like rulers beyond a dominant focus on violence. This emphasis 
on violence has frequently led scholars researching “nonstate armed actors” to 
frame the political formations that emerge around them in terms of sovereignty, 
understanding them as “informal,” “social,” or “street” sovereigns.19 Such analyses 
resonate with anthropological understandings of sovereignty, which center vio
lence. In an influential article, Thomas Blom Hansen and Finn Stepputat argue 
that all sovereign power is, at its basis, “premised on the capacity and the will to 
decide on life and death, the capacity to visit excessive violence on those declared 
enemies or on undesirables.”20 They distinguish between informal and formal 
sovereignty, defining informal or de facto sovereignty as “the right over life” or 
“the ability to kill, punish and discipline with impunity,” in contrast with formal 
sovereignty, which is “grounded in formal ideologies of rule and legality.”21 The 
scholarship associated with this approach has been important in challenging the 
idea of sovereignty as located only in the nation-state. Yet in privileging violence, 
and in contrasting it with legality, this framing in terms of sovereignty may obscure 
the salience of other sources of power on which dons draw.

While dons’ ability to use violence with a level of impunity is certainly an impor
tant element of their power, in practice they do not rule solely or even primarily 
through coercion, conflict, and fear, but also through consent and consensus. How 
does a don’s ability to force people to do things come to feel normal, natural, and 
right? Why do many people accept their rules and obey their commands relatively 
willingly? In short, how does power become authority?
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Authority is generally understood as the ability to rule without resorting to vio
lence. As Hannah Arendt notes in her classic text on the concept, “Since authority 
always demands obedience, it is commonly mistaken for some form of power or 
violence. Yet, authority precludes the use of external means of coercion; where 
force is used, authority itself has failed.”22 However, she also warns against equating 
authority with persuasion through argumentation, suggesting that this presup-
poses an egalitarian order, where subjects consciously decide to follow a course of 
action: “If authority is to be defined at all, then, it must be in contradistinction to 
both coercion by force and persuasion through arguments.”23 Authority, she argues, 
involves both ruler and ruled recognizing the rightness of the hierarchical relation 
between them. This commonsense recognition of a leader’s rightness—the consent 
of the governed—is where authority can be located.

What, then, is the source of this recognition? On what basis is this right to rule 
conferred? Following Weber, classic sociological theory distinguishes three ideal-
types of authority: traditional, rational-legal, and charismatic authority. In con-
texts of traditional authority, the right to rule is based on custom and on hereditary 
or ascribed status; rational-legal authority is based on modern state institutions 
and achieved status; and charismatic authority on the exceptional supernatural 
qualities of an individual leader.24 While Weber recognized that these types were 
often blurred, much subsequent scholarship has been marked by a rough division 
of interest in either individual leaders and their specific, charismatic qualities or in 
political institutions, from monarchies to the state. In this book, I am interested 
in locating political authority at the intersection of individual leaders and state 
institutions. In understanding why people come to accept, and even embrace, dons 
and the often violent systems of rule these leaders develop, it is this intersection 
that is important.

In focusing on this intersection, my interest is in the relational dimension of 
political authority: in how authority is claimed by rulers, but also in how it is rec-
ognized by the ruled, and by other rulers. Understanding how authority is claimed 
means studying carefully how dons, consciously or unconsciously, rely on embod-
ied performances of authority while also making use of established institutional 
mechanisms. Understanding, in turn, how authority is recognized means con-
centrating on how residents of marginalized urban areas, as well as other political 
figures across the city, assess these claims, and on what basis they recognize them 
as legitimate. Certainly, not everyone supports donmanship. Yet within Downtown 
Kingston, and equally importantly, in more privileged spaces, there is a level of 
consensus that dons have a leadership role to play.

Authority is a relationship, if always a hierarchical one. Here, I am interested in 
exploring it as a three-way relationship between individual leaders, state institu-
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tions, and political communities. These political communities, however, are not 
necessarily preestablished. Rather, they emerge—and political subjects are formed—
precisely through the acceptance of specific forms of authority. When residents of 
a marginalized neighborhood come to accept a leader’s right to rule as a common-
sense “fact,” this also shapes their sense of themselves as a community, a body poli-
tic. Across such neighborhoods, I frequently heard residents distinguish between 
good dons and bad dons. This distinction reflects the extent to which donmanship 
as a system is no longer in question—it has become a social fact. Within this sys-
tem, however, individual dons can be good or bad, effective or greedy, a blessing 
or a curse. The shared recognition, or conversely the rejection, of a don’s claim to 
authority is an important element in becoming a political “Us.” When a crowd 
shouts “Legend!” in unison, they not only confirm the authority of their don, they 
also establish their belonging to the same political community.

AFFECTIVE ATMOSPHERES OF AUTHORITY

I approach this dynamic, relational formation of authority by considering factors 
that go beyond violence. An interview with “Derek,” second-in-command to a 
powerful Central Kingston don, brought this point home to me forcefully. He 
explained to me how leadership worked: “If they fear you, they will do what you 
say. But if they love you, they will jump in front of a bullet to save your life.” Ef-
fective donmanship is built on this dimension of love. Criminal power does not 
rely solely or primarily on coercion. But mindful of Arendt’s caution, authority 
cannot be understood as a conscious decision either; it does not result from careful 
argumentation and deliberation.

In approaching authority as a matter of both consent and consensus, I am 
particularly interested in the shared linguistic roots of these two concepts in con-
sentire, literally, “feeling together.”25 The relational recognition of the dons’ right 
to rule takes shape in a sensorial fashion—their power comes to feel normal and 
natural. Their power becomes authority not so much through the rhetorical, 
rational forms of argumentation that Arendt references, but through the senses 
and through emotions. Grasping this dimension involves a conceptual and meth-
odological emphasis on the embodied, often precognitive modes through which 
authority is claimed and recognized. As I show throughout this book, dons’ author-
ity works through the bodies of their constituents. I focus in particular on the role 
of popular culture—reggae music, street dances, and mural art—in this process. 
While dons themselves strategically create or encourage some of these art forms 
as legitimizing practices, other forms develop more spontaneously, at the initia-
tive of residents, artists, or other supporters. In the music, dance, and visual art 
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that celebrate dons, we can identify aesthetic-affective practices that enact forms 
of sensorial persuasion through residents’ listening, seeing, and dancing bodies.

In Jamaica, music has always been political, as the lyrics of “Welcome to Jamrock” 
and “Political Fiction,” played during the Tivoli edition of Your Issues Live, attest. 
But the political power of art goes beyond lyrics and textual forms of persuasion. 
At street dances held to celebrate dons, from “birthday bashments” to memorial 
dances, residents move together to the same bass-line, but also in honor of the same 
leadership. Being moved in this way by sonic immersion in reggae and dancehall 
music, revelers experience a powerful physical sensation of both community and 
political order.26 Such street dances involve a manifestation of power through 
pleasure rather than through force.27

The aesthetic forms through which donmanship works also include visual 
culture: the walls of Kingston’s low-income neighborhoods are decorated with 
memorial murals, including images of deceased dons. These artworks are public 
reminders of local histories of political leadership, normalizing dons’ authority 
visually. They make dons visible as individual icons—indeed, as “legends.” At the 
same time, by inserting their portraits into a Jamaican tradition of mural art that 
celebrates elected politicians and other national heroes visually, these artworks also 
depict dons’ leadership as compatible with the nation-state and its institutions.

In emphasizing the aesthetic and affective dimension of authority, I also high-
light how donmanship feels normal, natural, and right within specific urban spaces. 
Emotions and affects are not static—they circulate between bodies within specific 
sites and through specific objects. Authority, then, is also produced in an emplaced 
fashion, reflecting and reproducing specific political geographies.28 The political 
effects of aesthetic forms such as music, street dances, and visual art are embodied, 
but they are also embedded in neighborhood histories. In addition, the aesthetic-
affective practices that generate authority work through the built environment 
of these same neighborhoods—their streets, walls, and zinc fences—to generate 
affective atmospheres that envelop residents visually and sonically. This enveloping 
spatiality can produce an immersive experience of intimacy and comfort, of being 
watched over and protected within a don’s territory, although this atmosphere may 
also include more ambiguous affective impacts, such as wariness and tension.29 In 
explicitly approaching political feelings as spatial, I draw attention to the crafting 
and experience of such affective atmospheres, to the “currents and transmissions 
that pass between bodies and which congeal around particular objects, materials 
and bodies in specific times and spaces.”30

My argument in this book, then, is that dons’ political authority is fashioned 
relationally and sensorially. In understanding authority as established not through 
coercion, but through consent and consensus, I argue for particular attention to 
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the various aesthetic, affective, and spatial practices that constitute claims to 
authority and their reception. Dons’ power becomes legitimate only when their 
role as leaders is recognized both by those who live in the neighborhood territories 
over which they rule and by political figures who operate from within more formal 
spaces of state power. Being recognized as legitimate leaders involves a balancing 
act, in which dons claim a position both as charismatic individuals who are a law 
unto themselves and as part of established state institutions. But this recognition is 
also achieved sensorially. In addition to positioning themselves both in and beyond 
the state, successful dons generate connections between people, spaces, and objects 
in a way that feels right.

RESEARCHING DONMANSHIP

In analyzing donmanship through this lens, this book draws on extensive eth-
nographic fieldwork in Kingston. Roughly speaking, it follows two interrelated 
extended case studies. The first is the “Dudus affair,” which started with the United 
States’ extradition request in 2009. The impact of the Tivoli Incursion, with its 
spectacular display of state violence, reverberated in the decade that followed. 
The handling of the extradition request and the security operation itself were the 
focus of two Commissions of Enquiry, and these events became the main point of 
reference for shifts in urban and security policy, from frequent calls to “revitalize 
Downtown Kingston” to a marked militarization of urban policing. My second 
extended case is of one low-income Kingston neighborhood. From 2010, I con-
ducted research in “Brick Town,” an area formerly ruled by an influential don, “the 
General.” (I use pseudonyms for the neighborhood and its former leader—and for 
all individual interlocutors mentioned throughout this book.) Brick Town and the 
General were associated with a criminal organization I call the “West Side Posse,” 
which had long-standing connections with the pnp, one of Jamaica’s two main 
political parties. Working in one “garrison community” helped me to understand 
how Jamaica’s urban and national transformations—including the Tivoli Incursion 
and its aftermath—intersect with neighborhood-level histories and power strug
gles, and how these are also entangled with residents’ transnational mobilities and 
connections.

This research involved long-term participant observation in Brick Town, which 
mainly entailed a lot of “deep hanging out”: eating and drinking at neighborhood 
cook shops, watching television and dvds with residents, sitting on street corners 
chatting and watching passersby, shopping at the local market, and occasionally 
attending festive events such as street dances, or going on outings with friends 
to other parts of the city. In addition to this neighborhood-level fieldwork, I did 
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research throughout Uptown and Downtown Kingston, organizing a survey in 
multiple low-income areas and spending time with politicians, policymakers, bu-
reaucrats, businessmen, ngo workers, police officers, and a number of smaller 
dons and their seconds-in-command, some of them retired. By using pseudonyms 
and omitting or changing identifying details such as gender or political affiliation, 
I have sought to anonymize my interlocutors and fieldsites; I do refer to public 
figures and places where specific political events occurred by their real names.

More broadly, this book draws on my long-term engagement with Kingston, 
which started with research on urban pollution in 2000, a project that first alerted 
me to the importance of dons in urban governance. From 2006–2007, I lived and 
worked in Kingston as a university lecturer and began to learn more about dons’ 
connections to economic and political elites. Focusing specifically on donman-
ship, I conducted a total of twelve months of fieldwork in Downtown Kingston 
during the period 2008–2012, followed by shorter return visits to Brick Town over 
the decade that followed, along with phone calls and WhatsApp conversations in 
between. My analysis of donmanship set out here also draws on a larger research 
project on plural policing that I developed from 2013 onward, which included work 
with police, military, and private security companies, and which helped me under-
stand better how dons are inserted in Kingston’s broader geographies of protection.

Conducting research on criminal leadership, and concentrating on a neighbor-
hood known for its high rates of violent crime, raises a number of methodological 
and ethical issues. Hearing about my research, common responses amongst friends 
and colleagues, both Jamaican and international, were “Isn’t that dangerous?” and 
“Aren’t you scared?” Often, these questions were explicitly raced and gendered: 
people wanted to know how a white woman was able to do such research.31 Kingston’s 
segregation along lines of race and class, combined with its high rates of crime, 
produce invisible boundaries that many are loath to cross. White women, in par
ticular, are rarely seen outside the gated enclaves of Uptown Kingston.

In general, I did not experience this research as risky, certainly not while I was 
doing fieldwork. In the months that followed the United States’ request for Dudus’s 
extradition, dons became the national topic, dominating newspaper headlines, talk 
shows, and everyday conversations across the country. Nearly everyone I spoke to, 
from Brick Town residents to police officers and politicians, was surprisingly open 
in speaking—anonymously, but on tape—about dons. Moreover, being a foreign 
white woman largely seemed to make neighborhood-level research easier rather 
than harder, as Chelsey Kivland also found during her fieldwork with young male 
baz leaders in an impoverished Port-au-Prince neighborhood. She explains how her 
status as a blan woman generally worked to her advantage, allowing these leaders 
to approach her “with a degree of neutered professionalism,” where their encoun-
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ters with Haitian women might have been read in a more sexualized fashion. At 
the same time, Kivland’s gender often worked to temper her racial and foreign 
privilege.32

My experience in Downtown Kingston was roughly similar. As I had also found 
during my earlier fieldwork, which concentrated on urban pollution in low-income 
neighborhoods, the appearance of a white-looking female researcher often elicited 
surprise, but only very rarely generated any hostile or otherwise overtly negative 
responses. My foreignness generally appeared to facilitate rather than limit access, 
and few residents seemed to experience my presence as threatening or otherwise 
unwelcome. Rather, they seemed invested in keeping me safe, and also in ensuring 
that I felt safe. As in other neighborhoods where I had worked, many people went 
out of their way to make me feel comfortable. Friends would block off a parking 
spot for me when they knew I was coming to Brick Town, walking me back to my 
car to see me drive off safely, or escorting me to the border of the community if 
I was leaving on foot, especially at times when things were “running hot.” They 
would intervene if they felt vendors or passersby were too assertive or nosy in their 
interactions with me, but would also warn me if I engaged in behavior that might 
be read as suspicious, such as taking photographs of street scenes. Being married to 
a Jamaican and becoming a mother during the course of my fieldwork—and being 
accompanied by my husband and son on various occasions—perhaps also helped 
frame my presence as a friendly one.

During the first few years of my research, Brick Town was relatively calm. I was 
first introduced to the neighborhood by one of the General’s relatives, and follow-
ing some initial awkwardness I struck up a number of fieldwork friendships and 
felt increasingly comfortable showing up unannounced. The fact that Brick Town 
was not involved in any active gang feuds, and remained calm in the run-up to the 
2011 national elections, contributed to my feelings of safety. Even when, starting in 
2012, an escalating conflict between two factions competing over leadership within 
Brick Town led to multiple murders, I still felt relatively comfortable visiting. The 
murders generally took place at night; I experienced the daytime “vibes” around 
the market area of the neighborhood where I spent most of my time as more or 
less unchanged and I did not feel that I would be a target. The fact that residents 
seemed to carry on with their everyday activities, seemingly without feeling too 
much fear, also helped.

In short, my research rarely felt actively risky to me. Of course, the risk involved 
in a certain research project may be borne less by the researcher than by her inter-
locutors. In Jamaica, where the don’s rule is informer fi dead, snitches must be killed, 
this is an evident concern. The frankness of my interviewees in discussing dons as 
rulers—as opposed to discussing their role in drugs and arms trafficking—suggested 
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that donmanship was not a taboo topic in itself. Indeed, Jamaican newspapers also 
publish regularly on the issues discussed in this book. Nonetheless, my research 
obviously involved potential risks for my interlocutors, both for those who were (or 
had been) involved in criminal activities and for those who were not. In writing up 
my ethnography, in addition to creating pseudonyms for interviewees, I have often 
limited or altered my descriptions of persons or places, sacrificing context and 
ambience for anonymity. As I began working to publish my research, I asked two 
Brick Town friends, whom I call “Keith” and “Mikey” here, to read a manuscript I 
had submitted for review. I was relieved to find that they did not recognize them-
selves where I quoted from my conversations with them. In discussing the text with 
Keith, I asked him explicitly whether he thought my research was risky, for the 
people interviewed or for me, and whether it would be safe to publish the article. 
Fortunately, he said he did not see any risk, not as long as I used pseudonyms, add-
ing: “One thing me have to rate [commend] you for. Me rate that you never get into 
the drugs thing and the guns thing.” Those things, he advised me, were kept very 
secret and if I started asking about those things people would get upset.

On the whole, these discussions and experiences gave me a sense of relative 
openness, but this had its limits. During an early visit, one of the General’s rela-
tives, “Lorraine,” made a quasi-casual remark aimed at me, warning that “We 
don’t want no Born fi’ Dead, it mash up the thing.” This was a reference to Born fi’ 
Dead (literally, “born to die”), a popular, semi-ethnographic book by Laurie Gunst, 
a white American historian.33 Recounting the violence perpetrated by transna-
tional criminal “posses” as they moved from dealing with Jamaican politicians to 
assuming a central position in the US drugs trade, Gunst had apparently failed 
to properly anonymize the individuals and events she had observed, and allegedly 
this resulted in at least one revenge killing. Given my outward similarity to Gunst, 
and my intention to publish my ethnographic research in written form, I was quite 
shaken by what I interpreted as Lorraine’s implicit threat. I was not sure how to 
react and in the end, I more or less avoided her section of the neighborhood until I 
left to go home to the Netherlands, three weeks later. However, on my next return 
visit, almost a year later, she greeted me warmly with a hug and never made men-
tion of Gunst’s book or my writing project again. Perhaps, as a Jamaican colleague 
suggested, she was just “testing” me to see how I would respond. Nonetheless, 
the incident, even if it consisted of no more than a nonchalant remark, made me 
consider even more carefully what I was writing, how it might be perceived by 
those associated with organized crime, and what the consequences might be for 
my interlocutors or for me if they took offense.

Such warnings have no doubt resulted in some level of conscious or unconscious 
self-censorship on my part, especially with regard to drugs and arms trafficking. 
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These illegal activities are an important source of income and weapons, and in 
so doing shape dons’ ability to rule. Yet knowing or discussing the details of such 
activities is not necessary to understand their authority.

Violence in itself, whether legal or illegal, seemed much less taboo as a topic. 
However, and perhaps surprisingly, violence did not necessarily present itself as a 
dominant theme within my fieldwork. In academic circles, my analytical and eth-
nographic decentering of violence often elicited surprise and sometimes disbelief 
or even disapproval. In addition to asking about the dangers of fieldwork, audience 
members at conferences and seminars where I presented my research, and peer 
reviewers assessing manuscripts, would frequently ask, “Aren’t you romanticizing 
the dons?” This charge referred specifically to my lack of emphasis on the violent 
activities associated with organized crime and “inner-city life.” Such questions 
resonate with responses to Austin Zeiderman’s research on insecurity in Bogotá, 
which also lacked a direct focus on violence. “Where’s the blood?” his audiences 
would ask, literally or in so many words.34

In truth, violence and crime were significant background features of life in 
Brick Town, but they were not the only or the dominant theme, and residents 
did not appear to go about their daily lives in a state of fear. Throughout the years 
that I visited, residents would sometimes discuss historical or recent incidents of 
gang-related violence or police brutality amongst each other, and in interviews 
with me, but it was not a constant preoccupation. In their discussions of donman-
ship, they did not restrict their discussions to dons’ nonviolent activities, which 
included providing local access to a range of public goods and services, from welfare 
and employment to solid waste management and the construction of public parks. 
They also confirmed the dons’ use of violence although they tended to justify its 
use as necessary to maintain local peace and order, as I discuss in chapter 4. (A 
“good don” uses violence proportionately and in service of the community, a “bad” 
one is excessively violent or uses force primarily to further his own interests.) Dons 
and seconds-in-command I interviewed did not deny the need to use violence in 
maintaining their rule, although they were quick to emphasize that the threat of 
violence, or a reputation of historical involvement in violence, could in itself be suf-
ficient. With respect to crime more broadly, quite a few of my interlocutors turned 
out to have been deported from foreign countries after having been involved in “a 
little drugs business,” or had spent time in prisons in Jamaica, but they were gener-
ally not treated as scary, violent individuals.

The lack of “blood” in this book, then, reflects the fact that I did not observe 
many violent incidents during fieldwork, nor did stories of violence dominate 
in the interviews and informal conservations I held with residents. Beyond this 
relatively low exposure to violence—which may, of course, have been shaped by 
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my reluctance to look for it, or ask after it explicitly—I realize that my tendency 
to write “around” the violence associated with dons might in part be a form of 
self-censorship. My emphasis on nonviolent practices is also informed by an inter-
est in countering more sensationalist, culturally essentialist accounts of sadistic 
Jamaican criminals and morally deviant inner-city residents. There is a persistent 
popular and scholarly imagery of urban Jamaica that centers on violence, and this 
tradition of representation sometimes also evidences an undercurrent of racialized 
essentialism.35 While I recognize the dons’ agentive role in perpetuating Jamaica’s 
high rates of violent crime, to give it narrative centrality would be to misrecognize 
the extent to which their rule relies on consent and consensus. It is this fashioning 
of authority that is my central concern in this book.

THE BOOK

Based on this research in Jamaica, this book develops an analysis of political author-
ity. I theorize authority as shaped both in and beyond the state: successful claims to 
authority involve credibly embodying an outlaw persona that stands outside of the 
political establishment while also connecting strategically to state institutions and 
mobilizing democratic ideals such as freedom and equality. Political authority is 
the outcome of mutual recognition by rulers and ruled—it requires the consent of 
the governed. In addition, a leader’s authority within a specific sphere or territory 
must be recognized by others who hold positions of power—for dons, this means 
politicians, state bureaucrats, the police, and influential businesspeople. Showing 
how dons’ power relies on a widespread belief in their right to rule rather than on 
a reign of terror, I explain how the urban poor come to experience donmanship as 
legitimate. Consent and consensus are produced and reproduced, and occasion-
ally contested, in everyday urban life, as dons activate the space of the neighbor-
hood and a range of aesthetic forms to foster deeply felt experiences of political 
belonging. I am particularly interested in highlighting how affective atmospheres 
of authority—those immersive, material-affective relations that lie in between 
bodies, objects, and material spaces—generate shared political sensations, making 
donmanship feel normal, natural, and right.

In chapters 1 and 2, I highlight, respectively, the histories and geographies of 
donmanship. Chapter 1 traces histories of political leadership, exploring how these 
have been narrated and contested in official historiography, popular culture, and 
everyday discussions. In so doing, it describes how donmanship developed from 
Jamaica’s colonial past into its postcolonial present. Chapter 2 concentrates on 
the spatial dimension of dons’ authority, demonstrating how their power is always 
rooted in those marginalized urban areas associated most closely with Kingston’s 
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impoverished black population. It highlights the significance of Kingston’s geogra-
phies of inequality, showing how conflations of race, class, and urban space allow 
dons to appear more proximate and more representative than elected politicians.

Chapters 3, 4, and 5 examine how dons’ authority takes shape at the intersection 
of individual, embodied forms of leadership and strategic relationships with state 
institutions. Each of these chapters focuses on one such institution, emphasizing 
how dons rely on personified leadership and sensorial strategies to craft a relation-
ship to electoral politics, law, and taxation, respectively. In chapter 3, I discuss 
how dons’ authority connects to electoral politics, building on their historical 
role as brokers within the clientelist system of “garrison politics.” Dons’ claims to 
authority are strengthened when elected politicians actively recognize dons’ right 
to rule, framing their leadership in terms of participatory democracy. In addition, 
dons’ party-political allegiance can strengthen their bonds with residents by allow-
ing them to draw on the aesthetic, affective dimensions of partisan identities in 
ways that go beyond the transactional benefits of clientelist relations. Chapter 4 
focuses on how dons derive authority from their ambiguous relationship to the 
law, showing how the violently enforced “community justice” system centered on 
dons can be perceived as more legitimate than Jamaica’s formal legal system. Com-
munity justice connects to dons’ role as security providers: despite their central 
role in Kingston’s high homicide rates, within their own neighborhoods, the most 
powerful dons are credited with ensuring peace and safety. Chapter 5 analyzes 
dons’ ability to extract money or goods from a broad range of people who conduct 
business within their territory. By taking seriously the widespread framing of 
such payments in terms of “taxation” rather than extortion, I consider how such 
a performance of consent reflects and reinforces dons’ political authority. In the 
conclusion, I extend the general analysis outlined throughout this book, arguing 
that while donmanship represents a historically and culturally specific type of 
political authority, my analysis of this phenomenon can offer insights into the 
entanglement of violent autocratic rule and democratic institutions with implica-
tions extending far beyond Jamaica.
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In their song “Flames” (2016), reggae artists Protoje and Chronixx engage in the 
Rastafari practice of “burning” injustice, targeting social wrongs with lyrical fire.1 
Here, they critique the popular practice of blaming dancehall artists, such as Vybz 
Kartel and Alkaline, for Jamaica’s high rates of violent crime:

When the government cyaan fight crime
Dem blame Kartel or blame Alkaline
Wha’ppen to the parents dem
Weh not tryin’ fi tell di youth dem
Make up dem own mind
Haffi think deeper, overstand me

When the government can’t fight crime
They blame Kartel or blame Alkaline
What’s happened to the parents
Who aren’t trying to tell young people
To make up their own mind?
You have to think deeper, do you understand me

While pointing to the responsibility of parents to raise young people capable of 
independent decision-making, Protoje and Chronixx encourage their listeners to 
“think deeper,” to connect Jamaica’s violent conflict to political history, and to re-
flect on the role of its earliest political leaders. Specifically, the song moves on to 
call out two politicians and trade union leaders, Alexander Bustamante and Hugh 
Shearer. Bustamante, Jamaica’s first prime minister after independence in 1962 
and one of Jamaica’s seven official National Heroes, was the leader of both the jlp 
and the Bustamante Industrial Trade Union (bitu), the union out of which the 
political party grew. Shearer, who succeeded Bustamante as bitu leader, assumed 
Bustamante’s jlp constituency seat after the latter retired from politics and served 
as prime minister from 1967 to 1972.
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All of this start so underhanded
Like all a man like Bustamante
How you get me trust that man deh?
National Hero, who? You tan deh
Hugh Shearer ban Walter Rodney
None a dem ting nuh teach inna di school
Dem take man fi fool

All of this started so underhanded
Even a man like Bustamante
How did you get me to trust that man?
National Hero, who? You must be crazy
Hugh Shearer banned Walter Rodney
None of those things are taught in school
They take us for fools

“Flames” pushes back against Jamaica’s official history, taught in schools, which 
celebrates the heroic acts of a small set of political leaders as central events in the 
birthing of the independent nation. Proposing an alternative understanding of 
how “all of this” started, the song critiques the idea of National Heroes, paint-
ing Bustamante as a devious, “underhanded” figure to be distrusted rather than 
venerated. Bustamante’s successor, Shearer, fares no better, featuring here not as 
Jamaica’s “first black prime minister” (as he is often described), but as the man 
who expelled the Guyanese historian and activist Walter Rodney from Jamaica 
in 1968. Alarmed by Rodney’s ties to Rastafari leaders and by the potential of his 
Pan-Africanist, Marxist scholarship to foster a revolutionary coalition of Black 
Power supporters, Shearer declared him a persona non grata in Jamaica. Indeed, 
his deportation led to heated protests and riots that united university students 
and the urban poor.2

It is precisely Rodney’s black radical critique of established historical narrative 
that Protoje and Chronixx revive. Their lyrical reassessment of official historiogra-
phy continues toward the end of the song, as they vow to continue commemorat-
ing an infamous episode of state persecution and violence, the 1963 Coral Gardens 
“incident” during which the Jamaican government detained and tortured hun-
dreds of Rastafari.3

And we nah stop talk ’bout Coral Gardens
Until we dead
And we nah stop burn dem
False leaders and presidents
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And we won’t stop talking about Coral Gardens
Until we’re dead
And we won’t stop condemning those
False leaders and presidents

Summarizing their position, Protoje and Chronixx assert that they will not stop 
“burning” those they call “false leaders”: they will continue to reject the authority of 
those political leaders who foment violence and division, and of the official histories 
that rewrite those leaders’ actions as heroism.

How might we understand donmanship as a political formation that is situated 
in longer histories?

Any attempt to historicize dons’ authority involves looking past the borders of 
the urban neighborhoods where their rule is most visible to consider their relation-
ships with national political leaders, trade union activism, and electoral politics. It 
also requires a recognition of how international political and economic interests 
have informed “local” conflicts, from centuries of colonial slavery to the geopoliti
cal machinations of the Cold War era. As evidenced by anticolonial uprisings and 
other overt forms of contestation, and by less spectacular forms of everyday poli-
tics, such histories of domination were always also characterized by ongoing efforts 
“from below” to transform the established order and to redefine the parameters of 
political personhood.4

In this chapter, I trace a number of the historical relationships and conflicts 
that have informed donmanship. My interest here is not so much in sketching 
linear trajectories that suggest a direct or inevitable pathway from specific pasts 
to a present of donmanship, but rather in providing a context for the connections 
that many Jamaicans make between political past and present. While drawing on 
academic texts, I also look to popular Jamaican music and oral history interviews to 
understand how mainstream political histories are contested, rewritten, and mobi-
lized to explain present-day conditions. In engaging with such lyrical and everyday 
historiography, I am particularly interested in the alternative canons of political 
leaders we might encounter through this lens, and in the distinctions made be-
tween political legitimacy and legality in such processes of memory-making. What 
if a closer scrutiny of elected political leaders and certain National Heroes revealed 
them to be “underhanded” crooks, whose divide-and-rule strategies incited endur-
ing urban warfare? And under what circumstances might men involved in formally 
illegal activities actually be better models of authority, heroes even? Such questions 
are constantly posed, and answered in various ways, in reggae and dancehall songs, 
but also in everyday discussions.
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HISTORY AND THE POLITICAL IMAGINATION

In approaching political history with attention to such cultural narratives, I seek 
to draw attention to the centrality of the political imagination as it unfolds in ev-
eryday talk and in creative expressions, popular music in particular. I use the term 
political imagination here to refer to the imagination of political order, of how 
power works and how it should work.5 These forms of political imagination that I 
am interested in work as analytical, normative, and affective frames. Analytically, 
they guide us in our understandings of how power works, and where and in whose 
hands it is concentrated—our attention is drawn to specific locations of power and 
responsibility, and not others. Normatively, the political imagination shapes our 
perceptions of the workings of power as just or unjust, and affectively, it imbues 
our responses to these workings with anger or pride, with sadness or excitement. 
Beyond delineating the sites and mechanisms of power, the political imagination 
is central in how we come to see ourselves in relation to others: with whom we feel 
affinity or community, what forms of authority and hierarchy we find acceptable.

We can also understand the political imagination as frameworks that suggest 
specific attributions of causality and blame, and delineate the conditions of citi-
zenship and other forms of political community. For instance, it involves specific 
understandings of the causes of urban poverty and violence—whose fault is it that 
some neighborhoods suffer from high levels of conflict and deprivation, and who 
might be able to remedy this? Who should and can protect vulnerable citizens—
the state, or other powerholders such as dons? To what established or yet to be 
realized political community does one belong? What normative sense of rights 
and responsibilities accompanies this belonging, and what emotions does it elicit? 
These analytical, normative, and affective frames can legitimize or delegitimize 
specific structures of decision-making, shifting our sense of how political decisions 
should be taken, implemented, and enforced, from a preference for top-down, 
violent authoritarianism toward a preference for electoral democracy or horizontal 
collective action, or vice versa.6

Engaging with such forms of political imagination in relation to Jamaica’s his-
tories, we see specific moments in time and specific political leaders emerging as 
key concerns: labor protests, election years, and other periods of violent transfor-
mation and the role of unionists, politicians, and dons in these episodes. As later 
chapters in this book also show, these historical figures and these episodes continue 
to resonate in contemporary experiences of political authority. Attending to such 
central conjunctures and figures, the rest of this chapter concentrates on Jamaica’s 
political history and its narrative negotiations. In the next section, I start by dis-
cussing how both dons and politicians have often been understood as conforming 
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to a specific historical model of leadership, with roots in colonial rule, glossed as 
“the hero and the crowd.” The most powerful dons may have displaced politicians 
as political “heroes,” but this process has not been a linear one.

This historical reconfiguration of political leadership is the focus of the sections 
that follow, as the chapter moves roughly from the late colonial past into the 
postcolonial present: from the anticolonial nationalist movement that emerged in 
the 1930s, through the consolidation of “garrison politics” in the 1960s and 1970s, 
and the broader governance role that dons took on in the late twentieth and early 
twenty-first century, to the aftermath of the Tivoli Incursion.7 While the chapter 
is organized in a roughly chronological fashion, it takes a less-than-linear approach 
to history that resonates with anthropologist Deborah Thomas’s interest in as-
sembling “archives of affect.” Such archives include a range of texts, sounds, and 
images in order to understand “how the sphere of the political has been imagined 
and felt at various junctures and . . . the kind of politics that are possible at these 
junctures.”8 Here, I am interested specifically in assembling an archive that helps 
understand how political leadership has been imagined, felt, and made possible at 
different conjunctures over the past century.

THE HERO AND THE CROWD

“Runner or legend?” Journalist Michael Sharpe posed the question to the crowd 
that had assembled in Tivoli Gardens shortly after the 2010 security operation, at 
a point in time when Dudus was still on the run from the police. The response was 
immediate and unanimous. “Legend!!” The crowd’s support echoed that of the hun-
dreds of mostly female residents who had marched out directly before the incur-
sion, just a week earlier, waving signs asserting “Taking the boss is like taking Jesus.”

But Dudus is not the first legendary don whose heroic status is evidenced by his 
crowds of followers. Tivoli Gardens has been associated with Jamaica’s most famous 
criminal leaders: before Dudus, his father, Lester “Jim Brown” Coke, ruled over the 
area, gaining the title “don of dons.” And before Jim Brown there was Claudius Mas-
sop, Tivoli’s original godfather. In Matthews Lane, the pnp garrison that borders 
Tivoli to the east, a series of leaders achieved a similarly iconic status—from Aston 
“Bucky Marshall” Thompson in the 1970s to Glenford “Early Bird” Phipps in the 
1980s, who was succeeded by his brother Donald “Zeeks” Phipps.

Zeeks in particular assumed a quasi-mythical status, cemented through the so-
called Zeeks riots, mentioned briefly in the introduction.9 In September 1998, the 
Jamaica Constabulary Force (jcf) arrested Zeeks and took him to the local police 
station. Enraged Matthews Lane residents blocked off the roads with barricades, 
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set old tires and other debris on fire, and marched to the Kingston Central police 
station. At this time, a peace treaty between Zeeks and Dudus had ended the his-
torical rivalry between their two garrisons and allegedly even jlp-affiliated gunmen 
came out to support Zeeks. Like Dudus’s supporters in 2010, the 1998 protestors 
held up placards with slogans such as “Justice for Zeeks” and chanted “No Zeeks, 
no peace!” The march itself was not peaceful, and the protestors threatened to 
storm the police station if their leader was not released. The crowd only calmed 
down after Zeeks was led out onto the building’s balcony. He assured his followers 
that he was unharmed and would soon return, telling them: “Mi soon come. Mi 
have a little business to take care of.”

The event inspired Louie Culture and Cocoa Tea’s “Zeeks,” a reggae song that 
includes the following lyrics:

From Downtown to Uptown, inna every shopper’s fair
All of the people from down in the ghetto was there
And them a set roadblock, burning fire, ’cause them just don’t care
Revolutionary soldiers, them take over, ’cause them just nah fear
Well, them bawl out Zeeks, them bawl out Zeeks
The man who set the history in the streets
Yeah them bawl out Zeeks, well them a bawl out Zeeks
The man who cause the history in the streets

Well, mi nah look nuh sorry, nah beg nuh pity
But if them diss the program, man will lock the city
Well, equal rights and justice haffi win, we got the key
If them diss it, we will lock the city . . .

When you right, him say you right, when you wrong, him say you wrong
Help the poor to get some more and help the weak to get so strong

The song sketches a clear dynamic between a hero and his followers. It depicts 
Zeeks as a don who could summon scores of people from across the city, from 
Downtown to Uptown, a man who could rally fearless “revolutionary soldiers” to 
block the roads, to set the city on fire, to take over. The singers are uninterested in 
eliciting apologies or pity, they assert: “nah look no sorry, nah beg no pity.” Rather, 
channeling the crowd, they demand “equal rights and justice,” drawing a moral 
distinction between an “us” and a “them.” If they, the police, “diss the program”—
that is, disrespect the order that the don has arranged—then we, “all the people 
from down in the ghetto,” can and will lock down the city, in the name of demo
cratic values of equality and justice. Zeeks, they make clear, is an honorable leader, 
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punishing wrongdoers and supporting the poor and the weak. With the people 
“bawling out” for their leader in anger, as the song’s chorus proclaims repeatedly, 
Zeeks ended up writing history in the streets.

Indeed, this account of a legendary leader persecuted by the police and de-
fended by his revolutionary soldiers echoes historical accounts of Jamaica’s Na-
tional Heroes. Specifically, the song “Zeeks” resembles narratives of iconic events 
associated with Alexander Bustamante. During the labor riots that spread across 
the island in the 1930s, Bustamante led large crowds of angry protestors through 
Downtown Kingston. As a hostile colonial police force threatened to open fire at 
the marchers, Bustamante confronted them with a keen sense of political drama. 
As he later recollected: “I turned to the policemen, bared my chest, and said ‘Shoot 
me, but leave those unfortunate hungry people alone.’ I dispersed the crowd and 
told them to be calm.”10

Such iconic scenes, of Zeeks and Bustamante alike, evoke the idea of “the hero 
and crowd,” an influential analytical frame developed by political scientist A. W. 
Singham in the 1960s.11 Singham argued that Caribbean electoral politics should 
be understood as rooted in the colonial polity. Focusing on the final days of colo-
nial rule and the political leaders who led the fight for independence, he identi-
fied two types of “heroes”: the trade union leader who leads his working-class 
peers to power and the middle-class leader who sacrifices his career (often in law 
or academia) to help “the people” achieve self-sovereignty. In their anticolonial 
strugg le for independence, both types of heroes were able to mobilize large and 
loyal “crowds” of followers, sometimes resembling millenarian movements. Yet 
as these heroes become professional politicians, Singham suggests they cleaved to 
a model of political leadership rooted directly in the region’s plantation history: a 
personalistic, authoritarian type of leadership that demanded submissiveness from 
followers. He saw these “native politicians” as proto-dictators who had no interest 
in “a genuine political socialization of the mass of people” that might meaningfully 
challenge colonial patterns of authoritarianism.12 Their tendency was to regard the 
political party as a vehicle for personal advancement and to actively discourage its 
development as an institution of mass political emancipation.13

The most successful dons slot easily into this model. In addition to being able 
to summon large crowds of fervent supporters, they draw on some of the tropes 
Singham associated with politician-heroes. They are able to present themselves as 
working-class protagonists whose endeavors to improve the lot of their peers can 
be framed in terms of sacrifice: taking Dudus is “like taking Jesus.” The heroism of 
the don lies in his ability not only to present himself as the embattled but generally 
victorious protagonist of various political dramas. He must also take care of his 
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adherents, “to help the poor to get some more and help the weak to get so strong,” 
as Louie Culture and Cocoa Tea sang of Zeeks.

As discussed below, this persona, which combines charisma, care, and authori-
tarianism, can be recognized in the stories told about Jamaican politicians and 
dons. In many cases, such stories show how these different types of political lead-
ers have been able to assume the role of the strong, personalist hero, or heroine, 
who can take care of their crowd of loyal followers. Yet there are always other 
accounts—some of them written, others sung, or muttered in private—that show 
how heroes can tumble from grace, their political leadership proving to be an un-
stable, temporary achievement.

EARLY POLITICAL HEROES

As a British colony in which the majority of the population of African descent 
had been enslaved until full Emancipation in 1838, Jamaica had a very restricted 
franchise until the mid-twentieth century, with the right to vote and the right to 
stand for election largely restricted to light-skinned, land-holding elites. Universal 
suffrage was only granted in 1944, nearly twenty years before independence in 
1962. This extension of voting rights to all Jamaicans followed the emergence of 
the nationalist movement and severe labor unrest throughout the British West 
Indies in the 1930s. These labor rebellions were at the basis of the joint formation 
of Jamaica’s first political parties and trade unions in the 1940s. The bitu, led by 
Alexander Bustamante, formed the basis of the jlp. The founder of the pnp, Nor-
man Washington Manley, was involved in the development of the rival Trades 
Union Council (tuc), later superseded by the National Workers Union (nwu).

Both Bustamante and Manley became larger-than-life figures during this period. 
The government conferred the title of National Hero on the two men in 1969, fol-
lowing Manley’s death, but they had achieved heroic status much earlier. From the 
start, music played an important role in this process of iconization. In mobilizing 
their supporters, the unions and the associated political parties drew on existing 
musical traditions. Campaign rallies regularly sought to raise participants’ spirits 
by singing battle-themed religious songs, such as “Onward Christian Soldiers.” 
The lyrics of familiar religious music—Christian hymns and gospel songs, but also 
African-Christian “sankeys” and Revival songs—were often adapted in support of 
the union or the party, with politicians’ names replacing those of biblical figures. 
“Go before us, Lord, go before us,” for instance, would become “Go before us, Man-
ley” or “Go before us, Busta.”14 During the strikes Bustamante led in Downtown 
Kingston, his followers would sing:
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I will follow Bustamante till I die
Busta power is moving just like a magnet
It moves in me and it moves in you
Jus’ like the day of the Pentecost15

Such songs not only portray these political leaders as commanding, magnetic men 
endowed with spiritual powers and able to generate an affective atmosphere that 
literally moved their followers. Their lyrics also narrate a relationship in which 
political supporters pledge to be loyal to their leaders until death. The line “I will 
follow Bustamante till I die” almost eerily foreshadows signs up held by West 
Kingston residents marching out in support of Dudus in 2010, proclaiming: “Jesus 
die for us. We will die for Dudus!!!” The twenty-first century declarations of abso-
lute loyalty to dons, bolstered with religious references, have a clear precedent in 
the songs celebrating Jamaica’s early nationalist leaders. This tradition of political 
music helped craft an emotionally powerful model of authority that celebrates 
individual personalities, but also legitimizes their rule by situating them within 
institutions—in the case of the early leaders not just within the new political struc-
tures, but also long-standing religious ones.

Beyond the personalist model of authority that became established within the 
new forms of political mobilization of the 1940s and 1950s, the jlp and the pnp also 
sought to educate the new electorate into their new status as franchised citizens 
through union activities. The middle-class, light-skinned (“brown”) union and 
political leaders sought to instill a sense of political consciousness and political 
agency amongst the darker-skinned (“black”) working poor.16 The pnp and its 
union partners in particular distributed political literature and organized study 
groups throughout the island, with the aim of inculcating a nationalist desire for 
independence, a sense of the rights and duties of citizenship, as well as a socialist 
sensibility.17 As in many other contexts where the labor movement and party politics 
were entangled, trade unions played a central role in brokering state-citizen relations.

While these political education initiatives were ideologically driven, center-
ing on notions of uplift and emancipation, the entanglement of party loyalty and 
union benefits also fed a clientelist form of electoral politics from early on. From 
the jlp’s landslide victory in 1944, with Bustamante as head of national and mu-
nicipal government, and as leader of both the trade union and the party, public 
funds and employment opportunities were increasingly distributed in a partisan 
fashion.18 It became clear to union supporters that they stood to gain access to 
employment and other benefits if their party won.

The relationship between electoral politics and unionism also meant that 
the bitu–tuc rivalry, which took on violent forms in the streets of Kingston 
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in the 1940s and 1950s, quickly blurred into party-political violence. As identi-
fication with the interests of a trade union formed the basis for party-political 
identities, the willingness of labor activists to fight for the economic benefits as-
sociated with the dominance of their union became difficult to distinguish from 
a willingness to use violence to help their party win elections. Indeed, the earliest 
pre-independence elections were marred by violent and sometimes deadly conflicts 
between pnp and jlp supporters, and by the late 1950s, loosely organized political 
gangs with access to firearms had emerged on the scene in Kingston.19

Where historical accounts of this era tend to read economic gain and inter-
community violence as key factors in the consolidation of party-political identities, 
less attention has been paid to how more pleasurable affects, such as excitement 
and fun, also work to cement political bonds. Chelsey Kivland’s elaboration of 
the concept of “hedonopolitics” encourages us to consider the role of pleasure in 
constituting political leadership. Her work highlights the importance of “feeling-
ful” events in generating pleasure and political power—the affective intensity 
that emerges at such events is a key political resource for those leaders able to 
harness it.20

In Jamaica, elections have long been such feelingful, hedonopolitical events. 
Beyond violence, if not fully separate from it, electoral campaigns are moments of 
pleasure. Music, jokes, and alcohol all contribute to affective atmospheres of fes-
tivity. In an interview with Mr. Douglas, an eighty-three-year-old gentleman from 
West Kingston, it was precisely this sense of excitement and fun that stood out 
in his account of Jamaica’s earliest elections. We sat on his veranda, accompanied 
by our mutual friend, Keith, with neighborhood children running back and forth. 
Occasionally interrupting himself to caution the children if he felt they were get-
ting too rowdy, Mr. Douglas began to describe the 1949 elections. He recalled the 
campaign vividly, recounting how he had left Kingston to attend an election rally 
in the rural parish of St. Elizabeth in support of the jlp incumbent, Cleve Lewis. 
Despite the rivalry between Lewis and his pnp challenger, Edward Vivian Allen, 
the competition was friendly and took the shape of musical battles rather than 
actual violence, while alcohol always contributed to the high spirits.

“I never forget it,” Mr. Douglas declared, describing the rally and the jlp sup-
porters’ attempts to discourage their opponents through music. “They’re running 
the election now, you know, big election, and they would sing a song.” He began 
to sing, tapping his foot and swaying in his chair to the rhythm:

Tell them Lewis, no enter the election contest
Tell them Lewis, no enter the election contest
We have no gun, we have no revolver
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The jlp, the rock of Gibraltar
Tell them Lewis, no enter the election contest!

Recalling the moment, Mr. Douglas became animated, singing the lines again. 
The pnp loyalists would respond to the musical challenge in kind, Mr. Douglas 
continued. He sung their rejoinder twice in a row for us:

Old clothes government, a wah mi do yu
Old clothes government, a wah mi do yu

Like the first song, these lines were also sung to a cheerful tune. Rather than cel-
ebrating their own leader, this response was a derogatory song, its lyrics berating 
jlp politicians for seeking to buy votes by handing out second-hand clothing to 
their followers. “A wah mi do yu”—what have I done to you—the singers asked, 
to be treated in such a demeaning fashion by the “old clothes government.” “We 
would get a kick out of it!” Mr. Douglas laughed. The antagonism between the 
two candidates and their followers was performative, he assured us: “And the two 
of them, after they finish the election, two men in the rum bar drinking, yes, and 
Labourites and pnp drinking, getting high.”

The classic collection of Jamaican women’s life stories, Lionheart Gal, includes 
a similar account of such a lyrical back-and-forth between two women doing their 
laundry on either sides of a tenement yard. “The pnp one” would sing:

Old clothes government
A weh me do yuh
Me no waan no saltfish
Me no waan no weevil flour

Old clothes government
What have I done to you
I don’t want any saltfish
I don’t want any weevil-infested flour

This disparagement would elicit a sung response from her jlp neighbor, who would 
“come out and find someting else fi sing and dem start throw word [make disparag-
ing comments] and dem sing and cuss all day.” While part of a different gendered 
sociality, this oral history similarly depicts early electoral competition as friendly 
lyrical banter, woven into the fabric of everyday life.21 This longer version of the 
song also highlights how early election campaigns involved a negotiation between 
voters and elected officials. What kind of material support does a government owe 
its citizens? The refusal of hand-me-downs and substandard food conveys a classed 
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and raced insistence on dignity, a rejection of political leaders who think they can 
obtain their voters’ loyalty so cheaply.

Mr. Douglas clearly remembered these early elections as a form of political fes-
tivity, a feelingful event that offered Jamaicans a sensory, serious-but-fun form of 
engagement with the new political structure. While these recollections are mainly 
happy memories, the line “We have no gun, we have no revolver” in the Labourites’ 
campaign song indicates that party-cum-union violence and intimidation were an 
unmistakable background presence during these early elections. Collective fun, 
economic interests, party loyalty, and violent antagonism were intertwined ele
ments in the mid-twentieth century formation of political subjectivities.

During this period leading up to independence, then, a number of factors served 
to instill not only a national but also a party-partisan subjectivity in Jamaican 
voters. During the early pre-independence election campaigns, the newly formed 
political parties and trade unions used structured political education drives to mo-
bilize colonial subjects to see themselves as rights-bearing democratic citizens and 
workers. While national sentiments intensified, the boundaries of party-political 
belonging also hardened, encouraged by the economic benefits that accrued to 
union members and party supporters, and solidified by the violent clashes between 
supporters. Beyond these economic and coercive factors, the festive atmosphere 
and embodied sensation of early electoral practices and performances were also 
conducive to the experience of both national and partisan belonging. Through the 
entanglement of the labor movement and party politics, and the intertwined mo-
bilization of labor and the electorate, a new population of voter-citizens developed 
an allegiance to the emergent nation as well as to the party and the union. In the 
second half of the twentieth century, however, these entangled allegiances began 
to change, with dons taking over the role of union leaders in terms of political 
mobilization.

GARRISON POLITICS

The territorial antagonism that had begun to emerge in the 1940s and 1950s, as 
groups of violent enforcers sought to claim the space of their neighborhood for 
their political and union bosses, became more marked in the decades following 
independence. In the 1960s and 1970s, both the pnp and the jlp created party-
loyal “garrison communities” by concentrating supporters in new government-
built housing developments. There is a general consensus that the West Kingston 
neighborhood of Tivoli Gardens was the first garrison, constructed between 1963 
and 1965. As part of a larger process of urban renewal, Edward Seaga, jlp Minister 



34  Chapter one

of Housing and Member of Parliament (mp) for West Kingston at the time, had the 
informal settlement of Back-o-Wall demolished. Seen as a hotbed of pnp support 
and as the home of disreputable, antiestablishment Rastafari, Back-o-Wall’s self-
built homes were destroyed and replaced with modern housing units, which were 
distributed to jlp supporters. The electoral consequences of this partisan form of 
urban development were unmistakable, and the pnp copied the model, developing 
its own housing estates and allocating units to party supporters in Arnett Gardens 
(more commonly known as “Jungle”) and Wilton Gardens (known as “Rema”).

Across Kingston’s low-income areas, party supporters increasingly clustered 
together in politically homogenous enclaves. These housing developments pro-
vided the initial material basis for a broader system of “garrison politics”: a form of 
communal clientelism in which politicians used state resources to secure votes, and 
to supply loyal communities with material benefits that extended beyond housing 
to include employment, infrastructural improvement, and general welfare.22 The 
creation and maintenance of garrison communities not only involved rewarding 
political loyalty with these forms of material assistance, but also using violence to 
discourage electoral competition. Accordingly, such communities have been de-
fined as spaces where “any individual/group that seeks to oppose, raise opposition 
to or organize against the locally dominant party would be in physical danger, thus 
making continued residence in the area extremely difficult, if not impossible.”23

Homogenous voting within these political enclaves was not only achieved 
through the distribution of benefits and violence. It also resulted from an increas-
ingly strong sense of collective, partisan identity known as “political tribalism.” 
The two parties had both developed a range of visual symbols, or public identity 
markers, including specific colors and hand signals. Supporters of the pnp wore 
orange, called each other “Comrade,” and signaled their party allegiance through 
a raised fist, while green-clad supporters of the jlp, known as “Labourites,” made a 
V-sign. In garrison communities, political graffiti, party colors, and murals depict-
ing politicians came to mark the physical borders of the neighborhood.

In short, a type of party-political subjectivity emerged in and through the space 
of the garrison. Anthropologist David Scott argues for viewing the clientelism that 
is central to garrison politics as a form of governmentality, as a rational principle 
through which behavior can be governed. This also entails attending to the spaces 
and processes of subject formation that support this mode of political rationality. 
Clientelism, Scott emphasizes, “works through certain kinds of space, the con-
struction and deployment of certain kinds of subject, the inducement of certain 
kinds of motivations, and the shaping of certain kinds of desire, aspiration, and 
lifestyle.”24 Over the decades, in garrison spaces, the clientelist logic of garrison 
politics became inseparable from the subjectivities of political tribalism.
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In establishing and maintaining garrisons, politicians relied on local brokers. 
It is these brokers—neighborhood strongmen initially often referred to as “area 
leaders”—who eventually became known as dons. They were central in ensuring 
that the distribution of state largesse was managed effectively, and that residents 
of these low-income strongholds voted for the “right” political party. In the early 
days of garrison politics, politicians from both parties enabled donmanship by 
surreptitiously sending both weapons and sums of cash to these emerging dons. In 
exchange, the dons ensured that their political bosses got their desired electoral 
outcome in three main ways. Within their neighborhoods, they pursued a form of 
party-political cleansing by ensuring that public housing units only went to party 
loyalists, and by forcing out supporters of the “enemy” party, threatening them 
with violence or actively burning down the homes of those who refused to leave. 
In addition, they would “encourage” those loyalists who remained to turn out to 
vote on election day. And, if there was still any doubt that the election might go the 
wrong way, they would steal and destroy ballot boxes containing less favorable votes.

A don I interviewed, whom I call “Richie Boom,” explained his role in the elections 
to me. Back in the 1980s, when he was a teenager, he became involved in getting out 
the vote: “You call people out of their yard go vote. Old man lying sick in bed—you 
lift him out of bed, go polling station.” In addition to mobilizing voters, he would 
target ballot boxes from polling stations in areas where party loyalty might not be 
guaranteed. “Mi go for the ballot box in 1985,” he told me. “Politics nuh play in them 
time”—politics was not a game in those days. In addition to stealing ballot boxes 
known to be stuffed with votes for the opposing party, Richie would have to defend 
his own electoral turf by protecting the “good” ballots. “You haffi [have to] stand up 
for your turf,” he explained. “Them come thief [steal] the ballot box, we haffi stand 
up for that. It’s just so it grow, we haffi fight the strugg le. It’s not a game when you de-
fend the ballot box, you can dead in the polling station. It’s just so the system set up.”

During the 1970s and 1980s, these electoral clashes had become increasingly vio-
lent as Jamaica’s national political contests became entangled with the geopolitical 
and ideological conflicts of the Cold War. The pnp, now led by Norman Manley’s 
son Michael, was embracing democratic socialism as the path forward, a position 
that involved strengthening ties with Cuba and left-leaning nations more broadly. 
Meanwhile, the jlp was aligning itself with the US-centered political project of 
free enterprise. This ideological polarization reinforced difference and legitimated 
violence between supporters, as the street-level competition over political territory 
and clientelist benefits became understood as part of a global battle between social-
ism and capitalism. Accordingly, the capacity of dons to shape election outcomes 
was not only of interest to Jamaican politicians but, increasingly, also to foreign 
intelligence agencies.25
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During elections, Kingston’s low-income areas became Cold War battlefields 
between armed pnp and jlp supporters. Electoral violence peaked around the 1980 
elections, when these clashes resulted in the deaths of nearly eight hundred Jamai-
cans. The violence of the 1970s and 1980s was contested through popular music at 
the time. Multiple songs titled “Tribal War” were released, penned by artists from 
Gregory Isaacs and John Holt to Culture, all analyzing garrison politics and political 
tribalism as a political system set up to divide and rule Jamaica’s urban poor.

From the 1990s onward, this history began to be narrated in dancehall lyrics, 
but not always through the critical lens that characterized the roots reggae of the 
preceding decades. Super Cat’s “Ghetto Red Hot” (1992), one of the first dancehall 
songs to become a hit in the United States, is less concerned with condemning 
violence than with laying claim to place-based “rudeboy” authenticity. Super Cat 
asserts that he was there, on the scene, at key moments when Kingston “ran hot.” 
Every verse begins by asking: “Weh dem deh when di ghetto run hot, when wi 
lookin’ di food for di pot?” Where were others when the ghetto was “running hot” 
with violence, when Super Cat and his friends were seeking to earn a living? Unlike 
some would-be gangsters, they were there:

Kingston wi deh when Massop get shot
Kingston wi deh when Copper get shot
Kingston wi deh when Bird get shot
Man a Kingston wi deh when Cow get shot
Sandokhan when him lick down flat
Natty Morgan lick down flat

We were in Kingston when Massop was shot
We were in Kingston when Copper was shot
We were in Kingston when Bird was shot
We were in Kingston when Cow was shot
Sandokhan when he was knocked down flat
Natty Morgan, knocked down flat

Key historical episodes, in this song, are the deaths of dons: Claudie Massop of 
Tivoli Gardens, Dennis “Copper” Barth of Rennock Lodge, Glenford “Early Bird” 
Phipps of Matthews Lane, Wayne “Sandokhan” Smith of Olympic Gardens, and 
Nathaniel “Natty” Morgan of Riverton City. Super Cat’s rhythmic recitation of 
their names, to the dancehall beat, adds sonically to the sensation that the song is 
writing—or rather, rewriting—a historical canon of Kingston’s leaders. Several of 
these men played a central role in garrison politics, defending the borders of their 
politically aligned neighborhood. Yet the political dimension of Kingston’s violence 
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receives only a brief mention, in a later verse, where Super Cat positions himself as 
a protector of the poor amidst the “politics friction”:

Weh dem deh when Kingston run hot?
When wi looking di food fi di pot
And guardin’ poor people head-top?
When di politics friction drop?
When di bomb a drop on house top?
And every mornin’ a dead man on spot
And di youth dem go school through shot

Where were they when Kingston was dangerous?
When we were trying to earn a living
And protecting poor people’s heads
When the political conflict started
When the bombs fell on houses
And every morning a man was found dead
And the children had to dodge bullets on their way to school

Rather than distancing himself from this violence, it serves as a platform that 
allows men such as Super Cat—who refers to himself as a “don, die-hearted, dog-
heart”—to affirm their status as powerful, authentic protectors.

Similarly, in Cham’s international hit “Ghetto Story” (2006), which describes 
growing up in a low-income urban area, the electoral violence of the 1980s is as-
sociated not so much with ideological enmity, but more with big men seeking to 
“run road”—to take control of the streets. Like “Ghetto Red Hot,” this song is a 
conscious act of urban memory-making, with successive verses starting with “I re-
member when . . .” or “I remember those days . . .” Remembering the 1980 elections 
and the explosive conflict it entailed, Cham namechecks a number of powerful 
men. However, rather than dons, he pays respect to Keith “Trinity” Gardner and 
Tony Hewitt, legendary police officers who were not afraid to use violence in their 
attempts to run the streets. “Ghetto Story” traces a lineage—again, an apparent 
canon—of notorious policemen, describing Trinity and Hewitt as the forefathers of 
infamous officers such as Isaiah Laing, Cornwall “Bigga” Ford, and Reneto Adams, 
who were still junior officers unfamiliar with “the road code” around 1980.

I remember ’bout ’80
Jamaica explode
When a Trinity and Tony Hewitt
Dem a run road
Dat a long before Laing dem
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And even Bigga Ford
When Adams dem a corporal
Nuh know di road code

I remember about 1980
Jamaica exploded
When it was Trinity and Tony Hewitt
Who ran the streets
That was long before Laing
And even Bigga Ford
When Adams was a corporal
He did not know the law of the street

While paying respect to such police officers, Cham also positions them as antago-
nists, highlighting the excitement of young men becoming involved in various 
forms of crime and violence. “Ghetto Story” moves seamlessly from memories of a 
first successful robbery of a neighborhood shop, to detailing the thrill of electoral 
fraud:

I remember when we skip the poll clerks
And dump the ballot box ’pon Tivoli outskirts
And hold a plane ticket
And go chill over Turks
When mi come back, a still inna di hole mi a lurk

I remember when we ran past the poll clerks
And dumped the ballot box on the outskirts of Tivoli
And got a plane ticket
And went to chill in Turks [and Caicos]
When I came back, I still had to hide

Cham describes rather matter-of-factly how involvement in street-level conflicts 
enabled their international mobility: those stealing ballot boxes would be provided 
with plane tickets to lay low abroad until after the elections (although they still 
would face the risk of retaliation on their return). The song is relatively uncritical 
about the overall effects of the electoral violence, though it briefly disparages how 
politics manipulated young men, echoing David Scott’s point on clientelism as a 
form of governmentality:

Jamaica get screw through greed and glutton
Politics manipulate
And press yutes button
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But we rich now so dem cyaan tell man nutten
’Cause a wi a mek mama nyaam fish and mutton

Jamaica got screwed due to greed and gluttony
Politics manipulated
And pressed young men’s buttons
But we are rich now so they can’t boss us around
Because it’s us providing mom with fish and meat to eat

In foregrounding the autonomy that gunmen gained as they found their own 
sources of wealth and came to eschew politics, “Ghetto Story” historicizes the 
shift many of those involved in electoral violence experienced. Moving into the 
1980s, economic recession and neoliberal structural adjustment programs, which 
stressed cutbacks in government expenditure and public-sector employment, 
meant that the politicians’ power to distribute material resources to their con-
stituencies were diminishing drastically. The dons, their neighborhood-level 
armed enforcers, found other sources of income. In addition to identifying a 
lucrative niche in the transnational drugs trade, and expanding “taxation” activi-
ties within Kingston, their financial independence also grew as they developed 
formal business activities within the entertainment, construction, and private 
security industry.

As their financial autonomy increased, dons such as Richie Boom also became 
more skeptical about their role in electoral politics. In describing how his thinking 
had developed, the don told me: “We go through, we see it do nothing for we. You 
get a better overstanding.” Eventually, as he developed this “overstanding”—the 
Rastafari term for understanding—he distanced himself from garrison politics as 
such. “Politics, mi haffi let it go,” he stated. The trust he had placed in politicians 
turned out to be of little value: “Them win [the election], them nuh [re]member 
you, and send police, them call you terrorist. You find [out] who go to the morgue, 
who go to the penitentiary.” As the bonds between mps and their enforcers weak-
ened toward the end of the twentieth century, the intensity of political violence 
also diminished. Although violent crimes more generally increased, “the rate of 
the politics drop,” Richie Boom concluded.

DONS AS CORULERS

In the twenty-first century, garrison constituencies and their party-political 
boundaries have become so consolidated that the don’s role as an electoral en-
forcer has become less urgent. Politicians still look to them to mobilize the vote, 
but this currently involves hardly any electoral violence. Indeed, much of the 
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enmity associated with elections has disappeared. Spending time in Brick Town, 
historically a hardcore pnp garrison, around the 2011 election, friends recounted 
an episode to me that indicated how much had changed. “Rickie,” a Brick Town 
resident, went to vote at the local polling station, which was located in a school in 
a “Labourite” section of the constituency. Dressed in full orange regalia, he crossed 
into the heart of jlp territory, electoral turf that had been defended and expanded 
violently during earlier decades. In response to this somewhat audacious act, the 
Labourites near the polling station took his orange pnp cap, put a green jlp cap 
back on his head and sent him on his way. On returning to Brick Town, he laugh-
ingly told my friends about what had happened to him, showing off his jlp cap. 
In this garrisoned part of Kingston, this kind of playful banter between Comrades 
and Labourites—reminiscent of how Mr. Douglas described the 1949 election—had 
been unthinkable, until very recently. To go into a “green” area dressed in orange 
during election time would be inviting trouble, to say the least.

Meanwhile, dons became less dependent on politicians for guns or money—
they had acquired their own sources in the legal and illegal economy. This does 
not mean they no longer receive financial support from politicians. Influential 
mps, with control over major political contracts, can direct significant amounts 
of government funding toward dons, who either receive compensation for acting 
as “community liaisons” or, if they have developed formal businesses, act as official 
contractors. Perhaps more important than money is the ability of politicians to use 
their clout to protect dons from prosecution and other forms of harm. A senior 
mp I interviewed, whom I call “Karen,” described to me how she was called on to 
intervene in prison, in order to protect a convicted criminal from her constituency, 
“because when he was inside, somebody in there wanted to kill him.” She called 
the Commissioner of Corrections, telling him: “Look, I know I’m not supposed to 
intervene in matters like this, but this young man’s life is at risk. He’s on this block, 
this cell, see what you can do for me please.”

Notwithstanding the continued value of political connections, as the dons’ 
national and transnational networks expanded and their financial independence 
increased, their negotiating power vis-à-vis politicians grew. As programs of de-
regulation and privatization diminished state ability to provide services such as 
health care and social and physical security, their role became less that of clien-
telist brokers, who could trade community votes for political pork. Increasingly, 
dons came to replace mps as community patrons who could distribute largesse.26 
It is important to note, though, that the relation between state actors and dons is 
dynamic and varies in intensity across Kingston and other garrisoned urban areas. 
Certain state actors combat the power of the dons while others continue to rely 
on them and actively shield them from criminal investigation and prosecution. 
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In addition, dons’ roles and impacts vary significantly across low-income com-
munities, depending on, amongst other factors, their economic base, the nature 
of their organizations, their attitude toward politics, and their political, social, and 
business connections.27 On the whole, dons continue to function as important 
gatekeepers for politicians, government agencies, and bureaucrats.

The more successful dons, however, have expanded their role beyond being 
brokers and local patrons to being partners-in-governance. They draw on their own 
funds and their access to the means of violence, and the residents of their com-
munities rely on them for the provision of public services such as welfare, employ-
ment, and security. They provide residents with “irregular” access to basic public 
goods, such as free utilities, by intimidating electricity and water bill collectors or 
technicians sent to lock off illegal connections. But they have also taken on a more 
formal role in state programs: as dons became increasingly incorporated into the 
governance of low-income urban areas, their function expanded from mobiliz-
ing voters to realizing government objectives and projects. Dons do much more 
than just providing political parties with access to electoral blocs and distributing 
clientelist benefits—they have also become important governance actors in their 
own right, and state agencies and bureaucrats rely on them to ensure the success-
ful implementation of government programs. From policing and welfare provision 
to solid waste management and the construction of public parks and other forms 
of infrastructural project management, dons take on governance roles effectively 
and efficiently.

This incorporation of dons into governance began in the late twentieth century, 
as the Jamaican government became less resourced and less of a developmental 
state, and dons became more resourced and more independent. In the twenty-
first century, dons’ connections have increasingly extended beyond politicians 
to state institutions more broadly. As following chapters illustrate in more detail, 
politicians, police officers, and administrators enter into partnerships with dons 
to achieve improvements in access or efficiency or to preempt violent conflicts in 
low-income urban areas.

As discussed in the introduction, leaders such as Jamaica’s dons, with their in-
volvement in criminal activities and organizations, have sometimes been imagined 
as heading “parallel states.” However, the various unstable yet enduring coalitions 
between government officials and dons’ organizations have made it difficult to 
separate formal state governance from donmanship. These developments necessi-
tate an understanding of the entanglement of dons and state actors that goes beyond 
clientelism and brokerage. I understand the relationship between dons, bureau-
crats, and politicians as central to a hybrid state, in which a range of state duties 
have been de facto outsourced to dons. In return, they claim a steady flow of state 
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funds and a measure of political protection. These links to state agencies and bu-
reaucracies have frequently been framed as public-private “partnerships,” and been 
justified by state actors in the neoliberal terms of cost efficiency, decentralization, 
and community participation.

Rather than clear-cut strategic decisions, these transitions in governance are 
the unstable outcome of complex, historically structured negotiations, of ongoing 
power strugg les between dons, politicians, and bureaucrats who are engaged in 
relations of collusion and competition, each with their own political and eco-
nomic interests. However, as Anthony Harriott notes, “The collusion between 
the political parties and organized crime is not just the outcome of materially 
self-interested motivations; it is an adaptation to state incapacity that permits co
rulership of the communities of the urban poor.”28 In certain cases, the de facto out-
sourcing of government responsibilities to dons took place as a direct consequence 
of state retrenchment, with an emphasis on cost efficiency. In other contexts, a 
relatedly neoliberal emphasis on participatory development, decentralization, 
and community-based project management—promoted in Jamaica through World 
Bank loans, bilateral donors, and ngos—has framed the dons’ involvement in 
governance. Politicians and state actors use dons to pursue public goods as well as 
private interests while dons use officials, in return, with the same objectives, mak-
ing it hard to discern personal gain from the common good.

The association of dons with the public good is often incomprehensible to out-
siders. It is, however, a central theme in songs focusing on donmanship. There are 
very few songs that outright reject this form of leadership and a much more elabo-
rate tradition of celebrating dons. The lyrics of such songs often emphasize the lead-
ers’ “badness,” that is, their tough and fearless character. But the artists singing about 
dons generally take pains to show how this willingness to use violence or to skirt the 
law is directed toward the good of the people. This was especially clear in a spate of 
songs that emerged in the period leading up to Dudus’s extradition, all of which were 
concerned with defending his reputation as a legitimate authority figure.

One prominent example was the song “Don’t Touch the President,” by Bunny 
Wailer, one of Bob Marley’s original bandmates. With a catchy melody and instru-
mentation reminiscent of the roots reggae music of the 1970s, the song sounds 
like much of Bunny Wailer’s back catalogue. Released not long before the Tivoli 
Incursion and Dudus’s arrest, it urged the authorities not to touch “the President,” 
as the don was commonly known, “ ’cause we confident, seh him [that he is] inno-
cent.” This assertion of innocence is at the heart of the song’s chorus, but it is also 
immediately qualified—Bunny Wailer depicts Dudus as a Robin Hood-style social 
bandit, acknowledging “the bad” and “evil” involved, but insisting on the overall 
goodness and progress he has brought to his community:
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Don’t touch the Robin Hood in the neighborhood
’Cause he take the bad and turn it into good
Sometimes out of evil comes forth good
Can’t you see the progress in the neighborhood?

The song continues to elaborate on Dudus’s importance for the residents of Down-
town Kingston, pointing to his role in generating economic activities and protect-
ing the poor:

Them mash down Passa Passa and Fully Loaded
Containers with the carrots and tomatoes
Say mi sorry for the vendors and bend-down plazas
For if them touch him, poor people a go bawl

These lines refer to the don’s status as informal guardian of “Passa Passa,” a weekly 
dancehall street party held in Tivoli Gardens from 2003 until 2010, and associate 
him with the popular annual beach party “Fully Loaded.” Bunny Wailer gestures 
toward Dudus’s role in ensuring a safe and orderly market, expressing his sympathy 
with those selling in the “bend-down plazas,” where fresh vegetables are displayed 
on the ground, concluding that if the authorities “touch” the don, poor people “a 
go bawl”—they will cry.

An explicitly historical take on legality and legitimacy in political leadership 
was evident in “Crime Minister,” a dancehall song by comedic duo Twin of Twins 
released shortly after Dudus had been arrested and extradited.29 A scathing critique 
of Prime Minister Bruce Golding’s role in the extradition and Tivoli Incursion, 
the song directly contrasts dons and formal leaders, coming down in clear favor 
of the former:

Which one a dem man deh a di real crime minister?
Which one a di leader dem people do this for? . . .
Who is di real criminal inna di country? . . .
The first Governor-General was a pirate
A nuh Dudus send di bill dem with such a high rate
Who make di nurses and di doctors dem out fi migrate

Which one of those men is the real crime minister?
Which one of the leaders did people do this for? . . .
Who is the real criminal in the country? . . .
The first Governor-General was a pirate
It’s not Dudus sending the bills that are so high
Who is making the nurses and the doctors migrate
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Who is the real criminal, the song asks, Dudus or Golding? Rather than a prime 
minister, the song proposes viewing Golding as a “crime minister” and ties him to 
a longer, colonial lineage by pointing out that “the first Governor-General was a 
pirate,” a likely reference to Henry Morgan, infamous buccaneer and seventeenth-
century lieutenant governor of Jamaica. In contrast to this corrupted canon of 
formal political leaders, Dudus is heralded as a leader that people would sacrifice 
their lives for—a leader who provides for the people, rather than presiding over an 
economic situation in which the cost of living is so high that skilled Jamaicans see 
no other option than to migrate.

In contrast with the early twentieth-century songs in which politicians featured 
as heroes, in more recent political dramas they tend to be cast as villains. Notwith-
standing, the songs released around Dudus’s extradition in 2009–2010, pitting 
“the President” against Jamaica’s formal prime minister, mispresent the level of 
antagonism between politicians and dons by disregarding their long-standing and 
continuing entanglement. Bruce Golding’s initial reluctance to extradite Dudus 
cannot be understood outside of the close ties that Golding’s party, the jlp, had 
to this don and his neighborhood of Tivoli Gardens, “the mother of all garrisons.” 
When the Tivoli Incursion took place in May 2010, after nearly nine months of 
national and international pressure, the security operation shocked the Jamaican 
public, not only because of the level of state violence it involved, but also because 
it saw a jlp government attacking its first and most important garrison.

DONMANSHIP AFTER DUDUS

In the wake of the Tivoli Incursion, many citizens, politicians, and businesspeople 
saw the crisis as an opportunity to “dismantle the garrisons” and to fashion a new 
urban future without dons. In the early 2010s, a series of strategies were rolled 
out, including social welfare policies intended to convince garrison residents that 
they could rely on the state rather than on dons for their material needs. Despite 
urgent calls to tackle political corruption and the two parties’ entanglement with 
organized crime, no clearly effective actions emerged aimed at fundamentally 
transforming the relationship between politicians and dons. And, in the years that 
followed, the emphasis shifted away from “softer” social strategies toward more 
punitive forms of intervention into don-led areas.

Rather than a radical political transformation, newly militarized modes of po-
licing have emerged since the Tivoli Incursion. The State of Emergency declared 
in 2010 was followed by a series of emergency measures applying to parts of the 
country. In 2017–2018, the government passed the Zones of Special Operation 
Act and established a new State of Emergency in sections of the island, which 
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was first extended and then succeeded by the declaration of additional States of 
Emergency. These acts involved a new series of spatially circumscribed curfews 
in areas declared “zones of special operation” or zosos, where the security forces 
were granted legal powers to stop, search, and arrest persons without a warrant. 
These zones included Denham Town in the West Kingston area, but also incor-
porated new areas in the tourism hub Montego Bay, reflecting a concern with the 
recent rise of “lottery scammers,” a relatively new form of crime with a political, 
economic, and geographical logic quite distinct from that of the dons.30

Despite a formal requirement that zosos include social interventions, the 
rollout of these zones has primarily involved an emphasis on repressive policing 
and a turn away from “softer” forms of crime prevention and control. By mandat-
ing a military-police joint command to administer these special operations, the 
zosos further normalized the use of emergency powers and the militarization of 
policing.31 Ultimately, the developments that followed Dudus’s extradition have 
done little to disturb either the dons’ involvement in urban governance or the 
entrenched classed, raced, and territorial patterns that support their claims to 
authority within low-income neighborhoods.

In the context of these militarized crackdowns, a significant number of dons 
were removed from power. This removal involved the publication of lists of “Per-
sons of Interest” who were summoned to police stations. These persons were al-
leged dons, who were sometimes listed by their real names and sometimes only by 
their aliases and general address, a practice of public naming and criminalizing 
that was not necessarily legal. It was also rumored that those Persons of Interest 
who showed up at the police stations would be warned to lay low, or else face the 
extralegal wrath of the jcf. In the months and years following the incursion, some 
dons were killed or imprisoned by the security forces, while others lay low or fled 
their neighborhoods in an attempt to avoid this fate. The Brick Town don, “Junior,” 
who had succeeded his more popular father, left the neighborhood after he was 
listed as a “Person of Interest” and never returned to a leadership position, taking 
seriously the warnings he had apparently received.

The fear of being killed by police resonated more broadly throughout Down-
town Kingston. In the Central Kingston neighborhood of Tel Aviv, the alleged 
don, Donovan “Pepsi” Ainsworth, had announcements posted through the area 
stating, “I Donovan Ainsworth, otherwise known as ‘Pepsi’ or ‘Calla Danks,’ write 
this notice to officially inform all politicians and members of the security forces 
who have classified me as a gang leader or a don that I am neither” (see figure 1.1). 
Evidently, some dons were indeed “removed” from power and others kept a lower 
profile to avoid being targeted by the police forces. But rather than dismantle the 
system of donmanship, the removal of “kingpins” appeared to lead to more violent 



1.1 ​ Poster disavowing the status of don.
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conflict. When one don is killed or leaves his neighborhood (for instance to settle 
in a foreign country), it is not necessarily the case that a noncriminal form of 
governance immediately envelopes his territory. Rather, in many instances, when 
a strong don dies or migrates, this is followed by internal power strugg les between 
different men who wish to succeed him as don, or between different territorial 
factions that do not accept the authority of the apparent successor.32

In “Safe N Sound” (2021), a song centered on urban security, Chronixx reflects 
on these developments, connecting Jamaica’s states of emergency to a proliferation 
of gunmen at the community level while also highlighting the absence of long-term 
political plans for economic development:

All of a sudden, everybody a gun man
State of Emergency and a bag [a lot] of tension
Politician don’t have no development plan
That’s why every community need a one don
One order, everybody fi [must] unite

In the accompanying video clip, the singer stands alone in the streets of a garrison-
like neighborhood, chanting these lyrics against a dystopian background of burn-
ing debris and abandoned vehicles. The eerie atmosphere is reinforced sonically by 
the song’s dark symphonic sound, combining classical strings, synthesizer melo-
dies, and a spare beat. The lyrics suggest that the State of Emergency is a key source 
of tension and conflict—shattering the equilibrium, it creates a situation in which 
“all of a sudden, everybody [is] a gunman.” While locating the source of insecurity in 
such militarized strategies, the song also directs blame for conflict and deprivation 
toward politicians who prioritize policing over development plans. The conclusion 
that Chronixx draws from these observations is that every community needs “a one 
don,” uniting everyone in “one order.” The song evinces a political imagination that 
locates authority in the centralized order of a strong don, privileging this form of 
leadership as a source of unity, peace, and economic development.

CONCLUSION

The emergence and development of the system of donmanship, over the course 
of nearly a century, challenges conventional imaginations of where political au-
thority is located. While the charismatic leaders of Jamaica’s two political parties 
were once celebrated as heroes, in the twenty-first century, many citizens view 
politicians with, at best, a strong measure of skepticism. This is not to say that 
Jamaicans have fully renounced the pantheon of officially consecrated leaders—the 
formal canon of National Heroes still remains significant to many citizens. But 
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for others, the politicians in this canon have been joined or even replaced by the 
most beloved dons.

In the years that followed the Tivoli Incursion, successive governments sought 
to “dismantle the garrison” and improve the relationship between low-income urban 
residents and the state system. After more than a decade of such discourse, changes 
seem negligible. Protoje’s “Sudden Flight” (2015) suggests that the widespread dis-
trust of politicians and party politics has grown stronger, if anything. Resignify-
ing a famous hiphop line—Slick Rick and Snoop Dogg’s “La-di-da-di, we like to 
party”—the singer insists that he “nah join no party,” he won’t join any political 
party. Like Super Cat before him, Protoje establishes a lyrical canon of dons, speci-
fying the three Tivoli Gardens leaders of Claudie Massop, Jim Brown, and Dudus 
and pointing out that each of them was betrayed by politicians:

La-di-da-di, nah join no party
Look what di politician dem do to Claudie [Massop]
Look what di politician dem do to Jim [Brown]
Him son [Dudus] resurrect it and look what dem do to him

Other songs also chastise politicians, but express a yearning for the “wholesome” 
heroes of yesteryear rather than turning to dons. Queen Ifrica’s “Times Like 
These” (2010) describes Jamaica’s present-day “slackness” or moral decay, assigning 
responsibility to corporations and media houses but identifying electoral politics 
as a main source of conflict:

People use the fist, hold the bell
Beat promise till it swell . . .
Go ask them, who put the crab in the barrel?
PM, opposition, unno done [you all must stop] with the quarrel
Unite, come together, teach the people how fi [to] chill

Alluding to the raised-fist hand symbol of the pnp and the visual jlp symbol of a 
bell, the song references a long history of unfulfilled political promises and divide-
and-rule strategies in which poor people end up attacking each other like “crabs 
in a barrel.” Calling for politicians to stop this conflict, the chorus of the song re-
peatedly contrasts the flaws of present-day leaders with the virtues of role models 
from earlier centuries, asserting: “It’s times like these, I’m missing our heroes, times 
like these, I really wish they were around, shouldn’t have to be like this.” Queen 
Ifrica goes on to voice the canon of heroes she misses: Marcus Garvey, Nanny of the 
Maroons, and Sam Sharpe—three anticolonial role models found amongst Jamaica’s 
official National Heroes—along with Bob Marley and Miss Lou, cultural icons in 
music and literature. “We need you,” she sings repeatedly.
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Writing on the role of visual art in public memory, art historian Petrina Dacres 
notes that “the building of monuments has been associated with changing political 
regimes in complex and often contradictory ways.”33 Reggae and dancehall songs, 
along with everyday discussions of political leadership past and present, play an 
analogous role in reflecting and supporting shifts in the configuration of power. 
They are sonic monuments, sites where political authority is imagined and re
imagined, where official celebrations of past rulers are reworked and alternative 
histories of political leadership are posited. Within such lyrical forms of political 
imagination and heroization, dons have come to feature prominently. They are 
often commemorated as righteous protectors of the poor, providing physical and 
economic security where politicians and police offer false promises and brutality. 
In the aftermath of 2010, the many pledges to fundamentally disrupt the system of 
donmanship, and the state violence that accompanied these declarations, do not 
seem to have shifted this imagination of the dons’ authority in any profound way, 
as I show throughout the rest of the book. Notwithstanding, as the following chap-
ters also suggest, seeds of doubt may have been planted that now have more space 
to grow into a broader questioning of these long-standing modes of leadership.



2
Geographies

The first don I met was Richie Boom. He was a so-called corner don: while a more 
powerful don was the leader of the larger neighborhood, Richie was in charge of 
a “corner” section. At the time, a friend of mine worked in a cultural institution 
with offices located in Richie’s area, near the city’s central business district. This 
organization was housed in a carefully renovated historical building with air-
conditioned offices, and frequently hosted members of Jamaica’s cultural elite. In 
the daytime, it was a little pocket of middle-class respectability. Nonetheless, it 
was clearly part of an “inner-city neighborhood” and as such could not fully escape 
the logic of donmanship. Any time the organization began to develop construction 
activities, Richie would show up and suggest, in a persuasive fashion, that they 
hire some of his men. He was also more than happy to offer his security services, 
should they be required. Still, he generally maintained a courteous attitude toward 
my friend and her colleagues, and she offered to invite him to participate in my 
research. Somewhat to my surprise, he agreed. A large man in his late forties, he 
showed up at the organization accompanied by his deputy, “Marshall.” We made 
our way to a little table in the courtyard of the building, where we sat shaded by 
ackee and guinep trees while office workers passed by occasionally, casting slightly 
nervous glances in our direction.

Curious about his second name, I asked Richie why he was called Boom. In 
response, he brandished his arm, which had “BOOM” tattooed onto it in capital 
letters. “Mi get di name off di corner,” he explained to me. “Yu associate with di 
corner, yu get di name a di corner. Mi have a tattoo says Boom, others will have a tat-
too with ‘Max’ or ‘Renkers.’ ” Like these other dons, he literally embodied the slice 
of urban space he represented. However, he confided, his territory had been slightly 
reconfigured in recent years. He was originally from Boom Corner, but the men 
there had shifted allegiances to “link up” with the pnp-aligned area that bordered 
his community. a jlp stalwart himself, and loyal to the larger don in his own neigh-
borhood, Richie was unable to deal with that shift, he told me. Eventually, his base 
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became the smaller section of the neighborhood where we were sitting. Men from 
the original Boom Corner had recently got into a conflict with another deputy of 
his, “Delroy,” and shot him. But, Richie explained, they knew they could not get to 
him, because he owned guns, and had a large guard dog in his yard to protect him.

What are the political geographies of donmanship? While the borders of a 
don’s turf may shift, as was the case for Richie when he had to move from Boom 
Corner, donmanship is always based on a territory, whether a corner or an entire 
neighborhood. Years may go by without major conflict, but dons must always have 
the means to defend this territory and its borders, whether they rely on guns, guard 
dogs, or other forms of violence. Yet their authority is rooted in urban space in ways 
that go beyond this capacity to police the borders of a territory. As Richie’s tattoo 
suggests, dons also perform a close, embodied connection to the urban places they 
represent. Donmanship is inseparable from Kingston’s sociospatial fragmentation, 
its classed, raced, and party-political divides. The legitimacy of dons’ rule connects 
directly to their ability to claim a basis in the city’s most marginalized urban areas—
they must be able to suggest persuasively that they represent those who live in 
those spaces characterized alternately as “Downtown,” “inner-city,” “ghetto,” or 
“garrison.” At the same time, dons’ authority is bolstered by their ability to forge 
alliances that go beyond their own territories.

In this chapter, I consider the spatial dimension of political authority. Where 
and through which spatial relations does power come to feel legitimate? Political au-
thority is performed and recognized in an embodied fashion, but these affective 
processes take place within, and in relation to, specific sociomaterial landscapes. 
A perceived “fit” between rulers’ bodies and the places over which they rule makes 
their claims to authority more robust. This corporeal fit may include a raced and 
classed “look,” but more importantly, it involves sharing the sensorial experience 
of living in a Downtown neighborhood and demonstrating the embodied disposi-
tion of both toughness and care that is connected to this environment. Recent 
geographical work has suggested that authority relies on “relations of proximity, 
distance and presence, often through topological distortions of reach that make 
authority feel at once present and absent, both proximate and mysterious.”1 This is 
clearly the case for Jamaica’s dons. In addition, I suggest, in contexts of trenchant 
urban inequality and sociospatial immobility, the performance and recognition of 
authority also depends on rulers’ capacity to move and connect across borders—to 
be mobile themselves and to enhance the mobility of those over whom they rule. 
This chapter demonstrates the centrality of urban space, place, borders, and mobili-
ties in the production of dons’ authority.

In what follows, I situate donmanship within Kingston’s geographies of 
inequality. I introduce, first, the broadly shared sense of the city as divided between 
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“Two Jamaicas,” rich and poor, Uptown and Downtown, separate and unequal. 
As I go on to show, such spatial imaginaries, which map race and class onto the 
urban landscape, feed the notion that the don is the legitimate representative of “a 
community.” Many people who live in a “ghetto” neighborhood identify strongly 
with this place-based community, their bonds shaped through shared experiences 
of poverty and stigmatization. Within this framework, it is near impossible for 
elected politicians—generally middle-class or elite outsiders—to truly “represent 
the ghetto.” In contrast, as “sons of the soil,” dons personify proximity, affinity, 
and loyalty to the urban poor. Next, I discuss how, in addition to this presumed 
rootedness, dons’ effectivity and authority is enhanced through strategic forms 
of place-making and bordering. Their association with local sports and musical 
achievements encourages a shared place-based form of subjectivity with their 
constituents while they also engage actively in marking and maintaining neigh-
borhood boundaries to establish territorial control. To be fully effective, dons 
need to balance this neighborhood-based bordering with their ability to transcend 
these same boundaries. As the concluding section of this chapter details, the most 
successful dons are those who have been able to network across Jamaica’s urban 
divides, and to “link up” across the diaspora to form transnational connections.

WHAT URBAN INEQUALITY FEELS LIKE

Kingston is marked by a roughly binary sociospatial order, split between an Up-
town and a Downtown. This broad binary is a spatial imaginary that maps Jamaica’s 
racialized class hierarchy onto the urban landscape. While urban life encompasses 
other divisions than that between Uptown and Downtown alone, the distinction 
between these two realms has long been central to the lived experience of the city’s 
residents. Roughly speaking, Uptown denotes the wealthier, hillier areas toward 
the northeast of Kingston, and is associated with an overrepresentation of “brown” 
Jamaicans of mixed or ethnic-minority descent. Downtown is the southwestern 
part of the city closer to the harbor, often glossed as “below Crossroads,” a refer-
ence to a key transportation hub that functions as an informal border (see map 2.1). 
This part of the city is generally understood as those “inner-city” or “ghetto” areas 
where impoverished “black” Jamaicans of predominantly African descent live.

The ethnoracial categories of brown and black are not strictly phenotypical—
they do not only or primarily reflect skin color. Rather, these categories are copro-
duced with class and urban space, with geographical designations—Downtown, 
or inner-city—used as adjectives that are taken to self-evidently mean lower-class 
and black. Besides skin color, an individual’s positioning as either brown or black 
is based on class markers. These include clothing and hairstyles, but also the use 
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of language, specifically fluency in English versus the Jamaican vernacular of Pa-
tois. In addition to this entanglement of class and color categories, the Uptown 
versus Downtown binary shapes differential readings of bodies across the urban 
landscape; racial labels such as black and brown are assigned in part on the basis of 
spatial location.2 For instance, a darker-skinned woman driving an expensive car 
into an Uptown shopping plaza would be more easily read as brown, while if she 
were making her way through a Downtown neighborhood on foot, many Jamaicans 
would identify her as black.

The post-independence era has witnessed significant social mobility amongst 
Jamaica’s low-income black population, and analyses of census data indicate that 
Kingston’s residential segregation along lines of skin color decreased significantly 
during the twentieth century.3 Nonetheless, residents from a range of social back-
grounds continue to narrate Kingston in terms of a combination of class and skin 
color mapped onto a largely bipolar sociospatial structure. Anthropologist Charles 
Carnegie also observes that this structure has remained a powerful way of under-
standing the city, despite the porous and elastic nature of its boundaries. “Even 
though the geographic and social markers of the Uptown/Downtown divide have 
always been inexact and have varied over time,” he notes, “they nonetheless retain 
powerful metaphorical force.”4

Party-political affiliation adds an additional dimension to this urban order, if 
one that is slowly becoming less salient. As I described in chapter 1, the system 
of “garrison politics” that developed from the mid-twentieth century onward 
further divided Downtown Kingston into politically homogenous “orange” pnp 
and “green” jlp enclaves. The party-political boundaries produced by this violent 
system of political clientelism mean that for Downtown residents, an adjacent but 
politically antagonistic neighborhood may be as foreign a territory as an Uptown 
neighborhood. Increasingly, however, for those who live in Kingston’s marginal-
ized areas, a shared identification based on the entanglement of urban location, 
class, and skin color trumps what is called “political tribalism,” certainly outside 
of election times.

These interlocking forms of identification came out clearly during my conver-
sation with “Roddy,” a pnp politician based in Brick Town. Although the larger 
electoral constituency in which the neighborhood was located had become a solid 
jlp area over time, Brick Town remained a small but stubborn enclave of pnp 
diehards. While his attachment to the neighborhood was entangled with party-
political loyalty, Roddy emphasized the extent to which classed and raced divides 
may be experienced as more salient. Discussing Kingston’s divisions with me in 
June 2010, in the wake of the Tivoli Incursion, he demonstrated how deeply the 
city’s patterns of inequality are felt, emotionally and sensorially.
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Roddy had invited me to meet him on a street that bordered the jlp section 
of the larger area. One of the few urban politicians who actually lived in their 
constituency, his house was on this border while the pnp constituency office was 
a few streets away, in the heart of Brick Town. When I called him as I reached his 
address—the house with a poster of then pnp leader Portia Simpson-Miller in the 
window—he was still “on the road,” making his way back home. A group of women 
sitting in the shade on the sidewalk urged me to park there. I did, and got out to 
wait. I told them I was looking for Roddy and asked them whether it was the house 
with the Portia poster. This started off a little discussion: one woman shouted 
“Portia! Wi love Portia!” while another, who was dressed all in green and was lying 
stretched back on a motorcycle, said “No, Bruce! Bruce mi love!” referring to Bruce 
Golding, the jlp leader and prime minister at that time. Evidently, political an-
tagonism had not disappeared from the area, but it did not stop these women from 
being friends, or hanging out on what had been a tense border in previous decades.

I stood chatting with them, answering questions about visa regimes and joking 
with them about men. “Buy me a drink, nuh?” the Portia supporter asked me, telling 
me she’d “look after” my car in exchange. I said it didn’t need looking after but I could 
buy a round of drinks, and we walked toward the nearest shop to get them. By the 
time we reached back with the drinks, Roddy had arrived. “Why yu mus’ tax her?” 
he scolded the young woman, surmising that she had pressured me. I protested that 
it wasn’t a “tax”; I had offered them drinks. Roddy ushered me off the street and 
into the walkway leading off from his residence. He pulled out a plastic chair for 
me and sat down on the stairs himself. Mosquitoes buzzed around us, nipping my 
ankles as we began to talk. Dressed in full pnp regalia—an orange T-shirt and base-
ball cap, as well as an orange campaign bracelet and an orange-and-yellow “Portia 
Time!” wrist watch—Roddy articulated slowly and spoke loudly as he answered my 
questions, relying on a mode of oration similar to formal political speeches. Avoiding 
my more direct questions about dons, he resorted to political rhetoric, explaining 
to me more than once that while the jlp was a party, the pnp was an institution.

Roddy became more animated as he began to discuss Kingston’s class and color 
divide. He listed various examples of the differences between Uptown and Down-
town. Under the State of Emergency at the time, all Downtown street dances 
had been shut down: “Alright, we have the State of Emergency in Kingston and 
St. Andrew, but Uptown can party. But Downtown Kingston can’t party!” To him, 
this type of unequal application of rules and regulations amounted to a rejection 
of the poor, and a denial of their rights as Jamaicans: “So it’s a thing, that society 
already reject us. And if society reject you, you don’t care what you do, ’cause you 
are not a part of society. What government need to do is reach out to the people and 
make them know that we are a part of Jamaica.”
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He saw the State of Emergency as no more than a way of policing poverty. Per-
haps presciently, given the often heavy-handed “urban regeneration” efforts that 
would target the area over the next decade, he linked the militarization of society 
to the displacement of the poor:5

Because you see, what they are doing in a democratic country is a system like 
in South Africa within Apartheid. You drive the black people more and more 
into some suburbs, force them more into poverty, and then you use the military 
to control. And if you feel that them get out of hand too much, you order the 
military to shoot. And that quell them down for a while, because too much of 
them dead in one week. And then five years, or four years after, they rise up 
back to the same where they were, because you still don’t change the poverty 
line and the system.

Slipping out of English and into Patois as he grew more impassioned, Roddy spoke 
of the need to enhance employment, not only to alleviate poverty but as a matter of 
self-esteem. His explanation, though rather gendered, underlined not only the im-
portance of having the means to consume, but also how dignity—and indignities—
connect to the segregation of Kingston’s spaces of consumption: “When Friday, 
when a person get him pay and him come home, him can give him girlfriend or 
him wife . . . ​[together] with what she earns, she know that she can go to the mar-
ket, and later on in the evening, she go to the supermarket. You know the proudest 
thing in a person life is when you can go into a supermarket and push a trolley.” 
Doing fieldwork in other parts of Downtown Kingston, I had indeed heard resi-
dents, always women, speak yearningly of shopping in supermarkets, of piling up 
their groceries into a supermarket cart, and then taking a taxi home because that 
type of upscale trip could not be made by bus. Being able to escape shopping at 
“the wholesale”—small dry-goods stores where the owner, often a recent Chinese 
immigrant, slid your purchase through a small opening in the thick metal grill—
could feel like freedom.

“No, no,” Roddy emphasized, “the proudest time inna yu life is not to go to 
the wholesale and order something. Go up to the supermarket and take up a trol-
ley where you can mingle with you goods, pick up, put in you trolley. If you even 
spending $2,000 [around US$20], but you feel . . .” He searched for the right lan-
guage. “When you go to the wholesale, is like a prison you go. But when you go 
in the supermarket, the air condition, you feel free. You see the Uptown, you see 
different people, you interact and you can pick up you little things in your super-
market.” As we sat in the walkway, various children and women passed through, 
making their way to and from the street, always greeting him and me with a pleasant 
“Eveling!,” wishing us a good evening. To confirm his assertion that most people 
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Downtown dreamed of “going up” to a supermarket rather than shopping at a 
wholesale, Roddy called out to a passing lady, asking her whether it wasn’t so. She 
agreed as she kept walking: “Yes, it make you feel nice—relaxed!” He continued, 
seeking to ensure that I understood the sensation such an Uptown space could 
confer. “It make you . . . ​It give you a sense of unity. And, and . . . ​a dignity, that 
every week you look forward to this supermarket.”

Roddy’s description of the feeling of freedom a shopping trip can evoke—in 
contrast with the prison-like atmosphere of the heavily fortified wholesale—
underscores the everyday sensation of physical and social immobility that is a key 
component of “ghetto” life. While not every inner-city resident might express 
this experience in the same terms, I frequently heard similar discussions of feeling 
trapped in conditions of heat, poverty, and indignity while just a mile or two away, 
others lived in air-conditioned luxury.

Such experiences of humiliation and injustice, in which class, race, and space 
combine, are place-based sensations that residents feel dons can understand more 
readily than outsiders, including politicians and other representatives of the Ja-
maican state. For many Downtown residents, the city’s unequal order—its geog-
raphy of dignity and indignity—is evident, and painful, in how they are perceived 
by their Uptown counterparts.6 They are acutely aware that those living “above 
Crossroads” tend to speak of them with fear or disdain. This feeling that “ghetto” 
residents are not regarded as full citizens is exacerbated when agents of the state 
treat them disrespectfully, or as criminals, based on their place of residence.

“Monique,” a Brick Town resident in her early forties, felt this keenly. She was 
a regular churchgoer and was pursuing a university degree—I had been introduced 
to her by one of her fellow congregants and we met after a lecture on her university 
campus in early June 2010, just a week after the Tivoli Incursion. She was clearly 
shaken by the recent events, and explained to me that if she could get a better job 
with her degree, she would leave Brick Town even though she wanted to contrib-
ute to its development. “Yes, I am planning to leave,” she told me, “because what 
happen last week really push me. I want to leave. And if I get the opportunity now 
I would leave. I will come back and work in the community, but for living, it’s a 
no-no.”

Still, given the choice, Monique would rather move to a rural parish rather 
than to Uptown Kingston. “I’m not a person who really have this Uptown culture,” 
she explained. She did feel comfortable moving around other Downtown areas, 
including jlp neighborhoods. Although she generally supported the pnp, she was 
not politically active, and she felt safe crossing party-political borders. While she 
stressed her commitment to Brick Town’s development, living there felt like too 
much of a risk—neither her education nor her faith could remove the stigma that 
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accompanied an inner-city address. She voiced a common sentiment amongst 
Downtown residents, that only certain types of crime received attention: “Our 
society has been focused like when ‘below Crossroads people’ are stigmatized of 
being criminals. It won’t change until people start to look on a person who lives 
Downtown and a person who lives in Cherry Gardens [an elite Uptown neighbor-
hood] as being the same color blood. Because people out there commit crime. What 
they call those crimes? White color crime. And they are treated differently by 
security forces.” The linguistic slippage—“white color crime”—in Monique’s expla-
nation suggests the extent to which crime is also understood through a racial lens. 
Many low-income, black Kingstonians have a lifetime of evidence supporting their 
conviction that the security forces, and other state agents, care less about them 
than about their wealthier, lighter-skinned counterparts, and the Tivoli Incursion 
brought this home powerfully.

In addition to pointing out persistent hierarchies of class and race, residents 
such as Monique and Roddy also underline the geographical dimension of this 
differential treatment. They understand it in terms of territorial stigmatization, 
a phenomenon that involves what sociologist Loïc Wacquant calls “a blemish of 
place.” Such a place-based stigma adds an extra layer of disadvantage to the nega-
tive associations that frequently accompany poverty and blackness, to which this 
form of stigmatization “is closely linked but not reducible.”7 In Kingston, territorial 
stigmatization centers on widespread assumptions that Downtown is marked by a 
type of place-based deviance, with residents prone to crime and violence. Having 
a “wrong” address—a postal code such as “Kingston 12,” referencing so-called ghet-
tos such as Trench Town, rather than an Uptown address such as “Kingston 6”—
can be a major obstacle to finding employment, or even love.

The classed and racialized spatial order that Roddy and Monique described has 
its roots in a history of colonial urban development but has persisted after Jamaica’s 
independence in 1962, if in a reconfigured form.8 A broadly shared understanding 
of urban inequality and exclusion shapes how many Downtown residents perceive 
“government,” whether Uptown politicians or bureaucrats. Government policies, 
social interventions, and security operations are easily interpreted as acts moti-
vated by raced and classed hostility. This understanding also feeds the contrast 
they make between these officials and informal leaders such as dons. As Roddy’s 
account emphasizes, the experience of Kingston’s divisions also informs how resi-
dents may come to recognize dignity or even freedom. A shared, place-based sense 
of indignity, rejection, and confinement makes it all the more important to be 
treated with respect, to have the freedom to party, to have formal employment, 
or to temporarily escape the neighborhood just to do groceries in a space of con-
sumerist comfort. As I detail below, and in the chapters that follow, dons can also 
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mobilize such shared indignities and associated aspirations strategically. These 
geographies of inequality, then—this spatialization of dignity and indignity—is a 
critical element in understanding how donmanship comes to be seen as legitimate.

SONS OF THE SOIL

Unlike many political representatives, dons tend to have direct roots in Downtown 
communities. A large measure of their authority is rooted in their status as “born 
and raise in the ghetto.” And preferably not just any ghetto—ideally, they should 
have a family history in the neighborhood where they are in charge. They should be 
a “son of the soil.” This status suggests a source of allegiance based on birth. Where 
Uptown politicians may claim to represent the same constituency, many residents 
see their outsider status as signaling a lack of affinity or loyalty. In contrast, dons’ 
local roots and their shared experience of “ghetto life” confer them with a measure 
of representativeness that transcends that of formally representative politics.

“Roshawn,” a corner don from West Kingston, explained to me why he felt 
that men like him were more effective representatives than formal politicians. He 
was part of a meeting I organized in the summer of 2012, together with a conflict-
resolution ngo. Groups of men from across the city, many of them affiliated in 
some way or another to criminal organizations, had gathered to discuss transfor-
mations in community leadership. I sat in a small group with Roshawn and a few 
other men from his community as they discussed different types of leaders. In 
clarifying his conviction that politicians—those he described as “put in place”—
were not effective, he emphasized the importance of physical proximity in knowing 
the people of the community:

The roles of the politician are not effective, based on my side [in my opinion], 
’cause them nuh know we [they don’t know us]. So, in order to know the people 
of the community, you have to come in the community more often. Them just 
in them A/C every day and feel like everything is alright. ’Cause our leader, 
according to who is put in place, is Omar Davies [the mp at the time]. He’s not 
playing an effective role, based on my behalf. To me, he’s not a leader. ’Cause if 
you a leader, you have to communicate with the people on a day-to-day activity.

Representing an inner-city neighborhood means literally placing your body in the 
same physical surroundings as your constituents. Being in the community makes it 
easier to communicate with residents, but it also shapes a common experience, one 
of deprivation. Urban heat, and the ability to tolerate it, is an important marker 
of difference.9 You cannot be “in your A/C every day” if you want to represent the 
ghetto. If you do not share this sensory experience of hardship, how can you claim 
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to know us? If you do not suffer the same heat, Roshawn’s remark suggests, you will 
be under the impression that “everything is alright.” But it’s not.

Representativeness, then, is a corporeal phenomenon. Dons’ embodiment of 
authority involves visual elements—it helps to “look” like you belong Downtown. 
But at least as important is a type of embodied sensibility that is based on proximity 
and copresence, and developed through a shared sensory experience of depriva-
tion. This results in what is recognized as a classed, raced, and gendered form of 
“toughness” that is associated closely with “the ghetto.” Politicians are well aware 
of this perception, that they may be considered not quite black enough, or Down-
town enough—in fact, not tough enough—to represent an inner-city constituency. 
Sometimes, they acknowledge this perception explicitly. For instance, in seeking 
to represent St. Andrew Southern, a political constituency that includes various 
“ghetto” communities, pnp politician Mark Golding insisted that his “Uptown 
boy, softie tag” was undeserved and “that his privileged background and pigmen-
tation [would] not prevent him from managing a constituency that has been stig-
matised as one in which ‘Don’ rule is common.” While recognizing his own elite 
upbringing and Oxford education, he averred that “I have been exposed to the life 
of the inner-city through my family connections,” referring to his wife’s roots in 
the low-income neighborhood of August Town.10

Those politicians who can claim a more direct, intimate knowledge of Down-
town life—not just through their in-laws, but through their own upbringing—will 
generally seek to use this to their advantage. This can be a delicate balancing act. 
Former pnp leader Portia Simpson-Miller, for example, was not only Jamaica’s first 
female prime minister, but also the country’s first and only head of government 
with an urban working-class background. This background was the focus of much 
negative media attention. Such portrayals were generally “in line with stereotypes 
of Black women of the Jamaican ghettos,” as political scientist and gender scholar 
Maziki Thame highlights: “Simpson-Miller is seen to be vulgar, low-class, lacking 
in proficiency in the English-language, and incompetent given her low educational 
achievement.”11

Yet simultaneously, Simpson-Miller’s positioning as a black woman from Down-
town Kingston was an important source of her popularity amongst low-income 
voters and women in particular. They warmed to “Sista P” (or as she grew older, 
“Mama P”) precisely because of her willingness to speak Patois, her tendency to 
enfold voters in spontaneous hugs, but also her capacity to display verbal aggres-
sion when challenged. Brick Town resident Monique, who had earlier described 
the effects of territorial stigmatization, also recognized the gendered prejudices 
Simpson-Miller faced: “When I look at Portia, I think of the strugg les she have 
been [through], to be a leader, how men . . . ​they stigmatized her because of gen-
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der. I think she’s a strong woman.” Unlike many of her colleagues, Simpson-Miller 
could code-switch from middle-class respectability to an embodied performance of 
toughness. Her capacity to personify “the ghetto,” to come across as street-smart 
and tough but tender, is rare amongst politicians.

Perhaps it is even harder for middle-class male politicians to embody such a 
tough but caring persona. The contrast between Uptown and Downtown is not 
just classed and raced but also gendered.12 While Downtown women are often seen 
as “unladylike,” Uptown men strugg le with classed understandings of masculinity. 
If men from low-income areas are often associated with aggressive, hypersexual 
forms of masculinity, those from Kingston’s wealthier areas—like politician Mark 
Golding—need to contend with the feminized “Uptown boy, softie tag.”

For dons, it is much easier to personify a type of classed, racialized masculinity 
that maps directly onto urban space. In Brick Town, the General’s reputation for 
toughness, including a willingness to use violence when warranted, was part of his 
appeal. Yet his authority relied on his ability to combine this toughness with a repu-
tation for humility and compassion. This combination came out in how “Andy,” 
a young man who had grown up in Brick Town, described the General. While his 
father had had a serious conflict with the General, Andy still felt loyal to the don.

I had met Andy while interviewing another resident, “Mikey,” in front of one of 
the neighborhood’s smaller streetside cookshops. Andy was obviously interested in 
striking up a conversation, interrupting Mikey’s answers and taking an interest in my 
voice recorder, telling me: “You know the Feds use these!” Startled, I responded: 
“But I am not the Feds.” Given the history of American intelligence agents in 
Jamaica, it felt urgent to clarify that I had no connections to the fbi. “I know, but 
I’m just saying . . . ​they use these.” Apparently, he was not very concerned, as when 
I left he asked me: “When are you going to interview me?” A few days later, I ran into 
him and we sat down to talk. We were discussing how the General set norms in the 
community, a role discussed in more detail in chapter 4. I asked Andy if there were 
any residents who still harbored resentment at being sanctioned by the don for 
transgressing such norms. “Nuff people round here,” lots of them, he responded, 
but rather than siding with them, he launched into an approving account of the 
General’s response to being disrespected:

Like you had a Rastaman up the road, him did call up the General’s name and 
disrespect him when the General was still around. One day, the General and his 
men were down here and he heard somebody come tell him that the Rastaman 
up the road was calling up him name, accusing him of things he never did, 
disrespecting him. So anyway, him go round there, the General grab him 
inna him head and say: “How you call up my name so?”—Boop!—and kick 
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him inna him face. And him drop against the side of a shutter, in between it. 
Them start kick him up.

Andy’s face lit up as he reenacted the kicks. While he had described the incident 
to me as an example of residents who had not been happy under the General’s 
rule, it was clear that to him, the assault only enhanced the don’s standing. Such 
a readiness to defend your reputation violently, in the face of even a minor slight, 
is an important element within the classed, racialized, and gendered performance 
of authority. Because this type of tough masculinity is associated so closely with 
“inner-city” areas—the same association that forms the basis of territorial stig-
matization—a don who is “born and raise” in such an area can perform it more 
easily than an outsider mp with an air-conditioned lifestyle. Even when dons may 
actually have moved Uptown themselves and send their children to elite schools, 
as the more powerful ones generally do, they can mobilize a type of spatial capital, 
so to speak, that politicians rarely can.

As Andy continued to describe the General to me, his account moved to high-
light that a don’s authority is rooted not only in a common sense of proximity and 
presence, but also in the quality of transcendence that the don is able to convey—
the sense that these leaders are larger than life, that their existence is somehow 
elevated above that of normal people. A don cannot only be a tough guy. The most 
successful dons are mythical personas who combine great strength with great 
humility, a combination that positions their rule within religious discourses. In 
explaining to me what type of leader the General had been, Andy drew very di-
rectly on this framing:

Like Jesus is how the General would behave. Serious! He was a born leader. Like, 
people see him and say that it’s him who should be the don. Picked him. In fact, 
you yourself can never pick yourself to be a don, it’s the people who have to pick 
you. He was almost like a prophet, what he said happened—he told us before 
he left this place [when he went to prison], that this place would get worse. He 
said: “You know this community is going to be one of the worst when I’m gone.”

Monique, the Brick Town resident introduced above, was more skeptical than 
Andy in her assessment of donmanship, emphasizing to me that her community 
was trying to “move away” from this system. She was not especially enthusiastic 
about Junior, the General’s son, who had more or less taken over as the don after 
his father was imprisoned. “He’s just an alright guy,” she told me. “He’s around in 
the community and talk to people. . . . ​He’s okay.” When she described the General 
himself, however, her admiration shone through: “A brilliant person, a person if 
you get to know him he is creative. He has a human side, deep human side some 
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people wouldn’t know. If you get to talk to him a deep, a compassionate person, 
deep human side . . . ​He has a deep human side. I can tell you that, I have spoken to 
him, he is a nice person. So there are many positive things about him.” A don like 
the General was able to cultivate a sense of being simultaneously ordinary and 
extraordinary: like Jesus, humble but also a born leader, deeply human but also 
brilliant. Dons’ authority is based largely on social and geographical proximity, 
but this closeness is not enough on its own—even though Junior was around Brick 
Town, talking to people, he was still not necessarily more than an “alright guy.” A 
successful claim to authority is supported by a performance that combines famil-
iarity with exceptionality, immanence with a type of transcendence.

This transcendence is perhaps conveyed most clearly in the public murals that 
commemorate deceased dons. The late William “Willy Haggart” Moore, leader 
of the Black Roses Crew in the West Kingston community of Arnett Gardens, 
is depicted in one such wall painting that declares: “Though you are gone your 
memory live on” (see figure 2.1). Willy Haggart was known for his love of partying, 
and the bottle of liquor he is holding reflects his reputation as a “party don.” Yet 
the earthly symbols that surround him, including the black roses referring to his 
crew affiliation, are balanced by religious references. Haggart appears to be float-
ing above the clouds, suggesting an iconographic reference to the Ascension of 
Christ into Heaven, a subtle evocation of the image of a martyr who has died for 
his people. The cross around his neck, his elevated depiction, and the use of the 
color blue trigger associations with religious images more broadly. They reference 
the glossy memorial programs commonly distributed at Jamaican funerals, which 
also tend to superimpose pictures of the deceased against images of blue skies with 
clouds and doves.

We see similar iconography in the murals commemorating Cha Cha Don 
(figure 2.2) and Roundhead (figure 2.3). Cha Cha Don—a godfather, neon green font 
proclaims—is simultaneously elevated and grounded. His wings, combined with 
the background of blue sky and airbrushed clouds, suggest that he has ascended 
to heaven, and indeed has become an angel himself. Yet this mural also clearly 
depicts a leader who is at home in a Downtown neighborhood. Cha Cha Don’s 
outfit, while stylish in its color-coordinated combination of cap, shorts, and san-
dals, is much more casual than Willy Haggart’s, and his relaxed pose, resting on an 
improvised seat made out of a car tire weighted with concrete, evokes a man who 
feels comfortable lounging on the street corner. This godfather is both godly and 
very much of this world.

Roundhead’s mural concentrates on his face, but shows a similar combination 
of transcendence and worldly concerns.13 Here too, the don’s portrait floats against 
the background of a blue sky with a dove. This peaceful, heavenly background, 



2.1 ​ Willy Haggart memorial mural. Photo by Donnette Zacca.
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however, is marred by the framed text above his head, spelled out in red paint and 
fringed by a spray of drops reminiscent of blood spatter: “Mi know dem fear mi,” 
I know they fear me. Staring straight at us with an unflinching gaze, these words 
allow Roundhead to address viewers directly, asserting his capacity to act violently 
even as additional text—“Love, we miss you”—conveys the affection and grief of 
those who commissioned the mural. Along with the diamond studs in Roundhead’s 
ears, the image of a motorcycle, its exhaust fumes indicating that it is in motion, 
signal the don’s wealth. In addition, I suggest we read the motorcycle as an expres-
sion of his capacity for mobility. Many memorial murals portray dons alongside 
motorcycles, cars, and helicopters or alongside skylines of evidently foreign cities. 
In the context of the experience of physical and social immobility that character-
izes “ghetto” life, these various symbols of mobility reinforce the dons’ reputation 
as men whose movements are not restricted by borders.

These murals are what performance scholar Jack Santino calls “performative 
commemoratives”—even as they mourn individual deaths, they are expressive 
public displays that make the absent present and perceptible, and invite partici-
pation from a general audience.14 The memorials are aimed to affect spectators, 
attuning their attitudes toward bodies in which authority is located. This visual 
performance of authority works topologically, bridging proximity and distance: 
beyond allowing the departed to remain present in the community, the murals 
position dons as simultaneously transcendent and rooted in the urban landscape, 
with all of its pleasures and its perils.

2.2 ​ Cha Cha Don memorial mural. Photo by Tracian Meikle.



2.3 ​ Roundhead memorial mural. Photo by Tracian Meikle.
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THE POLITICS OF PLACE-MAKING

Dons’ ability to gain authority through their positioning within the urban land-
scape not only works at the more generic level of being able to convincingly claim 
toughness and affinity based on being “born and raise in the ghetto.” The connec-
tion between territory and authority also involves being able to craft a connection 
with residents centered on their identification with one specific, neighborhood-
level community. At the level of individual neighborhoods, a don may become a 
key element of the area’s identity, a local icon, as was the case with Dudus and 
Tivoli Gardens, and arguably also for the General and Brick Town.

Kingston’s residents do not necessarily identify strongly with the city as a 
whole. Low-income residents in particular will often root themselves by referring 
to one of its neighborhoods. Where wealthier neighborhoods are known as “resi-
dential areas,” the poor live in “communities.” It is these communities—often char-
acterized by tight social networks and local support systems—that often inspire a 
strong sense of place attachment. In the face of strong territorial stigmatization, 
many Downtown residents demonstrate fierce loyalty to their own neighborhoods. 
In garrisons, such neighborhood loyalties will incorporate a political color, with 
residents collectively identifying as either jlp or pnp. In addition, a specific don 
or a longer lineage of dons may be an important feature of these identities.

Such positive identifications with one’s neighborhood frequently find expres-
sion through music and sports—two domains that have become entangled with 
politics and donmanship. The walls of Kingston’s Downtown communities feature 
murals of their most famous progeny, the sports stars or reggae musicians who hail 
from the neighborhood but went on to achieve international fame—the connec-
tion between Bob Marley and Trench Town is perhaps the most well-known ex-
ample. Many present-day celebrities will “shout out” their communities of origin, 
even if they now live in luxury Uptown apartments or hillside mansions. Dancehall 
superstar Beenieman, for instance, still frequently refers to himself as a “Water
house Man,” while Olympic medalist Shelly-Ann Fraser-Price similarly speaks 
proudly of her humble origins in the same Waterhouse community. Sports and 
music inspire local pride, but also spark competition between neighborhoods. 
Which neighborhood football club will win Jamaica’s National Premier League, 
Tivoli Gardens or Arnett Gardens? Which weekly street dance is most popular, Rae 
Town’s Old Hits or Waterhouse’s Nipple Tuesdays? Such competitions generally 
take the shape of a friendly vying for reputation, but they are not entirely separate 
from organized crime and politics.

In many cities across the world, football is enmeshed with both place-based 
identities and various forms of politics.15 In Kingston, neighborhood football teams 
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represent a clear domain in which community identity, donmanship, and garrison 
politics intersect. Tivoli Gardens Football Club trains in the Edward Seaga Sports 
Complex—the jlp leader founded the club in 1970 and was its president until his 
death in 2019. Tivoli’s archrival has its home in Arnett Gardens, the neighbor-
hood more commonly known as “Jungle.” Its stadium, the Tony Spaulding Sports 
Complex, is named after the politician who founded the club and who developed 
Arnett Gardens as a core pnp garrison. Arnett Gardens Football Club’s longtime 
manager George “Pepper” Phang is not only famous for his successes as a reggae pro-
ducer; he has also frequently been named as the area’s pnp-affiliated don. Jamaican 
newspapers refer to him alternately as “community leader,” “gang leader,” “reputed 
don,” and “Arnett Gardens fc manager.” During the 2010 State of Emergency, the 
Police High Command published several lists of “Persons of Interest” whom they 
described as gang members or leaders. Phang’s name was amongst the first list of 
thirteen.

Just as Tivoli Gardens and Arnett Gardens clashed during elections, so the 
football supporters saw each other as their natural enemy. During the 1980s 
the political tension was such that “those who lived in Tivoli Gardens dared not ven-
ture into Arnett Gardens, unless they had already affixed their signatures to their 
death wish certificates,” Jamaican journalist H. G. Helps observes. “Even members 
of sports teams were having a hard time putting their best on display without hav-
ing to be consistently looking over their shoulders to see if danger lurked.”16 In the 
1990s, the violence associated with Tivoli-Arnett matches had escalated to the ex-
tent that the Jamaica Football Federation threatened to expel both teams from the 
National Premier League. Faced with this threat, George Phang announced to his 
team that he intended to make his way into Tivoli Gardens to broker a peace with 
Dudus. As Phang described it, the players refused to believe that he was serious but 
in the end, two brave team members insisted on accompanying him into what they 
saw as the lion’s den. They were recognized as they neared the jlp stronghold, and 
a Tivoli football player came out to meet them and to escort them to safely to the 
community center. According to Phang, Dudus received him with honor and they 
soon agreed that the violence should cease. Following this “peace treaty,” the two 
teams played friendly matches in each other’s stadium, and the clashes between 
supporters came to an end.17 Both the “war” and the eventual peace between Tivoli 
and Jungle worked to strengthen the association between the two areas and their 
respective leaders.

Dudus’s reputation as a dangerous force and an honorable peacemaker also 
played a part in his neighborhood’s reputation for hosting dancehall events. Under 
Dudus’s rule, Tivoli Gardens’ Passa Passa, a weekly street dance held from 2003 
until early 2010, gained national and international fame. Attracting Jamaicans from 
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across Downtown and Uptown as well as tourists, its popularity was frequently 
connected to its reputation for being a very safe dance. Writing on the “Passa Passa 
phenomenon” in its early days in 2003, the Jamaican journalist Balford Henry 
celebrated “the safest, friendliest atmosphere one could imagine for an area which 
only two years earlier witnessed the mass killing of 25 civilians and two members of 
the security forces”—a reference to the deadly 2001 security operation in the area. 
He cites a Tivoli Gardens elder who describes how safe the dance is: “People from 
all over come. Dem park dem vehicle or dem bike or dem bicycle knowing that 
nobody will touch it. People wear any amount of jewellery without fear. . . . ​A man 
can mash a man ’pon him corn [step on another man’s toes] and him doan even pay 
him no mind.”18 This quote depicts the dance’s security as so effective that people 
come from all over (not just from Downtown areas), knowing that their expensive cars 
and jewelry will be protected. In fact, a man can even “mash a man ’pon him corn” 
without it escalating into a conflict. Although Dudus did run an entertainment 
business of his own, called Presidential Click, he was not formally involved in the 
organization of Passa Passa. However, the subtext of such descriptions of safety was 
that dancehall patrons were protected by Dudus’s zero tolerance policy in Tivoli, 
a protective role I describe in more detail in chapter 4.

Dudus’s reputation enhanced the popularity of Tivoli’s dancehall party. In turn, 
Passa Passa made both the neighborhood and the don look good.19 Through such 
associations, distinct but interconnected elements—dons and politicians, athletic 
prowess, and dancehall innovation—can come to form core parts of a neighbor-
hood’s identity, connecting residents to both the place and its leaders. These are 
important processes of political place-making, in which pride in local musical 
achievements, or support for a local football team, may become hard to separate 
from allegiance to the local don.

BORDERS

In addition to fostering place-based forms of subjectivity that help normalize their 
rule, dons also establish forms of territorial control that enable them to govern 
their neighborhoods effectively. Historically, this territorial basis was tied closely 
to the ability to control a homogeneous voting bloc within the borders of a political 
constituency. Defending the border meant defending your party and your politi-
cian, and with it access to continued clientelist benefits. Increasingly, defending 
and expanding turf relates to extortion practices more than to voting behavior. In 
contrast to the United States, where conflicts over criminal turf generally center 
on controlling drug retailing on specific “corners,” clashes between Jamaican dons 
and their organizations have often been fueled by contestations over extortion 
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turf.20 As I describe in chapter 5, “taxes”—as extortion is commonly known—are 
a key source of income for those dons whose territories include significant com-
mercial activity, for instance an open-air market, clusters of wholesales and other 
stores, or a transportation hub. In addition to “taxing” vendors, business owners, or 
minibus drivers, dons may also find a key source of income in controlling street park-
ing in busy Downtown commercial districts, charging motorists for curbside parking 
at rates similar to those of official state-run and private parking lots, even issuing 
formal receipts. Tivoli Gardens, located between Kingston’s central market district 
and the freeport zone, occupies a key site in this regard, and Brick Town, likewise 
adjacent to a commercial district, offered similar opportunities.

This shift in the meaning of borders, their transformation from political to 
economic boundaries, was explained to me by “Second,” formerly part of the Brick 
Town leadership, but now retired and leading a quieter life in a suburban area 
outside of Kingston. We had met at Brick Town’s annual West Side Posse dance 
in April 2010, a few weeks before the Tivoli Incursion. At the dance, I ran into 
“Roger,” the General’s relative, who had first introduced me to the neighborhood. 
He was standing with Second and urged me to take his number to get to know 
more about the neighborhood’s history. A few days later, I went to visit Second out 
in the suburbs. We sat on a wall outside his two-story home as he explained how 
the logic of territorial control had shifted over the decades, a transformation in 
which he had participated actively himself. “We grow up typically garrison, with 
war between the two sides,” he said, referring to the political antagonism between 
Brick Town and its jlp neighbor. “So, you know, election war, violence. In the 
inner city everybody haffi stand them own ends because is war. If you nuh stand 
up on your own ends, the other man them will come across and kill you ’cause of 
election politics.” He explain that standing up on your “own ends,” your own area, 
meant defending your life: “It’s like you haffi stand guard for your own life. That 
is how the inner city work.” I asked him whether this system had remained the 
same since the 1980s and he was quick to acknowledge the changes: “Typically 
now, the politics thing kind of change. Typically now, it’s more turf.” He explained 
what he meant by turf: “It’s how a man can . . . ​like, if a man responsible for an area 
that him know, probably him can get a little hustling. What little hustling is there 
round him, he stand up for his hustling. So him nuh allow another man to come 
across and take away him food.”

Back in the days, the animosity between Brick Town and its rival garrisons, 
which included Tivoli Gardens, was strictly political. As a young child, Second 
could cross the political border. “But when you reach certain age, you haffi stop. 
’Cause if you go cross, they will kill you. Both ways it used to be.” Brick Town 
would consider its jlp neighbors to be killable, just as they themselves would be 
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seen as enemy intruders if they crossed the border. I asked him at what age these 
territorial boundaries would become impassable. “When you turn fifteen. ’Cause 
everybody know everybody. So they see you start grow up and brand you. They 
say: ‘you are pnp’ and ‘you are Labourite.’ So typically you have to hold your own 
ground.” With political identity ascribed from birth, holding your ground meant 
remaining within the borders of your political garrison, adhering to borders cre-
ated by the politicians. “That’s the way they set it. Borders. And they influence 
youth. But it kind of not much like that again.” Now, Second confirmed, politicians 
no longer drew these lines. The borders were more economic than political. “Most 
youths realize, all of that, it was just tricks. So most youth now, as I’ve told you, 
have turned to the extortion, yes tax, to survive.”

As he acknowledged again that, yes, there had been a move away from political 
antagonism, he emphasized that the system of taxation, discussed in more detail 
in chapter 5, still involved a strict policing of territories and their borders. “It shift-
ing to every man defends and controls turf. And anywhere them can extort, them 
control it, border it out. Them responsible for here, another man responsible for 
over there. Over here is their food grounds, over there is the other’s. So them won’t 
allow you to come impede in theirs, understand?”

The borders of a given territory—whether understood as a political garrison or 
a “food grounds” for extortion—may not be visible to outsiders. But to those who 
live there, the borders are marked and maintained clearly. In Trench Town for 
instance, several blocks of empty terrain known as No Man’s Land mark the bor-
der between Arnett Gardens and Federal Gardens, two political garrisons within 
the larger neighborhood. In the 1970s, the area was home to tens of thousands of 
residents. As a politically mixed area, it was a site of concentrated electoral violence, 
forcing all residents to abandon their homes. Writing in the early 1980s, geographer 
L. Alan Eyre described the border zone as follows: “Few individuals—some politi-
cians excepted—would be rash enough to risk crossing this frontier . . . ​although a 
city map indicates that twenty streets traverse the divide. Each of these streets has 
a visible ‘no-pass’ point like a wrecked automobile, a pile of logs, a group of burned 
buildings, or a strip of waist-high grass in the middle of the roadway. Polarization is 
total.”21 Decades later, much of this desolate scene remains recognizable. The emp-
tiness of the stretch of land still acts as an everyday reminder of this history, and 
continues to mark a clear border between the different sections of larger Trench 
Town.22

Elsewhere, borders may be marked by more subtle interventions into the land-
scape. In Brick Town, graffiti on the walls bore out the neighborhood’s leadership. In 
addition to various murals commemorating deceased residents, including members of 
the West Side Posse, the General’s name and that of his son, Junior, were scrawled 
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across the neighborhood walls, while pnp graffiti left no doubt regarding the area’s 
political allegiance. Like in other neighborhoods, the entrance roads were “gated” 
in various ways. For instance, at various key intersections along the border, drain 
covers had been removed. This created deep trenches, forcing cars to slow down, 
preventing outsiders from speeding through to commit drive-by shootings. In 
other parts of the neighborhood, like in Trench Town, an abandoned car or old 
fridge would similarly work as a roadblock, allowing strategically positioned men 
to check out anyone entering the neighborhood.

Of course, these infrastructures of protection do more than keep outsiders 
from coming in. As Second pointed out, they also deter residents from venturing 
outside the borders of their own community. For him, Tivoli Gardens had become 
off limits from age fifteen. Decades later, he would not venture there, not even for 
its famous Passa Passa dance. “But isn’t it supposed to be the safest dance of all?” 
I asked him. “So them say,” he answered. “But as mi know how them stay, mi nuh 
go there. I know what they give, so mi nuh give them the chance. Them know me, 
we used to rival against one another both ways. So mi still not trusting, because 
both of us were involved inna things.” Even if those things happened many years 
ago? He shook his head. That didn’t matter. It also made no difference that he had 
left Brick Town for the suburbs in the late 1990s. Jamaica is small and memories 
of violence do not fade quickly.23 He didn’t want to be at a party and to run into 
someone on their home turf who would recognize him and connect him to enmi-
ties, no matter how long ago.

Despite the endurance of antagonisms, territories and their borders do change 
over time. The death of a long-term or powerful don can lead to the splintering of 
a previously consolidated territory, especially in instances where there is no clear 
successor, such as a second-in-command or a respected family member. Within 
a larger community, “hotheads”—younger men in particular—may regroup into 
factions and become embroiled in violent competition over the former don’s turf. 
In various cases, such violence has resulted in the atomization of power, and a 
splintering of the previously unified territory. As borders proliferate, new contigu-
ous mini-territories emerge, each controlled by a different leader.

This was more or less the situation after the General was imprisoned. Initially, 
his son Junior was the heir apparent. Although he did not garner the same respect 
as his father, his status was not contested openly either. However, during the State 
of Emergency that followed the Tivoli Incursion, he was marked as a Person of 
Interest and detained by the police. I was told that officers warned Junior that if 
he valued his life, he should not show his face in Brick Town again. He did not ap-
pear to have fully followed this advice, but he laid low for a significant period. In 
the meantime, without a clear leader in charge, tensions within Brick Town that 
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had previously been suppressed came to the surface. As the State of Emergency 
destabilized the status quo, a group of men began to establish their section of the 
neighborhood as independent from the General’s family.24

In the summer of 2012, this escalated into a series of violent “flare-ups” between 
the two factions. In July, my friend Keith described this as “a little war between two 
sets of youth” from different sections within the larger neighborhood. One section 
was associated with Junior and his family, the other with a rivalling set of men. The 
little war involved nightly attacks by Junior’s men on his rivals, in an attempt to 
reclaim the entire neighborhood. During my visits to the neighborhood that sum-
mer, sitting on the side of the road with Keith around the corner from the General’s 
former headquarters, the conflict was the topic of many conversations. Passersby 
exchanged the latest news on the flare-ups, often in slightly hushed tones.

At first, people discussed who had been shot in the other part of the neighbor-
hood. Then, a few weeks later, a man was murdered close to our regular hangout, in 
Junior’s territory. These acts of violence always took place at night and information 
became a little muddled. Keith, generally in the know about the most minute shifts 
in power dynamics, was not quite certain what was going on—he was keeping out 
of things to stay safe. However, it was someone from the set around Junior who 
had been murdered, and it was clear that “a little power thing a gwaan,” a minor 
power strugg le was going on, if not yet a full-blown war.

Walking off to buy lunch, I found the cookshop owner, “Lion,” discussing the 
details of the same murder with two other customers. They were describing how 
many times the person had been shot, and that he had been killed by shots to the 
head. “Do you think the thing will escalate? Or is it going to cool down?” I asked 
Lion. He said he didn’t think it would escalate, but he did look a bit worried and 
annoyed. “Them boys too stupid,” he muttered. Near the General’s former head-
quarters, I passed the posters announcing a dance in honor of the West Side Posse, 
the larger organization associated with his family and the neighborhood. The 
posters announcing this dance—an annual event prior to the State of Emergency—
had been plastered on walls across Brick Town for weeks. I asked the young men 
outside the headquarters whether the dance was still on. They referred me to 
another member of the General’s extended family, who told me, “No, I don’t think 
it’s going to keep . . . ​It’s not going to keep, because of the . . .” She trailed off and 
waved her hand, gesturing at the general situation. “Yeah, because of the thing,” 
I suggested. For the conflict to cancel such an important neighborhood dance—a 
highly popular event reinforcing allegiance to the neighborhood and its don—
meant that it had become more than a “little power thing.”

A few weeks later, men loyal to the General’s family shot and crippled a man in 
the other section of the neighborhood. With long periods of peace in between, the 
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flare-ups and reprisal killings continued over the years that followed. The episodic 
nature of the violence meant it was not experienced as a full-blown “war”; the 
intensity of conflict was not such that it brought neighborhood life to a standstill. 
Yet each act of violence inscribed a clearer border, dividing what was previously 
one neighborhood unified both by party-political affiliation and by a strong don. 
Eventually, two clusters of leadership emerged, each section becoming a new terri-
tory in the absence of a single don strong enough to quash competition and “unite” 
Brick Town as a whole. New borders had emerged where there were none before.

LINK-UPS

As Brick Town’s recent conflicts and longer history demonstrate, dons war over 
borders, and may be loath to cross over into a neighboring area even decades after 
a feud has ended. This does not mean they are confined to their own community. 
Their authority also derives from their ability to “link up,” to make connections 
beyond the boundaries of the neighborhood. While the system of donmanship is 
tied tightly to the space of the neighborhood, it operates across different scales. For 
instance, various noncontiguous don-led territories may be “linked up” through 
loose alliances. Most often, these alliances between dons will have taken shape 
through a shared history of political tribalism, although in some cases, dons will 
make connections that transcend the boundaries set by garrison politics. The net-
works connecting don-led territories work to protect gunmen and their weapons. 
During police operations or targeted searches, Persons of Interest can keep a low 
profile by moving to an affiliated garrison on the other side of town, returning 
when the pressure diminishes. Like men, firearms also circulate, either to neigh-
borhoods where they are needed but in scarce supply, or away from neighborhoods 
where the police might link them to a specific shooting.25

The most powerful dons, however, are those who not only demonstrate a capac-
ity to cross urban and international borders themselves, but who also enhance the 
mobility of residents. This is exemplified by dons who were able to broker “peace 
treaties” within Kingston, dissolving borders created by party-political enmity and 
turf wars. At another scale, the ability of dons to develop transnational networks 
through illicit trade, connecting their neighborhoods to a range of locations in the 
United States, the United Kingdom, and Canada, consolidates their authority.

Over the past half century, there have been a few instances when formerly war-
ring dons linked up across criminal-political enemy lines to forge peace treaties. 
This was the case in 1978, when Tivoli Gardens’ Claudius “Claudie” Massop and 
Matthews Lane’s Aston “Bucky” Marshall called a truce, signing a treaty at the 
intersection of Oxford Street and Beeston Street, the border between jlp and pnp 
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territory.26 To cement the deal, they invited Bob Marley to come back to Jamaica 
from London to headline the One Love Peace Concert, where the singer famously 
convinced political rivals Michael Manley and Edward Seaga to come on stage and 
clasp hands in peace. In a less publicized parallel gesture that took place earlier on 
during the peace concert, reggae singer Jacob Miller invited Massop and Marshall 
on stage as well, as he celebrated their role in his song “Peace Treaty Special”:

Jungle, Rema, Tivoli, Matthews Lane
Tivoli-ites is moving on, hurrah, hurrah
Peace treaty is going on, hurrah, hurrah . . .
People can walk free again
No more tribalism, yeah yeah yeah . . .

The truce came to an end the next year, when Massop was shot in ambush by the 
police. The animosity between jlp-affiliated Tivoli Gardens and pnp-affiliated 
Matthews Lane resumed, flaring up around elections. It took nearly two decades 
until a new détente was achieved: in the late 1990s, Tivoli was ruled by Dudus and 
Matthews Lane by Zeeks, and the two dons agreed to a new peace treaty, dividing 
access to the lucrative extortion turf of Kingston’s central market district between 
them. Government officials were happy to take credit for the steep drop in homi
cide rates in West Kingston, but it was generally acknowledged that the break in 
fighting had resulted from negotiations between Dudus and Zeeks, rather than 
from any government intervention.27 Again, reggae artists praised dons for ending 
the violence. In “Peace Treaty,” for instance, Cutty Ranks sang:

You know how long Jamaican people want the love and the unity in the community?
Boy, mi haffi big up the Father [Zeeks] and the President [Dudus] . . .
When I see Spanglers and TG sign the peace treaty
The youth get wise and them share the same street
So mi know corruption must get defeated

Like the 1970s peace treaty that allowed people to “walk free again,” when Zeeks’s 
Spanglers organization agreed to a truce with Dudus’s men in “TG,” this temporar-
ily dissolved the borders between Tivoli and Matthews Lane, allowing residents to 
“share the same street.” This unity held to the extent that when Zeeks was arrested 
in 1998, men aligned with Dudus joined in the riots, marching out to the police 
station where their former enemy was being detained. This peace began to falter 
in 2004, when a former Matthews Lane lieutenant defected to Tivoli Gardens. 
Nonetheless, it held to some extent even when, in 2005, Zeeks eventually received 
a long prison sentence, and only began to unravel after the Tivoli Incursion de-
posed Dudus in 2010.
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In addition to these various types of connections across Kingston’s boundaries, 
the most successful dons have been able to work across international borders, linking 
up Jamaicans across the diaspora as part of their involvement in illicit trade. Watch-
ing foreign crime documentaries with Brick Town residents, I came to appreciate the 
type of transnational intimacy such networks could yield.28 One of the cookshops I 
frequented had a television and a dvd player, and I often joined the customers who 
gathered to watch movies, from recent blockbusters to kung fu classics. A research 
assistant I had worked with in the context of a survey conducted across Kingston 
had given me a disc with the title Lords of the Mafia Jamaica scrawled on it, and I 
asked the Brick Town residents who frequented the shop whether they would be 
interested in watching it together.

On the day I showed up with the dvd, various regulars grouped around the 
tv to watch it with me. The crowd included market vendors who had stopped by 
to take a break and employees coming off of their shift at a nearby government 
institution. Most ate our cooked lunch from styrofoam boxes while the regulars 
had their rice served into their own bowls made from calabashes. Together, we 
crowded onto wooden benches and improvised seats to watch the show. The dvd 
turned out to contain a series of documentaries, starting with a bbc show from 
the 1980s on the so-called Yardie gangs, interviewing many different people in 
Downtown Kingston. This was followed by a series of American cable tv shows 
focusing on Jamaican criminals in the United States, especially New York. The 
final set of programs appeared to be a Canadian series, linking Jamaican gangs in 
Toronto to Kingston.

Some parts of the dvd, especially the American shows, were quite sensational-
ist, with dramatic voiceovers, spectacular shots of guns, drugs, and squalor, and 
scenes in which armed law enforcement figures hunted down alleged criminals in 
suspense-filled chases. I wondered whether the men with whom I was watching these 
documentaries would be offended at the ways in which Downtown Kingston, and 
Jamaicans more generally, were being represented internationally. However, they 
did not really seem to be watching it this way: they were more interested in recog-
nizing and commenting on the various individuals and places featured in the dvd.

For instance, the 1980s shows featured Chubby Dread, a prominent don from 
the central Kingston neighborhood of Southside, who had died in the 2000s. 
Watching these scenes, the viewers all started pointing to the people they recog-
nized: “Chubby that!” “Chubby right hand that!” A little later, a female politician 
appeared in the show and one of the men exclaimed: “She did mawga them time 
deh!”—she was skinny in those days. Spotting many people they recognized from 
decades ago, they commented on what had happened to them in the meantime. 
Recognizing Delroy “Uzi” Edwards from the Renkers Crew, for instance, one of the 
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men informed the others that Uzi was now in prison in the United States. A man 
called Broomie came up on the screen, and someone explained to me that “Oh, 
he’s from Tel Aviv [a Central Kingston neighborhood], he got shot in his belly.” 
It was almost like watching old family videos and reflecting on how relatives’ or 
friends’ appearances had changed, and what had become of them in the meantime.

The comments were also quite critical, as people started talking back at the 
television screen. One of the documentaries featured a don explaining how he and 
his men would take up weapons in election time, to get out the vote for the politi-
cians. “And what you get in return?” someone shouted back, implying that it had 
all been for nothing.

While the men were critical of the way dons and “shottas” let themselves be 
used by “politricks,” they also reproduced some of the attitudes intrinsic to the 
rule of the don, such as the prohibition on “informers” who spoke openly about 
illegal activities. When Tony Brown, a don from the East Kingston community of 
Rockfort, appeared on the screen and started explaining how some aspects of the 
illegal economy worked, various people started shouting at the screen: “A informer 
ting that!”—that is the behavior of an informer—“Informer!” Overall, the men 
viewing the dvd with me were not concerned with denying any of the illegal acts 
being portrayed in the documentaries. One scene included an exposé of passport 
forging after a whole set of passports disappeared from the US embassy in Kings-
ton: “Dem times deh did nice! Yu cyaan do that again . . .”—those times back then 
were nice, you can’t do that anymore . . .

However, the crime and conflict were not their main focus. As we watched a 
dea raid in Brooklyn, with heavily armed security forces knocking down a door 
and running through a brownstone building in order to arrest Jamaican drug dealers, 
Keith, who was also watching, started smiling. “A my likkle corner that!” he ex-
claimed. “Your corner?” I asked. I knew he had lived in the UK but I did not know 
that he had been in New York as well. “Yes man, that is where all the West Side 
Posse men ended up,” Keith answered, referring to the Brick Town gang, which 
had had a prominent presence in New York in the 1980s. He wasn’t watching the 
documentaries to learn anything new about raids, drugs, and guns. Nor did he 
seem particularly annoyed at the rather lurid ways in which Jamaicans were being 
depicted. Rather, he was engaging intimately with the people and places portrayed 
in these quite sensationalist shows, and it made him happy to see faces and streets 
that he hadn’t seen in a long time. One of the younger viewers was also quite en-
thused and began to make arrangements with a friend who had access to a copying 
device, insisting that “mi must get a copy of this.”

Oddly, these documentaries turned out to have something in common with 
both the memorial murals that foreground the mobility of deceased dons and the 
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reggae songs celebrating peace treaties between dons. These forms of expressive 
culture establish a visual and sonic historical-political record of authority, recog-
nizing leaders for their ability to be mobile and to create a new freedom of move-
ment for others by linking up across entrenched urban divides. When viewed and 
discussed collectively in the way they were, these crime shows also enable an every-
day archiving of authority. They inscribe and rework social memory, highlighting 
the transnational reach of supposedly “local” leaders and their men, even as they 
also bring home the injuries and imprisonment their trajectories involved. Consid-
ering how the Brick Town audience viewed the documentaries against the grain, 
might we understand their engagement with these foreign films as constituting a 
counterarchive? Following anthropologist Deborah Thomas’s conceptualization of 
the counterarchive, might we recognize in this engagement “acts of reconstruction 
[that] are oriented toward the creation of an historical consciousness, one that 
often stands in opposition to forms of state memory”?29 The circulation of such 
documentaries across Kingston’s low-income areas and the eagerness of residents 
to access a copy suggest a desire to engage with a visual archive of their neighbor-
hoods and their transnational connections, but on their own terms.

While shot through with strands of sadness and frustration, the affective at-
mosphere that emerged most clearly during the viewing was one of intimacy, of 
connection across oceans and across decades, inserting the audience into long-
standing networks that transcended the neighborhood, and understanding 
those connections not through the lens of crime, but through that of community. 
The authority of the men who established those networks and ruled those com-
munities is strengthened by their capacity to move across borders and to enhance 
the mobility of others. Being reminded of this capacity for urban and transnational 
mobility—whether by a documentary, a reggae song, or a mural—has a powerful 
effect, precisely because a sensation of immobility is one that so many residents of 
Downtown Kingston experience so frequently.

CONCLUSION

The performance and recognition of political authority are spatial processes. 
Achieving authority involves enacting spatial relations between rulers and ruled 
that normalize the political arrangement between them. These are relations of 
proximity and distance, and of mobility and immobility. A leader’s rule is more 
likely to feel right when he can claim a “natural” connection to a territory and its 
people—when he can mobilize a shared place-based subjectivity. Yet his author-
ity is generally strengthened if his relation to those over whom he rules is experi-
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enced not only as one of proximity and presence, but also as one of distance and 
transcendence.

In this chapter, I have sought to demonstrate how dons’ authority relies on 
such spatial relations, emphasizing that their power comes to feel right through 
their embodied positioning in Kingston’s sharply divided, highly unequal urban 
landscape. The support dons receive is rooted in a sense of closeness, derived from 
shared attachment to a “ghetto” neighborhood. In a city where social positioning 
is informed by an entanglement of spatial location, socioeconomic attributes, 
and skin color, the place-based subjectivities that dons mobilize draw simulta
neously on classed and racialized forms of belonging. The bond between dons and 
the populations over which they rule is strengthened by their shared sensorial 
experiences of urban poverty and racialized exclusion. For many residents, dons’ 
association with, and pledged loyalty to, the neighborhood suggest that they have 
more authority to represent poor, black Jamaicans than politicians do. Balancing 
this sense of familiarity, dons’ authority is also enhanced by their ability to suggest 
a certain distance from other residents, a type of social or even spiritual separation 
from the masses.

In addition to this combination of closeness and distance, the dons’ authority is 
also strengthened through what we might understand as different types of border 
work: their capacity to mobilize, navigate, and reconfigure urban and international 
borders and, in so doing, to control residents’ mobilities. Part of this work involves 
restricting residents’ mobilities by marking and defending the borders of a don’s 
territory, through aesthetic interventions into the urban landscape, and through 
forms of surveillance aimed at preventing outsiders from coming in. But border 
work also involves performing the ability to cross borders, and enhancing others’ 
ability to do so too, by inserting their neighborhood into national and international 
networks of aligned locations. This border work is a material process that involves 
physically marking and defending urban space, but it is also an emotional one as-
sociated with embodied sensations of fear but also of comfort and freedom.

Kingston’s many borders, then, are not only limiting—within the city’s geogra-
phies of inequality and immobility, dons can more easily utilize place-based bonds, 
while their capacity to move and connect across borders presents an additional 
form of spatiality that can buttress their authority. The most successful dons are 
those who are adept at deploying flexible forms of territoriality and inserting their 
neighborhood communities into translocal networks.



3
Electoral Politics

“Karen,” the mp for a constituency that included several “volatile” urban areas, was 
happy to talk to me about how she dealt with the dons who ruled the communi-
ties she represented. But she had several errands to run, so we would have to talk 
in her car as she drove across town. She picked me up at the University of West 
Indies, where I had been visiting former colleagues, and where she was pursuing a 
graduate degree. As I hopped into her car, she began to explain the difficulties she 
faced representing a constituency suffering high levels of violent crime. Over the 
past years, there had been several murders in the area, and she had spent significant 
time and energy ensuring that the violence did not escalate further. “It really took 
a lot of my time to be on the ground, and keep things level, and then keep doing 
that over and over again.”

These peacekeeping efforts, which frequently involved negotiating with dons, 
formed an important part of Karen’s work as a politician. At the university, she 
found that her classmates, many of whom held senior positions in government 
agencies, preferred to ignore the existence of criminal organizations altogether. 
“Their whole attitude is, as if, ‘Well, this thing don’t exist. And if you are talking 
about it, it means you’re involved,’ ” she said, with some exasperation. As govern-
ment officials, her classmates found it unseemly to recognize criminal leaders. 
“One girl asked if you must talk to the dons. I said, ‘How are you going to engage 
the community? They’re a stakeholder.’ ”

In contrast to her classmates, Karen was convinced that politicians needed to 
work with dons strategically. “The more you ignore it, the deeper it becomes. And 
then those of us who use that, meaning that we foster them . . .” She interrupted 
herself to clarify why she would foster dons. “Because those people are natural 
leaders. If they weren’t, people wouldn’t follow them.” Working with them could 
encourage them to use their force for good, she continued. “What I found is that 
when you have a different set of conversations to the man, you change their at-
titude of what they’re doing. They begin to ease down on the stuff that they’re 
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doing. Because they naturally want to be in charge, and get some things done, and 
have acknowledgment for it.”

Karen took a pragmatic approach to dons, recognizing that anyone who wanted 
to get work done in low-income urban areas would have to deal with these author-
ity figures. Yet as an elected politician, her description of dons as “stakeholders” 
and “natural leaders,” as people who “naturally want to be in charge,” also conferred 
legitimacy on their role in these neighborhoods. As I discuss in this chapter, such 
“horizontal” recognition by politicians is a critical element in dons’ performance 
of authority.

Pausing frequently to answer her cell phone, which rang incessantly, Karen 
continued to relate her experiences representing her constituency. The larger area 
included different communities, some aligned strongly with her party, the jlp, and 
others affiliated with the pnp. Each of these communities had its own don, second-
in-command, and shottas, and there were frequent clashes—“war”—between the 
different sections. In discussing her engagement with these various men, it became 
clear that her feelings toward them were ambivalent. She expressed a variety of 
sentiments, ranging from pity and compassion, to respect and even fear. When she 
spoke of the entreaties for help she received, for instance from convicted criminals, 
it was clear that she felt sorry for these men, if also a little perplexed at the types of 
requests they would submit to an mp: “People call you. And the things they call you 
about: ‘We’re in jail and there’s a little football league in here, can you send some 
material for we to make shorts and a shirt?’ Serious, those things I get called for: 
‘Well, we need some socks.’ ” A confident woman in her forties, Karen struck me 
as relatively fearless. Many of her constituents, including those involved in crime, 
evidently respected her. As we zigzagged through Kingston traffic, she described 
various instances where the jcf had called her to “come down” to her constituency 
and help curb an escalating conflict.

In one instance, a child had been killed during a shooting in one of the pnp 
sections of Karen’s constituency. Angry residents were taking to the street, threat-
ening revenge. “It was 10:30 at night, the police were calling me to go back down in 
there. And I had to say to their assistant commissioner [of police], ‘Commissioner, 
do you realize what time of night you’re calling me?’ ‘Yes! The only person they’re 
going to listen to is you.’ ” She questioned whether she would be the most effective 
mediator, referring to the party-political divisions, telling him: “Commissioner, 
those are not my people.” While the police official recognized that he was asking 
her to enter opposition turf after dark, he told her he felt she was the only one who 
could calm down the situation at that point.

Karen described driving to the area with her security detail: as she reached 
the access road, she met a police vehicle. Tasked with carrying the mother and the 
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grandmother of the child who had been killed back to the community, the police 
officers were afraid to drive the women all the way to their house. They feared that 
their car would come under attack on their way back out of the area. She offered 
to take the women in her car instead:

“Alright, come, I will take you down.” My security looked at me like I’m crazy. 
I said, “No, we’re going down there.” So I put them in the vehicle, I put them 
in and we went down. I spent about maybe half an hour with them, and the 
great-grandmother, the mother of the mother of the mother, was on the step 
with some of the same youth who was causing the problem and I reasoned with 
them, just talking about the child. And we work it out. And we left. And there 
was no demonstration the next day. I said, “Look, it hurt bad, you can come out 
and make everybody know, you know? But you can’t come back out and hurt 
other people because someone hurts you. Then who is going to be the result 
of the reprisal for that, when you’re hurt? It just goes on and on and on, when 
does it stop?”

While the residents from that section eventually did take to the streets to express 
their anger, the incident did not lead to direct reprisal killings, and the other sec-
tion of the constituency that was seen as responsible put out a collective apology 
for the child’s death.

Karen went on to tell me about another occasion, when a police officer’s car 
had turned over in her constituency. In the commotion that followed the accident, 
men in the community had managed to steal the officer’s service weapon. She knew 
that the jcf would crack down mercilessly in retribution if the firearm was not 
returned, so she went down to the community to make sure that this message was 
clear. Not long after, she received a call on her private landline at home. The men 
who had the gun let her know that they were willing to return it, but they would 
only give it to her, not to the jcf. Wanting to discuss the situation with someone 
before agreeing to this, she called her campaign manager. “He told me: ‘Karen, the 
boys are telling you that they trust you. It’s a hell of a ranking [a sign of respect]. 
But call the police before you go and tell them what you’re doing. And give them 
a time frame. And let the men in the community know, that if you’re not out of 
there by X time, the police is coming to look for you.’ ” So that was what she did. She 
went down to the community, where a room of some twenty men—“from the little 
fifteen-year-old, to the big sixty-year-old men”—had been waiting for her to arrive:

So they carried me to this spot, and I stand up there and waited. Oh man, it 
was drama. They went for the gun and they bring it to me, but they bring me 
this gun with no magazine in it and just handed it to me. “Do you expect me to 
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walk out of here with this gun in my hand? No! Where is the clip and where is 
the spare? I mean, I ask you for the ammunition, give me back the two clip then! 
And plus, bring it in one scandal [an opaque plastic bag], I cannot walk out of 
here with this thing in my hand.” They went and they got a little black scandal.

Relating such negotiations, Karen sounded entirely unafraid. Yet it was evident 
that she never took her safety in the constituency for granted, especially not out-
side of the jlp enclaves. She described a Friday evening visit to one of the con-
stituency’s pnp garrisons, to show her face at a sports event she had sponsored. As 
an mp, she had a security detail assigned to her as a standard procedure, but this 
evening she had decided to travel alone. However, she had assumed that the event 
was at the entrance to the neighborhood, rather than “down inside” it. “When I 
got to the front and I heard that it’s down inside, I said ‘No, I can’t. Ask for them 
and then turn back, because it’s inside, we’re going down in there.’ ” She stopped the 
car and asked residents to call the don for her. “I said, ‘Yeah man, call him, tell 
him jlp is here.’ Yeah, and I said to him, ‘Boss, my safety you know. . . .’ ‘Alright, 
everything cool,’ and he hung up.”

With the informal leadership aware of her presence in the community, she was 
able to make her way to the event safely. This don was a relatively young man—in 
addressing him as “boss,” Karen mobilized a popular Jamaican term of respect. At 
the same time, it communicated her recognition that he was in charge, and that 
even as the area’s formal political representative, she still needed him to guarantee 
her safety.

As Karen’s stories suggest, encounters between elected leaders and dons are 
frequent, even though this engagement may be highly ambivalent, in part due to 
the dynamic balance of power between the two types of leadership. Sometimes a 
politician must seek to de-escalate a conflict between warring dons; at other times, 
she must mediate between gunmen and the police. Sometimes convicted criminals 
will beg her for material support; at other times, she will need to seek permission 
from a don to enter his territory.

In this chapter, I explore how dons’ authority connects to Jamaica’s system of 
electoral politics. Political authority relies on the recognition of a ruler’s rightness 
by both the ruled and by other rulers. How does recognition conferred by elected 
politicians contribute to dons’ positions as legitimate political figures, and how 
do dons’ enduring ties to political parties make their rule feel more natural to 
residents? When politicians actively recognize dons’ ability or even right to rule—
their role as “natural leaders,” as Karen put it—this strengthens dons’ authority. 
And, despite a widespread distrust of politicians, in garrison communities where 
neighborhood histories and identities are entangled with electoral politics, dons’ 



84  Chapter three

party-political allegiance can enhance their standing as legitimate leaders. While 
the connections between dons, political parties, politicians, and voters have often 
been read as primarily transactional forms of clientelism, the chapter emphasizes 
the aesthetic, affective dimensions of these relations.

In the next section, I start by discussing how elected politicians confer recog-
nition on dons, actively authorizing the dons’ position by framing them in terms 
of participatory democracy—as leaders and representatives of “the people” who 
should be respected as such. Kingston’s tradition of street murals, in which politi-
cians and dons are presented as analogous and compatible types of political heroes, 
does similar authorizing work. However, these forms of authorization would have 
little effect if they did not resonate with broader understandings of democratic 
representation including, concretely, what party politics and elections mean to 
residents of “garrison” neighborhoods. In the second half of this chapter, I show 
how low-income urban residents recognize donmanship as a legitimate system 
based on dons’ direct relation to Jamaica’s party-political system. In and beyond 
garrison communities, dons’ ties to party politics remain strong and their authority 
continues to be bolstered through their connection to either the jlp or the pnp. 
Where politicians describe dons as representing “the people,” for many residents, 
their support for a don is entangled with their support for “the party.” This three-
way relationship between the electorate, the party, and the don comes out clearly 
at election time. Elections, and the practice of voting, are aesthetic and affective 
performances through which people come to recognize themselves as political 
subjects. These performances foster a political subjectivity in which loyalty to the 
political party, and to the larger ideals it may claim to represent, is hard to separate 
from allegiance to the neighborhood’s don.

RECOGNIZING REPRESENTATION

How might we conceptualize the relations between dons and politicians, two dif
ferent types of rulers who draw on similar models of heroic leadership, mirroring 
and mimicking each other’s style over the decades? Earlier analyses represented 
dons’ position vis-à-vis mps as more or less subservient clientelist brokers, locating 
their authority primarily in their ability to mediate in the hierarchical relationship 
between politicians and the residents who depended on them. This power balance 
has clearly shifted as dons managed to develop autonomous, often illicit sources 
of income and weapons. Some scholars have suggested that, in Jamaica’s garrisons, 
dons have displaced politicians as patrons, at least in part.1 Yet this process of 
displacement has by no means been unilinear or uncontested.
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As discussed in chapter 1, while relations between dons and politicians are 
highly variable, with significant differences across constituencies and throughout 
time, this relationship is characterized less and less by a clear hierarchy. In the 
twenty-first century, these two types of leaders provide each other with implicit 
or explicit expressions of recognition, what we might call the “horizontal” recogni-
tion of authority. Both dons and politicians also require a more “vertical” form of 
recognition, from their followers, which could take the form of protests, votes, or 
reggae songs.2 Later in this chapter, I focus on this vertical relation, in which “the 
people” perform their recognition of authority. In this first part, though, I am in-
terested primarily in the horizontal expressions of recognition between politicians 
and dons, in the narrative or performative acknowledgments by politicians of other 
leaders’ rightness to rule. In which ways do politicians recognize dons as leaders, 
and how does this institutional recognition enhance dons’ authority?

One important way in which politicians authorize dons is through framing 
them discursively, not just as “natural leaders,” as Karen did, but as representative 
leaders. This came out clearly in an interview with “Bryan,” a cabinet minister with 
responsibility for local government. His portfolio had become progressively impor
tant following a global wave of decentralization programs starting from the 1990s, 
as development aid and loans became conditional on local government reform. For 
decades, donors and international financial institutions such as the World Bank 
have promoted political and fiscal decentralization as enhancing democratization. 
In Jamaica, local government reform has emphasized community participation 
and empowerment, a vocabulary that Bryan applied in justifying government 
engagement with dons.3

I drove to Bryan’s government agency together with “Patrick,” a colleague 
from a Jamaican university who was conducting research on community devel-
opment. We settled down for the interview in an air-conditioned office as Bryan 
explained to us that dons should be seen as just one iteration of local leadership 
in Jamaican history, as leaders who were representative even if they had not 
come to that role in a formally democratic fashion. “The area leader, don, is not 
a negative,” he told us. “Because they provide what the formal structure cannot 
provide, that microleadership.” Even the smallest local government units, each 
represented by a Councillor, contained multiple smaller communities, and, 
he asserted, “It’s normal, natural human nature to have leaders, so you have 
little-little leaders.” These naturally occurring microleaders included, in his 
narrative, the dons.

Discussing rural districts, Bryan pointed out that elected leaders of small com-
munity organizations, such as the popular Citizens Associations, could, in fact, 



86  Chapter three

hardly be considered democratic. “Let us be honest, you will have a community 
council, you have a meeting, thirty people turn up and you elect this person as the 
president of the Citizens Association for District X. . . . ​It’s not democratic, many 
times it is the only meeting that ever happen, and the president is the president 
for the next forty years and he speaks on behalf of the community.” He went on to 
list various historical examples of nonelected representatives. “Many times, histori-
cally, the only man in the district who could read was the leader in the district. 
And many times the teacher or the parson was never elected, but—sometimes by 
consensus and sometimes by default—he becomes leader. How much more differ
ent is he than an area don Downtown?” Becoming increasingly animated, Bryan 
continued his analogy:

Is the area leader different from the mp or the Councillor? If the commu-
nity is comfortable with this person, who am I to put an outsider to tell the 
community . . . ? I mean, what you’re trying to propose is counter to the 
principles of good governance and local democracy. We must accept the 
community’s leadership and if the community says “It is Tom,” it is Tom—I 
must leave it. It should not be that I should bring my own standard to the 
table, to say: “Tom did not measure up to my standard, therefore Tom can’t 
be your leader.”

As the minister responsible for local government reform, his argument was that 
accepting area leaders—a polite term for dons—was directly aligned with princi
ples of good governance and local democracy because these leaders had the com-
munity’s support. I began to suggest to him that it was hard to know whether a 
leader was truly representative. He interrupted me: “Is the Prime Minister truly 
representative of every Jamaican? You will never find Barack Obama is truly rep-
resentative of every American. Your King is not truly representative . . .” “Not at 
all,” I agreed, though adding that the Dutch monarch was, at that time, Queen 
Beatrix. He continued to elaborate this rather apt analogy between donmanship 
and monarchy: “Beatrix, she is the Queen of the Netherlands and I am sure at least 
30 percent of the citizens of the Netherlands don’t really recognize it, but yet she is 
the head of state and she has the army. So how different is she than an area leader 
with a gun in his waist? She has the army so if you don’t like her she’s going to 
throw you in jail and if you dare speak against her you are charged for treason.” 
I asked him how he felt about government officials who stated that they never 
interacted with dons. “These are people with their head in the air, or their head 
stuck in the sand like an ostrich!” he exclaimed. “So you’re saying it’s impossible 
not to deal with them?” I asked. “It is impossible! For example now: Hamas is 
elected by the people, the Palestinians. Why should I not deal with Hamas? If I 
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am saying ‘democracy,’ there was an election, Hamas was elected . . . ​I am duty 
bound, if I believe in democracy, to speak to Hamas.” “Right, but Hamas is elected 
democratically,” I suggested, trying to point out a difference. Bryan countered 
that not every election was fully democratic, implicitly referencing Jamaica’s gar-
rison politics: “Yes, but how? What yu call ‘democratically’? Yu live inna Hamas 
control area, yu betta go vote fi Hamas.”

He summed up his position on elections:

Is an election representative? When you have an election and 20 percent of the 
people come out and vote, what happen to the other 80? What are they say-
ing, how do you canvas the other 80? Is it that they are in support, or is it that 
they are against it? Or is it that they are in fear? What is the ideal measure? I’m 
saying: whether it is by birth, whether it is by force, whether it is by free will, it is 
the representative of the people that has come forward and you’re duty-bound 
to deal with that person.

I asked him in what contexts he would deal with dons. “Whatever context. I would 
invite them to any table,” he responded. “Because when I go into a community, into 
a parish, and we are speaking of an issue to affect the parish, these people represent 
a substantive block of citizens. Should we ignore them? How do I go in? We are 
told to have stakeholders consultation, are they not a stakeholder? Do they not 
represent people? Because people will still stand up and say: ‘That is my leader.’ So 
what am I going to do? Insult the voice of the people?” Through a series of analo-
gies, Bryan sought to trouble dominant understandings of “truly representative” 
and “democratically elected” leadership. Comparing dons with a range of other 
political figures who might not be democratically elected, or who relied on vio
lence, yet were recognized as legitimate leaders, he emphasized that dons had to 
be dealt with as representatives of the people.

Bryan’s views on representation—his assertion that “the voice of the people” 
manifested itself in other contexts than elections alone—resonate with the argu-
ments of scholars who seek to conceptualize democratic representation “beyond 
the ballot.”4 Why should we assume that an elected leader is automatically a legiti-
mate representative, and why should outsiders get to determine which nonelected 
leaders are viable stakeholders? As a cabinet minister tasked with enhancing local 
participatory government, though, Bryan’s recognition of dons as nonelected but 
legitimate leaders had direct implications for their authority. I read his narrative 
recognition as a speech act that normalizes—indeed, authorizes—dons’ leader-
ship. Through such speech acts, politicians position themselves in a horizontal 
relationship to dons, a position from which they recognize dons’ leadership and 
their right to rule.
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PAYING RESPECT

Bryan was by no means the only politician to speak of dons as legitimate repre-
sentatives of the people.5 In addition to such explicit references to the democratic 
will of the people, politicians have frequently conferred recognition on dons by 
bestowing them with quasi-formal party titles such as “party activist,” “staunch 
jlp supporter,” or “pnp stalwart.” Beyond such verbal forms of recognition, certain 
dons have been invited to participate in official political events at the invitation of 
party officials. In the 1970s, Winston “Burry Boy” Blake and George “Feather Mop” 
Spence—two of the pnp’s top “enforcers”—joined the pnp prime minister Michael 
Manley on a state visit to Cuba.6 More recently, in 2016, the pnp chairman Paul 
Burke invited George Phang—“former Arnett Gardens strong man” and alleged 
don—to the political party’s National Executive Council.7

A similarly concrete expression of recognition of dons’ political significance is 
seen when prominent politicians attend a don’s funeral. Despite the controversy 
that tends to follow such acts of respect, this practice has continued over the 
decades. In 1975, shortly after returning from the Cuba trip, Burry Boy was killed 
in a drive-by shooting. His funeral at the Holy Trinity Cathedral was attended by 
some 25,000 mourners, with Michael Manley, his wife, and a number of his minis-
ters leading the funeral procession.8

The criticism that the presence of these pnp politicians at Burry Boy’s funeral 
evoked did not deter jlp leader Edward Seaga and other prominent party members 
from attending the funeral of Lester Lloyd “Jim Brown” Coke, in 1992, after the 
Tivoli Gardens don died in what is commonly called a “mysterious fire” while in 
prison awaiting extradition to the United States. Lauding Jim Brown as a protec-
tor of the urban poor, Seaga helped lead the funeral, which also attracted tens of 
thousands of mourners.9

In 2001, the funeral of William “Willy Haggart” Moore, don of the pnp-aligned 
Black Roses Corner in Arnett Gardens, attracted a similarly prominent set of politi-
cians. The funeral itself, attended by thousands of other mourners, was a rather 
spectacular event held in the National Arena, which had been “converted into a 
colourful shrine of orange and white balloons,” reflecting Haggart’s political affilia-
tion.10 The Jamaica Gleaner described the attendees—politicians, well-known sports 
figures, dancehall stars, and businessmen reputed to be pnp-affiliated dons—in the 
manner of a social event, noting not only their function but their attire:

Heading the list was Finance Minister and Member of Parliament for South 
St. Andrew, Dr. Omar Davies, who arrived accompanied by the Arnett Gardens 
Premier League football team, all decked out in black blazers and red under-
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shirts. Member of Parliament Horace “Oliver” Clue of East Rural St. Andrew 
was dressed in similar fashion. Minister of Water and Housing, Dr. Karl Blythe, 
had on a grey suit with orange undershirt, while Minister of Transport and 
Works, Dr. Peter Phillips, wore a grey suit and white shirt. Paul Burke, the 
chairman of the People’s National Party Region Three also attended, as did 
East Kingston businessman Danhai Williams, Kenneth “Skeng Don” Black of 
Clarendon and George Phang of Arnett Gardens. . . . ​Popular deejays, Moses 
“Beenie Man” Davis and L. A. Lewis were among the entertainers who paid 
musical tributes before the start of the service.11

While the presence of politicians and the “quasi-state funeral”12 in the National 
Arena led to much debate, they also emphasized Willy Haggart’s importance to the 
pnp, the ruling party at the time of his death. The Gleaner report does authoriz-
ing work of its own. The leading newspaper’s extensive listing of well-known men 
confirms the national significance of a leader such as Haggart, establishing him as a 
man whose death is lamented across social strata. The colors these men wore—the 
red and black of the Arnett Gardens Football Club and the orange of the pnp—root 
him firmly in a garrison neighborhood and the party it supports. More broadly, by 
listing other reputed dons and grouping them alongside politicians, sports heroes, 
and musicians, the Gleaner’s list actively positions dons as Jamaican leaders whose 
presence at a funeral is a noteworthy sign of respect.

WALLS OF HONOR

A similar equivalence between dons, politicians, and other leaders is produced visu-
ally, in the murals found on the walls of many low-income neighborhoods. Such art 
includes the memorial murals discussed in previous chapters, which commemo-
rate the deaths of individual community members, including dons. In addition, 
many neighborhoods feature walls of fame, murals that showcase the portraits of 
multiple individuals. Being included in such an assemblage mural attests to an 
individual’s local, national, or international importance.

These artworks can be understood in relation to a longer tradition of murals, 
often painted close to a neighborhood school, that depict Jamaica’s National He-
roes as an explicitly pedagogical statement. This canon of seven heroes includes 
figures who strugg led against colonialism and slavery, such as Nanny of the Ma-
roons, Paul Bogle, and Marcus Garvey. Alexander Bustamante and Norman Wash-
ington Manley, the founders of the jlp and the pnp respectively, are also National 
Heroes. Over time, less official heroes have been added to this canon. Depending 
on a neighborhood’s political affiliation, the walls may be decorated with former 
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prime ministers, such as the pnp’s Michael Manley and Portia Simpson-Miller, 
or the jlp’s Edward Seaga. Many murals spotlight Olympic champions and other 
sports heroes, reggae singers such as Bob Marley, or other musicians with roots 
in the community, and the poet and cultural activist Louise “Miss Lou” Bennett-
Coverley. In addition to national and neighborhood heroes, a range of international 
public figures appear frequently: Rastafari icon Haile Selassie is portrayed across 
neighborhoods, as are internationally known Black political leaders such as Nelson 
Mandela and Barack Obama.

Dons, too, figure in these assemblages. By depicting dons in the same visual style 
and directly next to elected politicians—and other cultural and political icons—
these murals show different types of leaders to be compatible, or indeed equivalent.

The authorizing work of visual culture can be seen, for instance, in a mural from 
Black Roses Corner in Arnett Gardens (figures 3.1 and 3.2), Willy Haggart’s former 
territory. On the wall to the left of the gate, we see the don’s visage, while the wall to 
the right features portraits of P. J. Patterson, Bob Marley, and Michael Manley. The 
territorial marker “Roses,” in large black letters, adorns the center of the mural 
while a smaller text to the right marks this as a “Wall of Fame.”13 The inclusion of 
Patterson and Manley, two former pnp prime ministers, not only indicates Willy 
Haggart’s allegiance with their political party. These combined images, positioned 
at a central location within the neighborhood, work to visually constitute author-
ity. They are part of what visual culture scholar Nicholas Mirzoeff calls “complexes 
of visuality”: sensorial complexes that “for[m] a life-world that can be both visual-
ized and inhabited,” in which visuality is the key element in making authority feel 
self-evident.14 The visual juxtaposition of don and politicians in this Black Roses 
mural makes them legible as similar types of heroic leaders. Importantly, it does 
not suggest an antagonistic relationship between dons and democratic leadership. 
Rather, it visualizes an order in which legal and extralegal rulers can coexist peace-
fully as part of the same system.

Not far off, along Collie Smith Drive, the main entry road to Trench Town, 
another wall of fame spotlights local, national, and international figures (figures 3.3 
and 3.4). “Sons of the soil” including musicians Alton Ellis and Dean Frazer and 
football coach Carl Brown share the wall with Marcus Garvey, Barack Obama, 
and Winnie Mandela. Also featured is Damian Brown, a reputed “badman.” This 
centrally located assemblage mural replaced an earlier version, sponsored by the 
Bob Marley Foundation and titled the “Wall of Honour,” which did not feature 
either politicians or any apparent dons; at that time, murals featuring dons and 
political graffiti signaling partisan allegiance were located in less conspicuous loca-
tions.15 Not long after the wall was painted, somebody expressed their disapproval 
of Brown’s presence amidst these other heroes, disfiguring his face by splattering it 



3.1 ​ Wall of Fame, Black Roses Corner.

3.2 ​ Wall of Fame, Black Roses Corner.



3.3 ​ Wall of Fame, Collie Smith Drive, Trench Town.

3.4 ​ Damian Brown mural, Collie Smith Drive, Trench Town.
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with black paint. This apparently “bottom-up” unsettling of the sensorial-political 
consensus that naturalizes the dons’ authority had its counterpart in a more for-
mal, nationwide “anti-mural campaign,” led by the jcf and aimed at disrupting the 
visual order of donmanship, discussed in more detail in chapter 4. While unhappy 
residents or police officials may seek to challenge such visual manifestations 
of authority, the longer tradition of murals including both politicians and dons 
suggests that these two types of rulers feel that sharing the wall can be mutually 
beneficial. They do not view murals’ aesthetic power as a competitive, zero-sum 
game that benefits either politicians or dons. Such murals can be a site for depicting 
the relationship between dons and politicians as one of mutual, horizontal recogni-
tion. Part of the everyday urban landscape, the men grouped together in these mu-
rals gaze at passersby from the walls, sometimes benevolently, sometimes sternly. 
Rather than dons replacing politicians, they share this aesthetic site of authority.

These assemblage murals can be understood as a form of institutional recogni-
tion although they cannot always be tied directly to individual politicians. It is 
not always clear who has commissioned or funded a specific mural—it could be a 
politician, but more often family and friends of the deceased organize these visual 
tributes.16 Accordingly, the murals present a more indirect connection to electoral 
politics than those instances when politicians demonstrate their respect publicly 
by attending dons’ funerals or other social events. Those performative acts of rec-
ognition are highly significant but also more transient. In contrast, the murals are 
part of the neighborhood fabric, a constant reminder of who is in charge within 
the neighborhood, and with which rulers—and which party—residents’ allegiances 
are expected to lie.

ELECTORAL FEELINGS

The murals are an important site for visualizing a horizontal relationship between 
dons and politicians and inscribing these political alliances within the territory of 
the neighborhood. More broadly, such artworks make manifest the long-standing 
ties between that neighborhood territory, its residents, and the political party. 
Within the context of garrison communities, murals depicting political leaders, 
symbols, or colors reflect and reinforce the strong allegiance that many residents 
feel toward their party. This loyalty to either the pnp or the jlp, often referred 
to as “political tribalism,” precedes and transcends support for individual leaders, 
whether politicians or dons. Yet this party-political loyalty is critical in normalizing 
the “vertical” relation of authority between residents and those individual leaders.

Garrison politics has generally been understood as a type of communal clien-
telism, a transaction brokered by the don: he ensures that the politician gets their 
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votes and, in exchange, residents get housing, jobs, and occasional handouts. 
Yet the ways that residents relate to the party are by no means merely instru-
mental. The affective ties known as political tribalism are what make garrison 
politics more than a neighborhood-based form of collective clientelism. Many 
Jamaicans—whether wealthy or poor, rural or urban, black or brown—experience 
party affiliation as a key form of belonging, as an identity you are likely to inherit 
from your parents. You are born into a pnp or a jlp family, or your parents might 
have a “mixed marriage.” For many people, then, this political identity is for life. In 
garrison communities, with their histories of electoral violence, this deeply felt 
identity also has a strong territorial dimension and is entangled with donmanship. 
In these neighborhoods, being a “die-hearted” party loyalist is a form of political 
subjectivity that is experienced as both an embodied and a territorial condition: 
being a “Labourite” or a “Comrade” involves powerful emotional ties to the party, 
to the neighborhood—and, in many cases, to the don.

As residents are socialized into political partisanship, the colors, hand signals, 
and sounds of the political party generate positive sensations. The affective impact 
of party-political aesthetics was brought home to me during fieldwork in the mid-
2000s, on urban pollution, in Rae Town, a pnp-affiliated community in Central 
Kingston. I had become friends with a group of women in their twenties and thirties, 
and we would often hang out near the cookshop that one of them owned. During 
one of our conversations, the topic turned to elections and political rallies, events 
they discussed with great enthusiasm.

Like many other Downtown residents, I had previously heard these women 
speak disparagingly of politics. “Sharon,” the most outspoken of the set, had ex-
plained to me that the problem with politicians was that they built up people’s 
hopes, and encouraged people to depend on them, yet would forget all about their 
constituents as soon as election time was over. She felt her mp was useless in help-
ing his constituency and held “his people” on the ground to be corrupt: “After the 
mp win, him nuh memba nobody. Him come shake hand, but mi nuh wan’ shake 
him hand, ’cause him nah do nuttin’ fi wi. His people get money and give it to dem 
friends.” She was particularly vehement in her assessment of the local Councillor, 
who represented the opposition party: “She’s a bitch!”

After those comments, I was surprised to see Sharon and her friends wax poetic 
about electoral rallies, especially as they emphasized the potential risks of participa-
tion, describing how jlp loyalists had coated a road with oil in an attempt to get 
a campaign bus full of pnp supporters to skid and crash. Trying to explain to me 
why they loved going, Sharon described the affective experience of singing the 
party anthem at the political rallies held during election time: “When dem play 
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the party anthem, shivers just run down yu spine. Yu put yu hand over yu heart 
and everyone a sing . . . ​it’s so beautiful!” She demonstrated this by singing the first 
lines of the pnp anthem, “Jamaica Arise,” together with two of her friends, sitting 
up straight to indicate the solemnity:

The trumpet has sounded, my countrymen all
So awake from your slumber, and answer the call
The torch has been lighted, the dawn is at hand
Who joins in the fight for his own native land?

As they reenacted the embodied experience of singing the anthem together with 
hundreds of other Comrades, the song—and Sharon’s description of how its beauty 
sent shivers down her spine—drew my attention to the potential of music to move 
people, to produce political subjectivities through emotional impact and bodily 
sensation. Like party anthems, party colors, logos, and hand signs can come to 
work in a precognitive fashion to produce sensations of affinity, intimacy, and 
familiarity. The atmosphere of exhilaration, the “vibes” that characterize these 
rallies or party conferences, are on the one hand “just fun.” For people who might 
not have the money to go on a bus trip, this is an outing with free food and drinks, 
where you can go out and enjoy yourself, for free. But it is more than that—it 
is also a ritualized format in which even the most skeptical participants cannot 
help but feel one with the other people taking part in the festivity. These regular 
performances of party-political belonging generate a form of “collective effer-
vescence,” those intense experiences of joyousness, excitement, and energy that 
encourage a feeling of shared belonging.17

Party-political identity has an everydayness to it, not unlike the experience of 
racial and class identities. At the same time, it does, of course, become more salient 
at specific moments, specifically around elections, as Sharon’s account of political 
rallies indicates. Voting is an important expression of political identity that rein-
forces the tight connections between the political party, the neighborhood, and the 
don and his organization. As a range of anthropological studies have emphasized, 
voting is so much more than the free, individual expression of political opinion 
that it is generally held to be within liberal political philosophy. Challenging such 
assumptions, these “electoral ethnographies” show that voting always involves 
more than individual interests and that the expression of political preferences and 
opinions is rarely free and autonomous. For many marginalized citizens, voting is 
not necessarily a way to endorse a specific political ideology or to express support 
for specific policies, but neither is it a fully instrumental votes-for-goods transac-
tion. Rather, the act of voting can be meaningful in itself: participation in elections 



96  Chapter three

is often experienced as a dignified means of asserting belonging to a large political 
community, of narrating and performing a relationship of mutual recognition and 
obligation.18

In Jamaica, despite widespread disenchantment with the political system, elec-
tions similarly involve a range of emotions and loyalties that include individual in-
terests and opinions but also exceed them. Elections continue to evoke the promise 
of postcolonial political freedom, and in this sense they do resonate with liberal 
notions of democracy: the vote still entails the promise of being a politically sover-
eign citizen within a politically sovereign nation. In addition, while the ideological 
difference between the pnp and the jlp is hardly discernible in the twenty-first 
century, party supporters—especially older ones—may still feel a residual attach-
ment to the ideals mobilized during the Cold War era, to the political promise 
of socialism or of the free-market economy. Yet at the same time, in an apparent 
paradox, voting can feel less like a political right, and more like a duty: an obliga-
tion to the party, the neighborhood, and the don. This obligation to vote for “the 
right party” may be enforced violently, but oftentimes it is fulfilled voluntarily, as 
an expression of an unassailable political bond.

 “NAH SWITCH!”

The way that garrison politics has produced electoral subjects whose voting be
havior may be less instrumental than it is affective became evident to me during a 
discussion with a group of corner dons and other gang-affiliated young men from 
a pnp garrison neighborhood.19 Explaining their relationship to their mp to me, 
they sought to highlight how garrison politics ultimately worked to their disad-
vantage. They expressed a feeling of being what they called “shortchanged.” By 
this they meant that while they were one of the pnp’s core garrisons, they received 
very little in return for their vote. One of the men, Roshawn, explained how this 
lack of reciprocity had become even more patent when their mp was appointed to 
a cabinet position from which he could easily wield his influence to ensure that 
his voters were rewarded for their loyalty. As the Minister of Works, this mp was 
responsible for infrastructural development, a prime position for directing eco-
nomic benefits in the form of construction work toward his constituency: “He’s at 
Ministry of Works right now, that’s where more [construction] work should come 
into the communities. So that means he’s still not effective, he’s not doing an effec-
tive job. Because if he’s changing one point to a next point where he’s Minister of 
Works, that means more work should a gwaan [be happening] in his community. 
And there is no work going on!” Another young man, “Damion,” joined in: “On a 
community basis now—he’s our representative—we’re getting shortchanged. We 
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not getting the real results from him, the help that the community need: employ-
ment, sanitary convenience. And all of them things affect we.” To clarify the point, 
I asked the men whether, given that they had been a pnp area for a long time, they 
were wondering why the community was not in a better state. Damion explained 
that it was actually disadvantageous to be known as a fully loyal pnp community; 
neighborhoods that were known to be contested electoral turf received much 
more attention: “Let me stick a point, one point that is very critical. Die-hearted: 
that’s when they get shortchanged, that’s the only way them get shortchanged. 
If you reside on a battleground where it can go either way, you will get the full 
support of either party. But we are predominant pnp stronghold. We are gonna 
get shortchanged, owing to the fact that they know that we won’t change our 
political allegiance.” He mimicked the politicians who knew they could satisfy 
these die-hearted supporters with small handouts: “We don’t need to do anything, 
just check them Monday when them pocket broke.” A third man, “Barry,” now 
spoke up, explaining that it was precisely because they were known to be loyal that 
the mp could ignore them: “Through [because] him know that, him just abuse the 
situation. Through him know we are die-hearted pnp.”

As these men narrated it, it was exactly because they were a hardcore pnp area 
that they were not receiving any attention in terms of jobs or development proj
ects. Contested areas could expect a lot of attention from politicians whereas the 
electorally safe garrison areas would vote for the right party anyway. I asked them 
whether they could leverage their vote a little more to get the mp’s attentions by 
threatening that they were going to vote jlp next time. Would switching parties 
mean more attention, more jobs, more money? This suggestion was rejected im-
mediately. “But that is something that is impossible!” Damion exclaimed. The 
other men cut into the conversation, “Impossible!,” the volume and intensity of 
the discussion increasing just at the thought of voting for the other party. Damion 
continued: “He knows that we could never vote jlp. We just couldn’t do it, we are 
pnp to the bone. Plus, if we were even to suggest switching, it would cause too 
much tension in the community.”

Even as these corner dons and other inner-city residents are fully capable of 
understanding how garrison politics work to their disadvantage, their loyalty to 
the party, developed from birth, keeps them tied unhappily into the same system. 
For “die-hearted” supporters, voting—for the right party—is not so much a political 
right as it is a political duty. As their expressions of unconditional support suggest, 
they experience partisan belonging as something absolute and involuntary. Being 
pnp is a form of political subjectivity that is experienced as an embodied condi-
tion—to the bone, die-hearted—and that cannot be separated from the territory of 
the neighborhood. For those who have grown up in a pnp garrison, just thinking 
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of voting for the jlp can be a hurtful proposition. In addition, as Damion’s refer-
ence to “tension in the community” underscores, party loyalty is entangled with 
the continued threat of violence.

 “YOU VOTED ALREADY!”

While electoral violence has diminished dramatically since the 1980s, it has left 
lasting scars on the urban landscape and shaped experiences of voting for many 
current and former residents of garrison communities. For some, voting remains 
a partisan duty. For others, such as “Marcia,” a jlp politician in her thirties, the 
context of coercion ended up alienating her from the party she had been “born 
into.” I met with Marcia after having been introduced by a more senior politician. She 
told me about her first experience with voting, which she described as the moment 
“when I knew I was definitely going into representational politics.” She had grown up 
poor—in a “lane,” rather than on a street—in a pnp garrison, and had just reached 
legal voting age when an election was being held. “Eighteen years old and I’m 
going to vote now, and I said, ‘Yes, I’m going to exercise my right to vote!’ I felt 
so excited.” She clapped her hands to convey to me the physical thrill she had felt 
going to cast her first vote:

And I got up early in the morning and I said to two ladies that lived in my lane, 
’cause I lived in a lane at the time: “I’m going to vote, you coming with me? I’m 
going to exercise my franchise to vote.” And I’m not going to lie to you, I didn’t 
know who I was going to vote for, I just knew that I was going to vote. And I went 
up to the polling station. And some men in orange asked me where am I going, 
I voted already . . . ​I never forget it.

She explained that the “men in orange” telling her that she had voted already were 
there to ensure that the pnp won the election—this was garrison politics in action. 
I asked whether the men knew her personally. “Well, yes, I guess. They say I vote 
already so I say, ‘What, no, I haven’t voted!’ He say, ‘Yeah man, go to your yard, you 
vote already.’ I was so angry that the women that I came with had to physically take 
me out and say ‘No, Marcia, no.’ Because of course you know it could get ugly. And 
I cried. It was tears of rage.” Two decades after the fact, Marcia relived her distress 
at being robbed of her vote. “Even now,” she told me, “I’m talking to you, I’m getting 
upset, I’m thinking about how somebody chose to speak for me. You can’t speak for 
me!” This embodied memory, along with her description of her initial excitement 
at being an eighteen-year-old exercising her right to vote for the first time, illus-
trate the strong affective and performative meaning attributed to elections. Voting 
inaugurates a young person’s relationship to the state as an autonomous adult.
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In garrison communities governed by a party-affiliated don, this relationship 
is reconfigured. The “men in orange” mediated citizens’ relationship to the state 
by channeling it through the party and the party-affiliated criminal organization, 
disciplining neighborhood residents’ political preference. In Marcia’s case, this dis-
ciplining backfired as her frustration with garrison politics fed her desire to become 
a politician and align herself with the forbidden green party, the jlp. In many other 
cases, however, the don-mediated partisan loyalty that garrison residents are taught 
from birth is extremely strong.

 “SHOWER! SHOWER!”

The nah switch (won’t switch) mindset expressed by many party loyalists was also 
evident during the campaigns leading up to the December 2011 national elections, 
the first to be held after the Tivoli Incursion. One of the main issues during the 
electoral debates was the incumbent jlp government’s handling of Dudus’s ex-
tradition. The party—and in particular Bruce Golding, who had stepped down 
as prime minister and party leader shortly before the elections—had come under 
attack for first trying to prevent the jlp-affiliated Dudus from being extradited 
to the United States, and then for ordering the security operation that led to 
the deaths of sixty-nine citizens, many of whom were, based on their residence 
in Tivoli Gardens, presumably jlp loyalists. Nonetheless, the jlp still had many 
passionate supporters.

The morning after a major Labourite rally where the new party leader and 
incumbent prime minister Andrew Holness had made an appearance, I met “Kee-
sha,” a jlp supporter. She had attended the all-night rally and was still dressed up 
in a green shirt, sporting green hair extensions and green nails. We got into a dis-
cussion about the position of the jlp and I asked her whether she felt comfortable 
voting for the party in the wake of the Incursion. She vehemently rejected the idea 
that this could influence her voting behavior: “Mi love mi party bad! Mi a go vote 
Andrew!” She loved her party terribly and was going to vote for Holness. But she 
didn’t really care which individual was on the ballot: “Mi woulda vote Bruce! Even 
if [it were] a rat, mi woulda vote Labour!” Like Roshawn and his die-hearted pnp 
friends, Keesha described her voting less as a choice, and more as an expression of 
unconditional love, an enduring affective relation to the political party.

The evening before, I had bumped into a cavalcade of buses waiting to leave for 
the jlp campaign rally. Green-clad female campaigners leaned out of the bus win
dows, waving green flags and leafy green branches at passersby, shouting “Shower! 
Shower!” and making the V-sign. Outside on the street, masked men in green lounged 
about, drinking white rum (figure 3.5). I asked one of them why he was hiding 



3.5 ​ jlp supporter during election campaign.
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his face. “Don’t be afraid,” he told me, “It’s just a style, just an election thing. . . . ​
Normally you can’t do this because 5-0 [the police] will come catch you!” Later 
that night, I saw the buses rush past on their way to the rally. They were quite a 
spectacle in the otherwise quiet night as they flew by, horns honking and lights 
blinking, with people leaning out the windows, ringing bells, and again shouting 
“Shower! Shower!”

Electoral campaigning demonstrates the entanglement of criminal–political 
forms of authority and political belonging. “Shower!” has become the uniform 
slogan associated with the jlp—the shout rings out from buses, at campaign ral-
lies, as a greeting between green-clad supporters on the street. It is as much a core 
Labourite symbol as the color green, the V-sign, and the bell. However, the word 
refers directly to the Shower Posse, the international criminal organization that 
was run by Dudus’s father, Jim Brown, often referred to as the “don of dons.” The 
Shower Posse members were jlp stalwarts, acting as criminal–political enforcers in 
and beyond the party’s “mother garrison” of Tivoli Gardens. While the etymology 
of the political rallying cry “Shower” is undisputed, these origins do not inform its 
use directly or consciously. When I asked people about the use of the term, both 
jlp and pnp supporters would acknowledge its posse roots, but tell me that “when 
we say ‘Shower’ now it just means jlp.”20 However, as the symbolic link between 
a criminal organization and a political party, can the term “just” refer to the jlp? 
In repeatedly shouting out a gang name in a range of contexts, these green-clad 
supporters produce and reproduce their allegiance to party leaders and criminal 
organizations, to political authority both in and beyond the state.

As discussed above, such campaign rallies are important political moments; 
they are key rituals in many parliamentary democracies. In addition, they are “feel-
ingful” festive events that can produce sensations of joy and even euphoria.21 In 
this sense they bear a strong resemblance to the public dancehall parties organized 
to celebrate or commemorate dons. A famous one was Tivoli Gardens’ Jim Brown 
Memorial Dance, held on the date of the death of the “don of dons,” every Febru-
ary 23 through the 1990s and 2000s, until 2010. Before that, Tivoli Gardens held 
an annual Claudie Massop Memorial Dance to mark Jim Brown’s predecessor’s 
death. Other annual dances have included Matthews Lane’s Original Spanglers 
Dance, which followed the Early Bird Memorial Dance, and Roses Corner’s Willy 
Haggart Memorial Dance.22 A majority of residents, even those who may be un-
happy with the way their community is being ruled, will attend these important 
annual events. By dancing and socializing in this context, and by responding to the 
“big-ups” the djs give to past and present dons, participants legitimate the rule of 
those leaders. The annual character of many of these dances suggests that they are 
standardized institutionalized sites for experiencing collective belonging and for 
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affirming a don’s authority. While focused directly on a specific don or criminal 
organization, party-political ties may filter into these events as well, for instance, 
when politicians attend memorial events or when Edward Seaga held a dance in 
Tivoli Gardens to celebrate his fortieth anniversary as an mp, at the same site and 
with the same sound systems as the Jim Brown Memorial Dance.23

Like these street dances, political rallies such as those held in the run-up to 
national elections generate powerful affective atmospheres through their use of 
party slogans, songs, colors, and hand signs. Both types of political festivity in-
volve organized, repeated patterns of interaction that not only engender a feeling 
of collective belonging, but also normalize the authority of specific leaders. Even 
skeptical residents can temporarily suspend their misgivings and be part of this 
community, performing the recognition of elected politicians—or nonelected 
dons. Such political festivities, these spaces of music and dance, are easy-access 
ways to participate in the political process. They are fun, they produce moments 
of euphoric connection to others, and they have an immediate but short-lived ef-
fect of allowing you to believe in the don, believe in the party, believe in Jamaica: 
these are transitory performances of hope that the powers-that-be do have your 
interests at heart. In the aftermath of those moments, however, you may find that 
you are more emotionally entangled than you would like with the same system you 
recognize as divisive and counterproductive.

DONS AND REPRESENTATIVE DEMOCRACY

As this chapter highlights, dons do not stand “outside” the institution of elec-
toral politics. In contrast to some readings, the accounts and experiences of both 
politicians and low-income urban voters do not position dons as antagonistic to 
a system of representative democracy. Beyond the historical roots of donmanship 
in Jamaica’s garrison politics, twenty-first century dons continue to be associated 
with politicians, elections, and party-political identities in various ways. While 
their claims to authority sometimes involve performing a fundamentally different 
type of leadership from elected politicians, most dons still maintain ties to those 
same politicians and tend to share some form of party loyalty with the residents 
over whom they rule.

Focusing on the three-way relationship between residents, politicians, and 
dons, this chapter has emphasized the relational aspect of political authority. 
When individual leaders make claims to political authority, these claims need 
to be recognized both by other rulers and by their political subjects. Here, I have 
emphasized first the horizontal recognition of dons’ political authority, discussing 
the various ways in which politicians, from mps to cabinet ministers and prime 
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ministers, acknowledge dons as legitimate political leaders. Politicians enable 
donmanship through practical forms of support and protection, sending business 
contracts their way or helping them evade arrest. But they configure dons as legiti-
mate political figures in more subtle ways. They do so through speech acts, through 
a narrative framing of dons as stakeholders, natural leaders, and representatives 
of the people. They also enact this recognition in a more performative fashion, by 
inviting dons to political meetings or by attending dons’ birthday parties or funer-
als themselves. Such forms of copresence are signs of respect that indicate a type 
of political equivalence between leaders. This equivalence of political authority is 
also made manifest visually through murals and street art that feature dons and 
politicians together.

Beyond this horizontal signaling of the legitimacy of dons’ power, residents also 
confer or deny individual leaders with recognition in more vertical relationships. 
They may commission murals and attend street parties that celebrate dons. Or they 
may express their displeasure with such forms of iconization by vandalizing the 
mural of a don. These relationships between residents and don are, as this chapter 
has emphasized, mediated through shared party-political belonging. The political 
identities that consolidated during the garrison politics of the Cold War era remain 
salient long after the decline of electoral violence and ideological distinctions 
between the jlp and the pnp. The transactional dimension of clientelist relations 
continues to be important to low-income residents, but their voting behavior is 
shaped as much by deeply felt partisan identities. Dons’ long-standing allegiance to 
a political party can strengthen their bonds with residents—their claims to author-
ity do not stand outside of these shared forms of political belonging, which have 
an embodied, affective dimension but are also connected directly to the territory 
of the neighborhood.

The emotionally meaningful connections between dons, electorate, and par-
ties are shaped and reactivated through aesthetic forms and practices: through 
murals conjoining dons and politicians, through voting policed by “men in or-
ange,” through campaign rallies where shouts of “Shower!” intermingle with 
the sights and sounds of the party’s colors, hand signs, and anthems. Over time, 
these aesthetic forms become associated with shared sensations: they generate a 
sensorial-political consensus, a commonsense understanding of political subjectiv-
ity and political authority that is rooted in electoral politics, yet exceeds the formal 
organization of representative democracy.



4
Law and Order

To those unfamiliar with Downtown Kingston, its neighborhoods often appear to be 
chaotic, dangerous, and lawless areas. If outsiders cannot avoid travelling through 
such neighborhoods, they drive through as quickly as possible and with their win
dows closed, to preclude any interaction with residents. Precisely to prevent ill-
intentioned strangers from speeding through and committing drive-by shootings, 
the drain covers at the intersections of the streets have often been removed. This 
creates deep trenches that force cars to slow down to a crawl, allowing strategically 
placed observers to check out any outsiders entering the neighborhood. Elsewhere, 
careful arrangements of urban debris—a burned-out car chassis, an old fridge—
serve a similar purpose. The various aesthetic forms that outsiders associate with 
violence and poverty, such as political and gang graffiti or potholed roads without 
drain covers, may in fact be interventions intended to produce a bordered space 
of safety for residents.

My first visit to Brick Town, in 2010, was to meet Roger, a close relative of 
the General, the neighborhood’s former don. I had no car at the time, but my for-
mer student “Joshua,” who worked at a government agency nearby in Downtown 
Kingston, was willing to give me a ride. While he wanted to help me, Joshua felt un-
comfortable driving into the neighborhood alone as he had never been there before, 
so he convinced “Flynn,” a coworker who lived in an adjacent low-income area, to 
join us as an “escort.” Joshua’s nervousness was contagious, and I also began to feel 
a little jittery as we stepped into his expensive car. Flynn indicated the direction 
Joshua should drive, away from the busy market area. We moved through narrow, 
potholed streets and past dilapidated housing covered with graffiti referencing the 
General, his son, and the political party with which they were aligned.

In addition to negotiating Downtown Kingston’s improvised speed bumps, un-
familiar drivers also need to contend with its one-way streets. Cars will turn down 
one of the many narrow streets without traffic signs, only to find themselves forced 
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to reverse in the face of an oncoming vehicle. Joshua drove just a little too quickly, 
and I tried to convince him to slow down as I studied a paper map of Kingston, try-
ing to figure out which streets were one-way and which were not. Flynn chuckled at 
my concern with how the government had designated a street: “Dem nuh observe 
one-way inna dis yah part a di world,” he commented drily. They do not observe 
one-way in this part of the world.

His depiction of “this part of the world” as anarchic put me in mind of my 
first fieldwork in Jamaica, in 2000, when my overwhelming impression of the city 
had been one of disorder. Returning to the Netherlands after three months in 
Kingston, I felt a physical relief as my plane landed and the neat, orderly grid of 
the Dutch agrarian landscape came into view. While I had enjoyed my fieldwork, 
I experienced Jamaica’s urban sensorium as chaotic and disorienting—its streets 
packed with people, cars, handcarts, goats, and lined with hand-painted stalls 
and signs advertising all manner of goods; people shouting at each other over the 
loud music blaring from vehicles, stores, and cd vendors’ speakers; the smells of 
exhaust fumes, rotting garbage, and jerk chicken; my movements through its dust 
and heat on foot, or in crowded minibuses and route taxis pressed up against other 
sweaty passengers.

As I returned over the years that followed, and as my access expanded to areas 
only accessible by private car, I discovered, first, that Kingston also included many 
middle-class spaces with a style resembling the “orderly” aesthetics I had projected 
onto Dutch landscapes. More importantly perhaps, I realized that the public spaces 
of Downtown Kingston were actually organized in a very tight and controlled 
fashion. The underlying social and political logic of these low-income areas, as well 
as the orderly colonial grid plan that Downtown streets follow, were not evident 
to me initially, distracted as I was by what I perceived as chaos.1 It took me a sig-
nificant period of time to be able to recognize the normative order—the de facto 
“law”—according to which these streets operated.

To many wealthier Kingstonians, life in “ghetto” neighborhoods has a similarly 
foreign quality, and Flynn’s remark on one-way streets resonates with their sense of 
Downtown Kingston as a different world, a chaotic area where national laws do not 
apply. However, those who live there do take the official one-way traffic rules seri-
ously. Precisely because the traffic signs are often unclear, when unfamiliar drivers 
accidently turn down a street in the wrong direction, pedestrians will quickly sig-
nal for them to reverse: “One way! One way! Turn back!” Belying Flynn’s comment, 
and counter to popular opinion, residents invest considerable energy in correcting 
transgressions. Areas such as Brick Town are by no means lawless—their social life 
operates according to strong norms of appropriate behavior, including rules about 
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who can go where. They are characterized by a system of order in which dons such 
as the General play a central role, but which often complements rather than clashes 
with state law—one way is observed in this “part of the world.”

In this chapter, I discuss how dons derive authority from their role in providing 
“law and order,” maintaining community norms and public security. Seemingly 
ironically, given their engagement in criminal activities from drug and weapons 
smuggling to extortion, to many residents, dons represent a more trustworthy 
form of justice and law enforcement than state institutions do. In light of their 
experiences with a legal system that they perceive as ineffective, corrupt, and 
biased against poor black Jamaicans, the violently enforced “community justice” 
system centered around dons may appear not only more accessible, but also more 
legitimate. The dons who enjoy the most legitimacy are often lauded above all for 
their capacity to “set the order,” to establish social norms, and to punish trans-
gressions swiftly and effectively, whether through violent retribution or through 
banishment. In contrast, neighborhoods without an effective don may suffer from 
higher rates of crimes, perpetrated by both locals and outsiders.

Concentrating on this system of community justice, I approach dons’ 
neighborhood-level practices of crime control and conflict resolution in relation 
to the law. These practices could easily be glossed as vigilantism, as extralegal, “out-
law” acts. Here, I draw on concepts from legal anthropology to conceptualize such 
practices differently. I suggest that the dons’ system of community justice should 
not be understood primarily as extralegal, or even as a form of legal pluralism that 
operates in parallel to the Jamaican state’s police and court systems. Rather, it can 
be understood in terms of legal hybridity, as the entanglement of multiple legal 
systems. In addition to highlighting this entanglement, I seek to understand what 
law and order feel like, discussing how material and aesthetic interventions can 
work to produce a place-specific sense of justice and security.

The next section reflects on how we might understand the law as involving 
nonstate institutions, to establish how the formations of law and order associated 
with donmanship are positioned in relation to state institutions. This is followed by 
two sections that concentrate on, respectively, perceptions of state law and of com-
munity justice, discussing how many Jamaicans experience the state legal system as 
unjust in practice, and how this contributes to making community justice appear 
as a plausible alternative. Next, I propose an understanding of these normative 
systems as increasingly hybrid, as the jcf and the state justice system enable and 
incorporate elements of community justice. I end the chapter by analyzing the 
aesthetic and sensorial dimensions of dons’ “law enforcement,” reflecting on how 
the affective atmospheres that emerge within dons’ territories help to reinforce 
their authority, normalize their rules, and make people feel safe.
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LAW BEYOND THE STATE

While “the law” is often held to be the exclusive domain of the state, there is a 
long-standing tradition within legal anthropology and sociolegal studies that un-
derstands state law as just one amongst many normative systems—a phenomenon 
termed legal pluralism. This scholarship has questioned the taken-for-granted 
distinction between “the law” and other types of rules or norms. It emphasizes 
that a norm becomes “law” when it is backed by powerful political institutions, 
whether the modern nation-state or other systems of governance.2 At the same 
time, through a circular type of logic, the authority that representatives of such 
political institutions claim is generally strengthened through their references to 
“the law.”

Focusing on colonial and postcolonial contexts, studies of legal pluralism have 
generally analyzed the coexistence of precolonial legal orders in Asia, Africa, Latin 
America, and the Pacific with legal orders introduced under European colonial-
ism.3 Colonial legal orders are stark examples of the disjuncture between “the law” 
and “justice.” Laws established by colonial regimes often worked to legalize the 
dispossession of colonized populations while allocating rights in ways that pro-
duced and reified difference. This was certainly the case in the Caribbean, where, 
for centuries, colonial law undergirded the system of slavery. In territories such 
as Jamaica, colonial rule was based on a legal reality that differentiated between 
enslavers and enslaved, establishing one category of humans as subjects with rights 
who were entitled to treat another category of humans as property.

Yet colonial legal systems were rarely absolute. Where it suited their purposes, 
colonial administrations recognized existing conflict resolution mechanisms, har-
nessing them to the colonial project. In various territories, colonial regimes crafted 
systems of indirect rule, relying on “traditional” rulers, courts, and laws to manage 
populations and extract resources more efficiently. This coexistence of legal orders 
offered advantages, first and foremost for the colonizing forces. In addition, if gen-
erally to a lesser extent, it presented opportunities for colonized persons or groups 
to engage in “jurisdictional politics” or “forum shopping.”4 Those who were able 
to maneuver strategically between multiple legal orders could prevail in disputes 
over property or political autonomy by selectively appealing to one system over 
the other.

Through such interactions across multiple legal orders, over time “coexistence” 
and “pluralism” may cease to be the best terms to describe the normative worlds 
in which people dwell. Legal orders are porous and dynamic rather than self-
contained and static. Rather than coexisting separately, side by side, such orders 
evolve and thrive precisely through contact with each other. This dynamism may 
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in due course lead to formerly distinct legal orders becoming entangled to such an 
extent that we can speak of legal hybridity rather than legal pluralism.

In Jamaica, legal hybridity is evident, for instance, in the system of land ten-
ure. After the abolition of slavery, formerly enslaved people managed to gain land 
titles within the colonial legal system. Rather than reproduce the laws of private 
property and primogeniture that characterized the colonial plantation system, 
however, they often transformed these legal freeholds into inalienable family land 
or common land. These became “customary” freeholds, imbued with spiritual 
meaning through burial practices, that no individual could claim to own or sell 
but all descendants had the right to use. After independence, these forms of land 
tenure, or “folk law,” began to influence the official legal order, as political leaders 
abolished primogeniture and began to recognize squatters’ rights to land on the 
basis of use rather than title. Such articulations, appropriations, and innovations 
between previously distinct normative orders evidence legal hybridity—or creoliza-
tion, to use a Caribbeanist term—rather than legal pluralism.5

Discussions of legal pluralism and hybridity have tended to focus on intersec-
tions of state and “customary” legal orders. Much less attention has been paid 
to the role of armed political actors such as guerilla, paramilitary, or criminal 
organizations in developing codified normative systems.6 Perhaps this connects 
to the implicit or explicit distinctions we make between forms of rule rooted in 
law and those rooted in violence. As discussed in the introduction to this book, 
our analyses of armed groups such as mafias, guerillas, and paramilitaries tend to 
privilege violence. The idea that violent “outlaws” could be invested in legality, or 
even be lawmakers themselves, feels counterintuitive.

Yet many forms of violence are legal, and many laws are violent. As the 
philosopher Walter Benjamin noted, violence plays a central role in all forms of 
law.7 Benjamin distinguishes between lawmaking violence, which involves the 
exercise of power over life and death that is the origin of law, and law-preserving 
violence, which is intended to reproduce a visible form of legitimate order. The 
first form aims to produce a legal order through violence while the latter involves 
the legitimization of a violent order through law.

States rely on both lawmaking and law-preserving violence, but so do other 
types of rulers—including dons and other “outlaws” who take on a governance role. 
We can recognize this in the Jamaican security forces’ use of violence in attempts 
to establish state power, which stand in tension with the invocation of the law to 
legitimize such violence, from the consistently high rates of police homicides to the 
near-constant States of Emergency declared in the post-Tivoli Incursion period. 
Dons’ violence, I suggest, is similarly bound up with a legal order, if a different 
type: their use of force is productive of, and legitimized by, locally accepted rules 
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and regulations. Over time, as I discuss later in this chapter, the jcf and the state 
justice system have absorbed elements of the dons’ “laws” and conflict resolution 
mechanisms in a legally hybrid fashion.

EQUAL RIGHTS AND JUSTICE?

To understand how dons are able to make their violence appear “legal,” it is nec-
essary to take into account how the workings of state law are experienced and 
perceived. In Kingston’s low-income areas, many residents make direct and unfa-
vorable comparisons between Jamaica’s state justice system and the rules, regula-
tions, and dispute resolution mechanisms that have been established by dons. I 
repeatedly encountered the conviction that law enforcement is corrupt and that 
the courts are biased toward wealthier, light-skinned Jamaicans with access to 
high-powered lawyers. Both poor and rich Jamaicans tend to consider the police 
to be at best unreliable, and at worst actively engaged in large-scale organized 
crime themselves. The jcf has consistently been associated with systemic corrup-
tion and extraordinarily high rates of extrajudicial killings.8 The institutionaliza-
tion of illegal and violent practices on the part of the police amounts to a clear form 
of state crime, complicating straightforward understandings of outlawry. Likewise, 
extensive formal reviews of the Jamaican justice system have confirmed popular 
understandings that the courts favor the rich, emphasizing the “lack of equality 
between the powerful, wealthy litigant and the under-resourced litigant.”9 Over 
the course of my research, recurrent media scandals drew attention to the appar-
ent impunity that the country’s elites appeared to enjoy, as prominent individuals 
managed to evade sanctions for lawbreaking, either through bribing the police or 
by drawing on their connections to influential politicians.

A chance meeting with one of these privileged Jamaicans gave me insight into 
some of these dynamics—into how police officers may feel the urge to demonstrate 
to wealthier citizens that no one is above the law and into how these elites can 
nevertheless leverage their connections in the course of such encounters. I was sit-
ting in an Uptown café, working on a conference presentation, when a close friend, 
“Rachel,” came in with one of her colleagues, “Celeste.” They drew up chairs to join 
my table, asking me what I was working on. “Is your research on politics?” Celeste 
asked. It turned out that her uncle was a prominent mp for the jlp. The way her 
uncle’s supporters would throw themselves into election campaigns was crazy, she 
told us, laughing. They would block the road hours before her uncle was due to 
visit a jlp rally. “I had to call my uncle and ask him, ‘Can you get these people off 
the road, because I need to get to work and these carnival people are blocking the 
road!’ ” The jlp supporters would recognize Celeste as the mp’s niece, calling out to 
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each other that “A daddy dawta dis!”—this was “Daddy’s daughter.”10 After identify-
ing her as such, they would allow her car through, but not before berating her for 
not wearing green: “We know you’re a Labourite, so how come you’re not wearing 
your colors?” She would explain that she was going to her work at a government 
agency, so she couldn’t show any political bias.

The mention of political bias launched our table into a discussion of the scandal 
dominating the headlines at that time. On his way to the airport, a prominent busi-
nessman, Bruce Bicknell, had been pulled over by police, who proceeded to issue 
him with a ticket for speeding. Slipped in with the motor vehicle documents that 
Bicknell handed over to the jcf sergeant was J$2,000, about US$20 at the time. 
Surprisingly to many Jamaicans, the sergeant took offense at what he assumed was 
a bribe meant to avoid being issued a speeding ticket. The sergeant alerted a senior 
officer, and the businessman was arrested and taken to a nearby police station. 
After the involvement of various high-ranking police officers, however, Bicknell 
was released. The real scandal began after a well-known jlp politician, Daryl Vaz, 
was found to have made multiple appeals to the sergeant to drop the bribery com-
plaint while mobilizing his connections to the highest levels of the police to “take 
care of the matter.”11

Celeste shared her take on the matter with Rachel and me. First of all, she said, 
the amount of money Bicknell had slipped in his papers was much too low. “He’s 
so rich, how could he bribe someone with just $2,000?! He has to know that’s not 
enough. A girl like me, I could get away with $2,000 . . . ​but not him.” However, 
she defended Daryl Vaz’s actions. Everyone knew that Bicknell was pnp, she told 
us, so it shouldn’t have been a problem. It wasn’t like it was political bias, because 
it was a jlp politician coming to the aid of a pnp supporter. If Bicknell’s brother, a 
known jlp supporter, had been in the same position, she explained, it would have 
been a problem for Vaz to help him. But since Bicknell himself was a pnp sup-
porter, the affair was clearly free of political bias. I found this emphasis on political 
bias an interesting take, as I had read the affair more as an instance of two elite 
Jamaicans—both wealthy and light-skinned enough to be read as white—helping 
one another out.

Becoming even more animated, Celeste sought to justify Vaz’s actions further, 
sharing one of her own encounters with the jcf. She had been eating starfruit 
while driving, and had just thrown the seeds out the car window when a police 
vehicle pulled up alongside and an officer reprimanded for her littering. “It’s a 
starfruit, it’s biodegradable!” she retorted. This displeased the police and they made 
her pull over, telling her: “You were littering and that’s an offense.” “No,” she told 
them, “It’s biodegradable, and it’s worse for the environment, actually, if I put it in a 
plastic bag and send it to the dump, because then it would take longer to rot.” Evi-
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dently unpersuaded, the police drove back, found the starfruit seed in question and 
returned with the evidence. “It was already rotting away!” Celeste exclaimed. “And 
they didn’t know what a starfruit was!” Gesturing to show Rachel and me how she 
had held up the fruit, she sought to demonstrate the officers’ environmental and 
linguistic ignorance. “I told them twice, ‘It was a starfruit!’ And only when I said 
‘jimbilin’ [the Patois term for the fruit] did they understand. I said, ‘Really officer, 
this wasn’t a bad thing and I need to go to work.’ But they said, ‘No, littering is an 
offense, and we’re going to arrest you for littering.’ ” The officers asked her for her 
name, and on hearing it noted that her uncle was a well-known mp. Having located 
her within Jamaica’s landscape of power, Celeste felt that they were even more set 
on punishing her, to bring home the point that nobody was above the law. In the 
midst of these exchanges, she had managed to call a prominent criminal lawyer, 
who told her the situation was ridiculous—the police could not arrest a person 
for littering but could only issue a ticket. “Why don’t you give me a ticket?” she 
asked them. “We don’t have a ticket book with us,” they responded, “so we have to 
take you to the police station.” Seeing that they were not going to let her go, she 
convinced them to let her park her car at her nearby office, where she could drop 
off her things, let an employee know that she was being taken to the police station, 
and ensure that a friend would quickly come get her out on bail.

By the time they reached the station, with Celeste having been uncomfortably 
sandwiched in the back between two male officers, a friend was there to bail her 
out. However, he did not have sufficient proof of address on him, so the police 
refused her bail. Next, she called her ex-boyfriend, who worked nearby—one of the 
required documents was a letter from a Justice of the Peace, an honorary position 
that his father happened to occupy. “I told him, ‘I’m here in jail’ and he said, ‘Oh, 
I’ll be right over there and I’ll get Dad, who is here with me, to sign off for you.’ ” 
This ex was familiar with the long list of requirements involved in getting someone 
released from a police station on bail, including not only money and proof of ad-
dress but also passport pictures. When he arrived, the second person attempting 
to bail her out, the police told him in an apparently spiteful move that they could 
not accept the passport pictures, as they were too old and he would have to get 
new ones taken.

After he left, her brother called her phone. “ ‘What, you’re in jail?’ ‘Yeah, but I 
have it covered,’ I told him.” His response seemed very nonchalant, but he must have 
been worried because immediately after that, the phone rang again and it was her 
politician uncle: “What’s this I hear, you’re in jail? How come you don’t call me 
yet? What’s wrong with you!?” Again, she reassured him that there was no need for 
concern, she had it covered with her ex working to get her out on bail. But as she 
hung up, she began to worry that he wouldn’t be able to get the pictures in time, 
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and that she might have to spend the night at the station. Also, in between these 
calls—which she was apparently free to make—one of the policemen who had ar-
rested her pulled up a chair close to her and started telling her she needed a good 
man like him in her life. “Move away, now!” she snapped and he retreated. But she 
was starting to feel uncomfortable.

At a certain point, Celeste asked to use the bathroom and a female police officer 
was called to escort her there. On reaching the bathroom, Celeste found there was 
no toilet paper—an all too common occurrence in public buildings—and insisted 
that the officer go find her some. The officer went to locate a roll of toilet paper. 
On her return, it was evident that she must have heard about Celeste’s political 
connections. She started telling Celeste that the police station was very undersup-
plied. They didn’t have many of the things they needed, from toilet paper to pens. 
Couldn’t she do something about it, the officer asked. Could she help them see that 
they get supplies? “And I was like, wait a minute, you want me to help you? You just 
arrested me, I’m supposed to go out and ensure you have toilet paper and pens?”

Soon after, her phone rang again. This time it was a jlp senator, apparently 
also marshalled by Celeste’s brother, calling to ask what was going on and whether 
she needed help. At this point she said, yes, she needed help. The senator turned 
up quickly, accompanied by an assistant, and started trying to persuade the police 
officers that they should let her be bailed out. This time, the officers maintained that 
he was not allowed to bail Celeste out because he was a politician. She argued that 
this rule did not apply in this case because senators were nominated rather than 
elected politicians. “I told them: he’s a senator, not an mp, so he is allowed to bail 
me out. But they wouldn’t let him.” Undeterred, the senator called the Minister of 
National Security, who called the police superintendent in charge of the station 
where she was being held, and she was released soon after.

“Fortunately, we were in power at that time,” Celeste concluded laughingly, her 
use of “we” a reference to her party, the jlp. To her, this story served to explain 
why Daryl Vaz would go to the station to help Bruce Bicknell. The police could be 
unreasonable and vindictive and it made sense for Vaz to want to check whether 
his friend was being mistreated. In her own case, she was relieved to have been able 
to mobilize her own political connections, but she also recognized that she was 
an individual who could hold her own, even when surrounded by unfriendly—or 
overly friendly—police officers. “I have this air about me, a don’t-mess-with-me 
type of air, so people tend not to cross a certain line. For somebody else, who 
doesn’t know how to act . . . ​it might have been difficult.”

She followed up with another story about her sister and brother, who had bor-
rowed their uncle’s car to drive to a party. On leaving the party, they found that 
the car had been broken into and their uncle’s possessions stolen. Seeking to report 
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the theft, they were given a bit of a runaround, with two police stations each direct-
ing them to the other station, claiming that the report should be filed there. Back 
at the first station for the second time, Celeste’s brother, who was both drunk and 
angry, began to curse. Taking offense, the police arrested him for cursing. Their 
sister, who had been waiting outside, came inside to see what was taking so long. 
“My brother told her: ‘I’m under arrest for cursing!’ So my sister, who was also 
drunk, started laughing and said ‘What kind of bad word did you curse? Was it 
like pussy-raasclaat-bumbohole?’ ” Hearing her utter this string of colorful curses, 
which included some of Jamaica’s most offensive expletives, the police arrested her 
too. Her siblings called her uncle, who told them that he couldn’t come for them 
because then it would obviously be a “political thing.” It sounded like it was already 
political, Celeste told us, in that the police wanted to show her siblings that they 
knew who they were and it didn’t matter to them: “You’re not above the law—you 
can’t curse in here, so we’re going to arrest you.” Their uncle called Celeste and 
said “I can’t go down there but you should go down there and get them out.” So 
she went to the station where, she told us, the police officer in charge took a liking 
to her. After flirting with her for a bit—no bribes or higher-ups were involved—he 
was willing to release her siblings, and that was the end of that mix-up.

What do Celeste’s droll accounts of her encounters with the jcf tell us about 
the workings of the law? In part, these are the types of narratives that a member of 
the Jamaican elite develops to make sense of an unpleasant incident and to justify 
her own actions. They shed light on how an individual with class, race, and political 
privilege presents herself as a protagonist who will not be intimidated and who is able 
to maneuver her way out of tricky situations with poise. But even as these stories 
favor her perspective, they also offer insight into the multiple logics that structure 
encounters between police and citizens.

One logic that Celeste’s accounts highlight is that of legality. Both police of-
ficers and citizens understand what is happening in legal terms. There are rules 
and regulations that must be followed: the police insist that lawbreakers should 
be punished regardless of their social status and connections, that bail can only be 
granted if all procedures are properly followed, and that their status as law enforce-
ment officers should be respected. Wealthy citizens, in turn, feel that their rights 
should be respected and that it is unjust for them to be arrested for minor offenses 
such as littering or cursing, or to be punished precisely because they are privileged. 
They also recognize that an mp cannot meddle too closely in police affairs as this 
might have the appearance of perverting the course of justice.

Despite such recurrent references to legality, such encounters are also indubi-
tably shaped by the logic of classed and raced hierarchies. Jamaicans like Celeste 
have grown up secure in the knowledge that people like them don’t spend the night 
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in jail. The feeling of security this gives them is evident in what Celeste called 
her “don’t-mess-with-me type of air.” Encountering this aura of untouchability, 
some low-ranking police officers—predominantly darker-skinned Jamaicans from 
working-class backgrounds—may slip into a supplicating demeanor, hoping that 
this person’s political connections can help procure supplies to improve everyday 
working conditions at the police station. But others may become especially indig-
nant and tempted to abuse their power if they feel patronized or disrespected by 
a light-skinned, wealthy woman from a prominent political family. Their resent-
ment is unlikely to diminish when they realize that, in the end, despite all the 
anticorruption regulations, a few phone calls will still allow such well-connected 
persons to bypass legal procedure. Such encounters also involve a confrontation 
between two types of impunity: the police quick to use their powers of arrest in 
apparently unwarranted contexts and the wealthy class mobilizing their “links” to 
avoid prosecution.

Residents of Kingston’s low-income areas are aware of both types of impunity, 
and it informs their perception of the state legal order as working against the 
interests of poor black Jamaicans, rather than protecting them. Many of my inter-
locutors felt that the police viewed them as criminals rather than as citizens with 
rights, and they saw the court system as favoring Jamaica’s light-skinned elites.12 
“John,” one of my Brick Town friends, vehemently rejected the idea that the law 
was applied equally: “Because the police do crime and get away with it! The rich 
man do crime and get away and buy it out, through him have money. But me and 
you do crime . . . ​The government do crime and get away with it. All [even] the 
Prime Minister himself. So the law nuh work fi everybody. The law is a one-sided 
thing. Mi nuh know which one of them say, ‘the law is not a shackle.’ It is!”13 To 
John, the law did not represent justice, and law enforcement did not represent 
protection. He explained to me why many people in communities like Brick Town 
were reluctant to talk to the police. “Because sometime you talk to the police and 
the police make crime leap ’pon you and make more problem fi you. Nuh go to 
them with a problem, go to the don.” Speaking to the police could get you killed, 
he stressed: “You go to them and relay a information, and them go round the back, 
go to the man [that you accused], and set the man ’pon you and make you dead.”

Despite such readings of the law as a shackle and the police as a source of risk, 
I did not necessarily encounter a uniform “anti-police” sentiment. In discussions 
on the police, Downtown residents would often note that they also knew of good 
police officers and that they were often “just doing their job”—even when they 
used violence. What many found especially upsetting was the lack of respect with 
which police coming into their neighborhood treated them, shoving them aside as 
they moved through the streets, or insulting grown men and women by addressing 
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them as “bwoy” or “gyal,” as if they were children. Their attitude toward the jcf 
was not exclusively antagonistic, but their own experiences with the force had 
shaped their perception that in practice the police did little to protect them from 
harm or to deliver justice.

COMMUNITY JUSTICE

It is in light of such experiences and perceptions of state law and policing that we 
can understand the legitimacy of the dons’ system of law and order. In the 1990s, 
mob killings of thieves were a regular occurrence in Jamaica. Many understood 
these collective acts of violence as an expression of disillusionment with an over
burdened and ineffective justice system. Over the past decades, this type of sponta-
neous vigilantism has disappeared almost entirely. It appears to have been displaced 
by more organized if still often violent forms of dispute resolution in low-income 
urban neighborhoods. Centered around dons, this normative order is commonly 
known as “community justice,” or more disparagingly, as “jungle justice.”

Dons and their men function as important local policing agents, organizing an 
effective system of surveillance and setting and enforcing norms within the neigh-
borhood territory. A reputation for punishing transgressions swiftly and violently 
enhances a don’s claim to authority. I encountered a written expression of such 
community norms and the sanctions for transgressing them along a through road 
bordering a garrison community. Not far from the local police station, someone had 
scrawled in large red letters: “No stealing in our community” (figure 4.1). A little 
farther down the road, the edict continued: “All thief will be killed” (figure 4.2). In 
practice, dons may rarely punish theft with death, but the gist of this public mes-
sage is clear. How does community justice work as a legal order? Dons play a central 
role in enforcing norms, maintaining public safety, and resolving conflicts at the 
neighborhood level. Residents may report normative transgressions—from theft 
and domestic abuse to rape—to the neighborhood don, who will seek to identify 
the guilty party and assign an appropriate punishment. These punishments may 
range from a verbal warning to banishment from the neighborhood to various 
forms of physical violence including, in extreme cases, death. While variations 
exist amongst different neighborhoods, there appears to be a significant measure of 
codification, with standardized punishments for certain crimes, and in some cases 
a local court system with groups of elders presiding along with the don.14

The workings of the system were explained to me by Second, a man who had 
worked under the General as part of Brick Town’s leadership but had since moved 
to a suburban area to lead a more peaceful life. He started off by noting that a don’s 
security role had two dimensions, external and internal. External policing involved 
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“defending your area” against violators from neighboring communities. Perhaps 
more important, however, was a don’s internal role of “splitting justice” in an im-
partial manner. “You have to split justice. You have to deal with justice, because 
everybody comes to you for justice. Because in the area you have people who will 
dis[respect] other people. But you can’t take sides, even if it’s your friend. Where 
the right is, you have to lay it out. It’s a serious position. If people find that you 
are not giving justice, you’re taking it up for your friend . . . ​it will be unbalanced.” 
Second emphasized that in addition to residents, local businesses also relied on the 
dons’ role in deterring and punishing crime. Any problems they had with thieves, 
they would come to the don. “You have to go find [the thieves] and warn them, or 
make them bring back the people’s things that they steal.”

I told him about a friend of mine, a foreign PhD student, who had experienced 
something similar. Someone had stolen his backpack at Papine, a busy transport 
hub. We told a friend who lived in that area, who put the word out to the don in 
charge of the area, and within a day, they had retrieved the backpack. Referencing 
two of Kingston’s most prominent dons, Second nodded: “When they do that, 
they go to the same man like Zeeks or Dudus and he sends out his men.” “But how 
do they know who did it?” I asked. “Everybody know everybody and know all the 
thieves,” he explained, and when the thieves realized the news was out, they would 
return the stolen goods. “So once the word goes around, they hear, they bring it back. 
They know what will happen, so they send it back, or . . .” his sentence trailed off.

What would the consequences be for those caught stealing, I asked. Second 
laughed. “Typical penalty? We have some man will beat them.” He allowed that, 
in other neighborhoods, the penalty might be harsher: “Some place, some man will 
do all kind of things.” However, if the thieves were first offenders, they would get 
away with a warning: “They talk to you and warn you, sometime them warn you. 
You get a warning, then you do it again? They punish you.”

I was curious whether people also turned to the don to resolve domestic dis-
putes, for example, if a male resident was beating his female partner. Yes, Second 
said, “Sometimes all those things the leader have to deal with. Family life . . .” After 
listening to both parties, he explained, the don—“the man”—would instruct the ag-
gressor to stop abusing his spouse. “Once they go to the man, and the man says ‘Mi 
want it to be done,’ it have to done”—it has to stop—“or else they come beat you, if 
you are the aggressor.” Verbal warnings always preceded physical punishment, he 
maintained: “They warn him—‘don’t put your hands back on her’—based on how 
both of them explain themselves. Their rules are more stricter than the police. The 
man is the man, his words stand out, no matter what. You might not like it, but the 
system is—whether you like or don’t like it—what he says is how it goes.” He did 
acknowledge that this autocratic jurisprudence did not always feel fair. “Sometimes 
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it not right to you, you know it’s not right to you. But still, whatever him say, a so it 
go”—that’s how it goes. “Do you feel there were a lot of people who didn’t like it?” 
I asked. “Yeah,” he answered, “A lot of people really don’t like it, because sometimes 
they take away all your justice, as you probably can’t explain yourself the right 
way, over the other person.” I suggested that this sounded like the regular courts, 
where some people or their lawyers might be able to talk their way out of a guilty 
verdict. He agreed that it was similar: “Typically then, him right, but the one who 
wrong explain himself better.” But even if the don made the wrong decision, you 
would have to accept it, he continued. “From the man say ‘Yo!’ is so”—that was it.

The responsibility of splitting justice equally weighed heavily on a don, Second 
emphasized. “It’s a burden. It’s you that everybody come to and ‘ray ray [blah blah 
blah].’ Domestic problems . . .” Being called on to intervene in disputes between 
people you knew well could be a headache, he explained. “You end up in the 
middle sometimes. Sometimes people hate you. It make you think and stress you 
out sometimes. The people put you in that position, you know!” Delivering justice 
could be especially difficult when it meant confronting your own friends:

As you par [hang out] with your friends and them do people some things . . . ​
People come to you, and it’s your friends, and you have to tell your friends . . . ​
sometimes man will box up [slap] some of their own friend. The people looking 
for that. If you don’t do that, they don’t feel justified. They watch to see how 
you’re going to react to your friends. If you don’t balance the thing and make 
them feel like . . . ​they going back with their hearts full. But if them feel they 
get justice, they won’t say anything to no police.

To make people “feel they get justice,” to help allow them to “feel justified,” then, 
could require a leader to use violence, to slap his own friends across the face in pub-
lic. However, Second asserted, Brick Town penalties were relatively mild. “Tivoli 
punishment is more harsher,” he claimed. They were more likely to kill transgres-
sors. This was how they did things there, from Claudie Massop’s time in the 1970s, 
through Dudus’s father Jim Brown into the early 1990s, and Dudus himself had 
been even harsher, “more crosser,” than his father. In Brick Town, in contrast, now 
that the General and people like himself were no longer in charge, the system had 
become loose: “The strong order and one order thing not there. From the General 
gone, now, people don’t confident in anybody like that, or who they would look 
up to, people like me, who not there.” Those who had taken over from the senior 
figures, the “bigger heads,” were hotheads: “The bigger head originals left, so it’s 
pure little youths gangster, little shotta, there now. They disrespect the elders, 
them do anything they feel like.”
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Notwithstanding the various flaws that Second himself identified in the day-
to-day workings of community justice, I still found that many residents viewed 
this don-based, violently retributive system as more efficient and fairer than that 
offered by the jcf or the courts, and as rooted in broadly shared norms. In Brick 
Town and other Downtown neighborhoods, residents confirmed that a strong 
don could maintain a level of security and order that was difficult or impossible 
for the police to achieve. Various Brick Town residents described the important 
role that the General had taken in keeping their neighborhood safe and orderly, 
before his imprisonment. Echoing Second’s assessment that there was no longer a 
“strong order” in place, they complained about the poor level of security following 
the General’s imprisonment.

Andy, a young man from Brick Town, described to me what the neighborhood 
was like when the General was still in charge. “Normally thieves could not come and 
break into a store or anything when the General was here,” he told me. “Mi nuh know 
why them want a man like that put in prison. But it’s always like that, you know, it’s 
always the honest man and the good people who ever do go down.” A strong don, he 
felt, was important in ensuring community safety. “Every community should have 
a don.” Although violence might be involved in maintaining community order, he 
tried to explain to me, it had to start with love: “When you’re a don, it’s certain 
things that you do [that] let you become a don. You have to love—the love that you 
have for the whole of the community people and children . . .” A don could not use 
violence with impunity, he stressed. “You can’t just decide ‘I’m going to murder 
this person’ and expect that people will support everything you do.” Andy spoke of 
the General as an ethical leader, who could protect residents from theft and rape. I 
asked him what a resident would do if, say, their daughter had been raped. “You go 
to him,” to the don, he answered. When I asked him to explain, his answer echoed 
Second’s account: “In a situation like that he would talk to [the perpetrator] to ask 
how you had reached into the people’s house. Talk to them at the same time, so he 
would listen to this one first and then listen to that one. So he would tell who was 
wrong from who was right. And if you had got a first chance already, like if the first 
time you had got away, then you can get in trouble. Probably you would get a few 
slap ups and one of your legs might get broken.” Other residents shared similarly 
positive, even nostalgic, recollections of the level of neighborhood security under 
the General. The importance of not only maintaining a strong order, but doing so 
in a fair fashion, came out clearly in a conversation I had with Mikey, a Brick Town 
resident who ran a small business in the neighborhood. Before the General went to 
prison, he told me, “If the leader say ‘no stealing,’ it’s no stealing, you understand.” 
Mikey spoke highly of the evenhandedness with which the General would deliver 
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his verdicts: “That man split the justice right down the middle. Everyone is equal, 
no matter where you’re from, whether you’re inner-city, country, poor, rich. ’Cause 
you know that man is straightforward. Equality for everybody. If me and him 
[gesturing toward a man sitting nearby] have a dispute, then you’re not supposed 
to take him side, though you and him might be cousin or family. You just know 
say: justice is justice.” To my mind, Mikey’s emphasis on fairness and equality—on 
splitting justice “right down the middle”—is the key to understanding the appeal of 
community justice, more so even than its efficacy. While the legal order associated 
with donmanship was certainly imperfect, many residents contrasted it favorably 
with a state system that they experienced as fundamentally unfair and unequal.

Dons also regulate public order outside of direct conflicts or “crimes.” Ensur-
ing that young people from the neighborhood behave appropriately is part of this 
responsibility. Reminiscing about how he grew up in Brick Town, Second noted 
that the big men, back in the day, would make sure that children attended school. 
“Every morning we have to go to school,” he recollected approvingly, “and if we 
don’t go, the big men beat us. If we don’t have money to go to school, they give us. 
If we don’t have school shoes, they find it for us—but we have to go to school . . . ​or 
we have to go hide until evening.” This role of providing guidance to young people 
remained in place decades later, as I found during one stay in Kingston, when I 
volunteered at a homework club at a Downtown community center.

Tutoring high-school students from nearby low-income neighborhoods, I was 
surprised at the frequency with which the students, all between thirteen and 
sixteen, would talk about the dons and their system of law enforcement without 
any form of prompting. For instance, the very first day I gave a homework class, 
the teenagers began to discuss what to do if you found someone else’s phone. One 
student, “Lee,” suggested that people might become angry if you tried to return 
their phone because they would think that you had stolen it. When I asked him 
why anyone would think he had stolen it if he was giving it back, it came out that 
he would ask them for a little reward, such as a drink or some money, which could 
anger them. It was unclear to me whether this was a real or hypothetical example, 
but I suggested that such a request would be unfair: “How would you feel if you 
lost your phone and you had to pay someone to get it back?” Another volunteer 
suggested that if you were afraid, you could find someone else to give the phone 
back to the owner. A second boy, “Winston,” agreed that the best thing might be 
to take the found phone to the “bigger heads” in the community, to which a third 
student, “Raheem,” suggested you could take it to the don.

This discussion prompted Lee to tell the story of how a group of boys from his 
neighborhood were playing football and had put their phones to the side, with only 
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two boys there to watch them. At the end of the match, one of the phones had 
disappeared and no one could find out which of the two boys had taken it, so they 
took the matter to the don. Both boys still refused to say who had stolen the phone. 
The don then took a big piece of cane and took them out to the road, telling them 
he would beat them both. After he hit the first boy, this boy confessed, telling the 
don that it was he who had taken the phone. This course of action was presented 
by Lee as a good solution.

In another homework class, teenagers from two adjacent neighborhoods spon-
taneously began to list and compare their respective dons’ rules. In the first neigh-
borhood, the don did not allow smoking under the age of fifteen whereas in the 
second neighborhood you were not allowed to smoke in front of adults. Other 
rules included curfews for children: those under the age of twelve had to be off the 
street by 8:00 p.m., while teens aged twelve to fifteen could stay out until 10:00 p.m. 
These curfews resembled the youth curfew that Dudus was said to have organized 
in Tivoli Gardens. In fact, Dudus referred to this as one of his achievements in a 
letter he wrote asking the US judge presiding over his case for leniency, writing 
that “I am a founding member of a Parent Association Committee . . . ​the mem-
bers of the Committee would walk the street of the community to make sure the 
children between the age of six (6) years old to the age of sixteen (16) years old are 
off the street by 8 p.m. from Sundays to Thursdays.” Like Dudus, the teenagers in 
my homework class and various parents I spoke to appeared to support such rules, 
and to understand their enforcement as an important positive contribution a don 
could make to his community.

LEGAL HYBRIDITY

While many Uptown Kingstonians might consider the residents of neighborhoods 
like Brick Town to be “lawless,” the rules enforced within the dons’ system of com-
munity justice are institutionalized to such an extent that we can understand it as 
a legal order, one that establishes collective norms and issues penalties when they are 
violated. It is tempting to read such an institutionalized normative system through 
the lens of legal pluralism. Yet the don-enforced alternative legal system described 
here does not function as a parallel system, separate from Jamaica’s formal legal 
system, nor is it necessarily at odds with state law. Some of the acts that dons iden-
tify as transgressions do clash directly with state law; this is most marked in their 
ban on “informing,” passing on information to the police—an act punishable by 
death. This prohibition on talking to the police is reinforced by the many reggae 
and dancehall songs that condemn informers, from Dennis Brown’s “Wolves and 
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Leopards” to Vybz Kartel and Tommy Lee Sparta’s “Informer.” Beyond this anti-
informer decree, many other norms, regarding the behavior of children or the use 
of violence to punish transgressions, overlap largely with either Jamaica’s state legal 
order or with more general societal norms.

A closer look at recent strategies employed by the jcf and the Ministry of 
Justice (moj) suggests a reading in terms of legal hybridity rather than pluralism. 
What we see is, I propose, the entanglement of multiple legal systems, as various 
state actors either enable the dons’ community justice system in a nonofficial form 
of “indirect rule,” or have developed approaches that mimic and incorporate ele
ments of this don-led system.

To start, the dons’ community justice system is often actively enabled by mem-
bers of the police force, who direct both victims and perpetrators of crime to the 
dons.15 While giving a lecture at the University of the West Indies, I met a high-
ranking police official, “Harry,” who was pursuing a degree there. It turned out that 
Brick Town was part of the police division where he had had a senior role and he 
agreed to speak to me about his experiences. Because this was a garrison, he told 
me, any encounter between a community member and the police would be seen 
as suspicious by other residents, as a sign of informing. Harry admitted to only 
having visited Brick Town a few times: “It’s not a community that you just get up 
and go to,” he explained, referring to the improvised roadblocks at the neighbor-
hood borders: “It is not an open community, it is a place where you have to remove 
barriers to go in.”

I asked him how he saw the role of the jcf in areas like Brick Town, whether he 
saw the police as serving a different function there than elsewhere. He emphasized 
the slow process of gaining access: “You’re trying to get the guns, trying to make 
the place accessible. As you would have known, many of these communities you 
have barriers, they actually put a thing across the road that they have to lift to let 
you in. So we’re trying to move all kinds of barriers—physical, political barriers—
and at the same time build trust and partnership, because you know decades of 
hostility towards the cop won’t be removed in a night or day.” Harry situated the 
distrust of police in longer histories of state violence: “You have to understand their 
hatred towards you, because you seldom meet somebody from the community 
that has not been affected by some acts of violence by the state, even against him-
self or against a relative, so that is not something that disappear overnight.” The 
trust-building he engaged in involved investing in community relations: helping 
residents in financial need, helping them find a job through “links” to employ-
ers, paying for their children’s school books, and fundraising to establish larger 
welfare programs. In terms of enforcing the law, he emphasized that his priority 
was on violent crime and illegal guns, but also on property crimes, as dealing 
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with such matters was the dons’ strong suit: “Property crime has the impact of 
leading to violent crimes, because if somebody believe that if their property is 
taken they won’t get justice, they might just resort to . . . ​The area leader exacts 
punishment.”

I asked Harry in what situations police work would require having contact 
with dons. “From time to time you have to work with these leaders,” he began to 
explain. “Not that you’re compromising or anything,” he hastened to add. “But . . . ​
they have access to the community. They can determine what the community 
does or does not do. So your connections with communities in many instances 
are through them. You want to have a meeting, you know, you have to go through 
them. But,” he continued, “what we try to do in instances is to actually use them.” 
He proceeded to describe the nature of police engagement in a way that resembled 
a form of indirect rule:

We task them, so they actually end up doing some of our work. For example, 
if you go into a community and you realize that you’re having certain type of 
crimes—you might have people being shot—and you suspect that they are being 
shot because, according to them, disrespect or so on. You just say it to someone 
[the don] that “Listen, you are in charge of this community, so the next time 
we hear that someone get shot, we coming for you.” So rather than we policing 
to prevent that, they’re actually policing themselves. Because they know that if 
you’re in charge, you can prevent things from happening. So we task them to 
reduce certain acts that you cannot on your own reduce, because you’d have 
to have eyes and ears in every corner. So you actually task them.

Over time, he explained, the police would develop relationships, where they 
would ask dons to do certain things. In turn, dons would expect a certain type of 
reciprocity, a blind eye toward certain acts: “They will expect that certain crimes, 
if it’s not major, that . . . ​Even gun crime, they will expect that . . . ​For example, 
you find a gun: you can take it but don’t arrest anybody. Things like that.” “And 
if you did arrest someone,” I asked, “they would feel that you have violated the 
terms of the agreement?” “Yes,” he answered, “and tacitly they’ll kind of withdraw 
their support.”

I was struck by Harry’s frankness, which resonated directly with many resi-
dents’ sense that the police often maintained close connections with dons and 
other “badmen.” His account suggested a clear recognition of the limits of the 
police in neighborhoods like Brick Town, but also the desire to frame collusion 
with dons not as the only available option, but rather as a mutually beneficial, even 
efficient form of “tasking” local leaders with surveillance. We might read such ar-
rangements as indicating a pluralist system characterized by separate “jurisdictions,” 
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with some crimes or territories falling under the police and courts and others under 
the dons’ jurisdiction.

Beyond this power-sharing, however, police and justice strategies after the 2010 
Tivoli Incursion also suggest that the Jamaican state has appropriated and adopted 
some of the dons’ more popular practices. In such strategies, we can recognize 
elements of the violent retribution associated with the dons, but also nonvio-
lent initiatives focused on mediation and youth guidance. In addition, in some 
low-income districts, senior police officers have mimicked dons’ social provision-
ing role—as Harry’s financial support of residents also suggests—and their use of 
popular culture, as part of new attempts to claim authority.

In some cases, jcf officers’ frequent use of violence—both as a punitive strat-
egy directed at specific individuals and in a more arbitrary form aimed primarily 
at demonstrating their capacity to harm at will—suggests deliberate attempts to 
emulate and displace a don-based model of violent authority.16 The appeal of this 
strategy is evident in the popularity of “badman police” discussed in chapter 1, with 
officers from Keith “Trinity” Gardner to Reneto Adams widely celebrated for their 
violent approach to crime-fighting.17 The jcf, while tasked with upholding the 
law, frequently operates outside of the legal regulatory framework in which it is 
embedded. Many Jamaicans may support the use of violence by either dons or the 
police, as long as this violence is directed at people they see as “criminals.” As dis-
cussed above, the dons’ legitimacy is partially rooted in their willingness to wield 
violence in a way that neighborhood residents consider proper. Such sympathetic 
assessments of dons’ use of violence suggest that social norms not only emphasize 
fairness. There is also widespread support for more punitive, authoritarian forms 
of order-making, and the jcf is sensitive to such social norms.18

Other jcf practices appear to mimic the dons’ “softer” forms of maintaining 
public order. For instance, in the years following the Tivoli Incursion, the Kingston 
Western police division introduced a youth curfew, apparently copying the dons’ 
popular curfews, discussed approvingly by the teenagers in my homework club. The 
jcf’s Community Safety and Security Team announced a 9:00 p.m. curfew for 
children aged seventeen and under, which would rely on local residents trained as 
“curfew monitors” to implement the policy. In a flyer outlining the initiative, the 
police division—which includes Tivoli Gardens and Denham Town, areas formerly 
under Dudus’s influence—stated that “the idea of a curfew in the home or even 
the community is not new, but the uniqueness of this strategy is obvious in the 
involvement of the police.”19 Implicitly, this statement recognized the longer tradi-
tion of a youth curfew, almost seeming to credit Dudus for developing this public 
order measure.
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In this same Division, the officer in charge, Senior Superintendent (ssp) Steve 
McGregor, also engaged in other forms of apparent appropriation, developing don-
like initiatives as part of his community policing approach. As discussed throughout 
this book, dons’ claims to authority are bolstered by their social provisioning, by their 
“hedonopolitical” ability to create an atmosphere of enjoyment by sponsoring street 
dances, and by street art inscribing them into a community’s history.20 Drawing on 
a longer tradition of police welfare, ssp McGregor and the Kingston Western Divi-
sion organized a Christmas treat with entertainment and holiday gifts for children, 
and established the “Shut-In Project” to deliver bags of groceries to homebound 
elderly residents. In addition, McGregor organized a street dance at the Denham 
Town Police Station with advertisements announcing proudly that “SSp McGregor 
in asso. with Kingston Western Police presents a night called ‘Police Citizen Link 
Up.’ ” These events and other investments in the community were promoted on 
Instagram, spearheading a social media campaign adopted by the jcf more broadly 
in the years that followed.21

The visualization of the new, benevolent police presence did not remain re-
stricted to the digital realm, but was also manifested on community walls. In 
2013, under the leadership of the same ssp McGregor, the jcf organized an “anti-
mural campaign.” Police officers began painting over the memorial murals of men 
they held to be criminals, seeking to assert their own presence and authority by 
coating the same walls with their signature “constabulary blue” paint (see 
figure 4.3). Jokingly but clearly referencing the longer tradition of visualizing 
authority through mural art, McGregor suggested to West Kingston residents that 
they could include his likeness on a community wall if he succeeded in bringing 
order to the area.22 Indeed, within these various new policing strategies in West 
Kingston, McGregor emerged as the personification of the police, as the embodi-
ment of the post-Dudus legal order. This model of personified authority, seemingly 
cultivated through similar aesthetic and sensorial means as that of the dons, was 
successful to the extent that when McGregor was transferred to another parish, 
residents protested against his departure. In a small but energetic rally, protestors 
blocked the road and brandished cardboard signs reading “Crime has gone down, 
party party’s gone up!!!!” Others said “West Kingston is deemed as the mother of 
all garrisons so we need Mr. McGregor to stay, so the peace in this community can 
remain,” and even “No McGregors No Tivoli.” Again, this expression of loyalty for 
one man, though now a police officer, echoed the tradition of public demonstra-
tions of support for dons.23

But perhaps the most explicit form of appropriation of the don’s legal order has 
been the establishment of Restorative Justice Centres (rjcs) in the decade following 



4.3 ​ Image of area leader Early Bird painted over by the jcf, Matthews Lane. 
Photo by Tracian Meikle.
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the Tivoli Incursion. Following broader justice reform recommendations, the moj 
established a policy that involved opening several of these centers in low-income 
urban areas across Jamaica. The opening of the Tivoli Gardens rjc was especially 
symbolic. Speaking at the event, Prime Minister Andrew Holness framed it explic
itly as an alternative to the justice provided by the community’s criminal leader-
ship. “I encourage the people of West Kingston, of Tivoli Gardens,” he intoned, “to 
use this restorative justice system, which will erode and diminish the power and 
authority being wielded by criminals over you. When you go to them for justice, 
you give them power”—“Power!” an audience member shouted—“. . . ​over you,” Hol-
ness continued undeterred. “And that is part of the reason why crime and violence 
is almost perennial in some community. And we have to break it.”24

Police, church officials, and community members may refer local disputes to 
these neighborhood-based centers rather than to the court system or other for-
mal legal institutions. This referral of victims and offenders seems to have a clear 
analogy in the community justice system, where both police and residents refer 
incidents to the don. A comprehensive national report on justice reform had al-
ready noted that lack of confidence in the state justice system “is manifested by 
the frequency with which citizens resort to instituting and administering their 
own form of restorative and retributive ‘community justice.’ ”25 Echoing this, the 
National Restorative Justice Policy similarly acknowledged that “dons set the tone 
for community values and are said to have a hand in all dispute resolutions of sig-
nificance.”26 Accordingly, the new centers were envisaged as neighborhood-level 
sites for alternative dispute resolution that could “address a profound disconnect 
between the formal and informal systems of conflict resolution which is perhaps 
the most challenging phenomenon for advancing crime reduction strategies.”27 In 
seeking to overcome this disconnect between formal and informal systems, the 
rjcs are explicitly envisioned as a restorative, formally sanctioned alternative to 
the dons’ punitive, retributive modes of dispute resolution. Notwithstanding, their 
emphasis on core features of the don’s system of justice—proximity, accessibility, 
and an orientation toward community relations—suggests the hybridization of the 
state justice system.28

These various jcf and moj initiatives, from youth curfews to neighborhood-
level dispute resolution, are intended to replace the rule of dons but, at the same 
time, they reproduce some of their most popular measures. This overlap with the 
dons’ methods of norm enforcement both reflects and reproduces the entangle-
ment of dons with the state. This fluidity suggests the need to approach don-based 
formations of law and order not as outlawry, nor even as a form of legal pluralism, 
but rather as a form of legal hybridity.
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SENSING LAW AND ORDER

The legal order that is centered on dons, and that state agencies may emulate 
even as they seek to displace it, is also an aesthetic order: it has a material, senso-
rial dimension that takes shape within the specific built environment of Jamaica’s 
low-income urban areas. In the introduction to this book, I discussed the work that 
affective atmospheres—the immersive, material-affective relations between bodies 
and their surroundings—do in normalizing authority. In concluding this chapter, 
I draw inspiration from recent work in legal studies and criminology in thinking 
through atmospheres of criminal justice, of law and order. Extending a traditional 
focus on legal texts or even orally transmitted norms, such scholarship draws our 
attention to how law, or any normative order, is experienced as an embodied, mate-
rial, and spatial phenomenon.29 Affective atmospheres, emerging in spaces from 
the courthouse to the protesting crowd to “the street,” help encourage adherence to 
norms: it feels right to engage in certain behaviors and to refrain from others in those 
spaces. Physical immersion in such atmospheres means that those norms no longer 
need to be articulated explicitly.

Dons’ formations of law and order involve aesthetic interventions into the built 
environment, shaping the neighborhood and how residents and visitors use it. 
Whether intentionally or accidentally, these interventions contribute to the pro-
duction of atmospheres that encourage compliance to local norms. Most obviously, 
explicit references to public norms are components of such atmospheres: sound 
systems playing songs condemning informers or public inscriptions warning pass-
ersby “No stealing in our community, all thief will be killed.”

Other aesthetic features, such as those discussed at the start of this chapter, 
establish atmospheres of law and order more subtly, through residents’ material-
affective encounters with visual markers such as graffiti, murals, and urban 
debris, but also other, less bounded sensorial stimuli, such as sounds or tactile 
encounters. Security atmospheres take shape within the space of the neighborhood 
as dons “deploy visual and other sensory signals to fashion aesthetic norms about 
how security looks, sounds, and feels.”30 The drain covers that are removed, the 
strategically placed debris, and unfilled potholes can be understood as deliberate 
forms of design that slow down the movement of vehicles. The burly men hanging 
out on the corner, some blocking the streets with their cars, are actively engaged in 
surveilling all passersby and repelling unwelcome intruders. Meanwhile, memorial 
murals not only serve to visualize a genealogy of local leadership, but also gesture 
toward the system of surveillance associated with this leadership. The men who 
populate these portraits gaze directly at passersby, some smiling, some stern—all 
everyday reminders to residents of who is watching them (figure 4.4). While they 
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might appear disorderly or banal to outsiders, these various interventions (or 
noninterventions) in the built environment materialize the normative order of 
donmanship.

The spatialized feelings of normative order generated by informal borders, 
warning signs, and guards are, of course, atmospheres of surveillance and control. 
Affective atmospheres of surveillance work at the edges of consciousness, with the 
surveillance system itself remaining almost but not quite unnoticed, the feelings 
it produces not directly qualified or registered through linguistic representation.31 
Such atmospheres involve a tacit knowledge that, in these surroundings, some 
interactions are out of bounds: speaking to a police officer is risky, as is taking photo
graphs of the don or his associates, or indeed voicing criticism of them in public. 
Children, too, can come to internalize the neighborhood rules, staying inside as 
night falls. These spatial sensibilities reflect and reproduce an autocratic form of 
rule connected to the personal authority of the don. Even as the don might rarely 
be seen in public himself, implicit and explicit reminders of who is in charge of 
the neighborhood can elicit an affective response of wariness, tension, or anxiety.

But as much as—or more than—fear, these atmospheres of surveillance and 
control involve an enveloping affective spatiality of safety, or even of justice. Residents 

4.4 ​ Commemorative murals.
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of neighborhoods like Brick Town do not necessarily move about anxiously, in 
permanent fear of crime, of the don, or of the police. Feelings of being watched and 
being watched over—of surveillance and protection—blur into each other easily. 
An enveloping sensation of intimacy and comfort, of being protected, may form 
when surrounded by graffiti, murals, and bordering technologies connected to the 
don’s order. Such security atmospheres are analogous to those that elite Jamaicans 
may sense when surrounded by uniformed guards, gates, armed response signs, and 
cctv systems in Uptown areas.

The legal hybridity discussed above also makes its way into aesthetic forms 
and affective atmospheres of law and order. I noticed this during a street dance in 
Brick Town in April 2010, not long before the Tivoli Incursion. Like many other 
neighborhoods led by dons, the community had a tradition of hosting an annual 
event dedicated to the local leadership, the West Side Posse Dance. Stone Love, a 
well-known sound system, was playing hit after hit, and hundreds of people were 
packed into the streets, with the crowd including residents from Brick Town as 
well as from other Downtown neighborhoods. In between songs, Jamaican sound 
systems engage in a call-and-response dynamic with the public. In this case, Stone 
Love’s djs made numerous “shout-outs” to the community’s former don, shouting 
“Big up Father General!” into their microphones. These shout-outs were met with 
loud cheers of approval from the crowd, and a man standing in front me called 
out “Big up the Donfather!” in response. Following numerous shout-outs to the 
General, the sound system also paid respect to Dudus, who was said to be at the 
dance as well. Although the relationship between the two dons had not always 
been easy, the crowd also responded approvingly to Stone Love’s “Big up Dudus!” 
Not long after, one of the Stone Love djs called out, “Big up all of the police in 
the place!” I later realized that the jcf had just entered the neighborhood, and the 
sound system was explicitly recognizing their presence, seeking to prevent the at-
mosphere from becoming hostile. Perhaps surprisingly, this shout-out also received 
a mildly appreciative response although the crowd’s reaction was noticeably less 
enthusiastic than when the sound system celebrated the two dons.

By cheering both for the General and for Dudus, the revelers recognized the 
authority of both leaders. Institutionalized events such as the West Side Posse 
Dance, organized in honor of dons or criminal organizations, are sites where claims 
to authority are made and received. Like the political rallies discussed in chap-
ter 3—dismissed as craziness by Uptown Kingstonians such as Celeste—these street 
dances are highly political forms of festivity. They can generate intense atmo-
spheres of joyousness, excitement, and energy that encourage a feeling of shared 
belonging while making the don’s authority manifest in a visceral way. However, 
as the “big up” to the police demonstrates, commitment to dons does not preclude 
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the recognition of other forms of authority. Rather, the shout-outs that character-
ize these dances render the distinct forms of authority compatible, making it feel 
possible that a normative order could exist in which dons and police need not be 
pitted against each other.

CONCLUSION

Complementing the reggae and dancehall songs that warn listeners not to become 
“informers” who share information with the police, there is also a musical tradition 
of lauding dons as community protectors. Damian Marley’s R.O.A.R. (2017) is an 
example of such songs, “bigging up” the lions who “roar for a cause,” those who use 
violence for the greater good. The lyrics outline the system of external defense and 
internal law enforcement sketched by Second, earlier in this chapter:

Big up the lion dem weh roar fi a cause / Defend your community at all cost
Never yet run, stand your ground to the last / Real outlaw, people love we, because:
No old woman purse can get grab off / No juvenile ’pon the road after dark
No visitors can get rob inna the park / Else bwoy will finish before dem start
No shotta can give no juvenile gun / No stinginess when the site money run
No likkle shop can get bruk inna the slum / All who perpetrator haffi pack up and run

These lyrics emphasize the main elements of the law enforcement that make 
“people love the real outlaw”: old women’s purses can’t get grabbed, visitors won’t 
get robbed, and no one will break into local shops—perpetrators will have to pack 
up and run. In addition, the “lions” will ensure that young people can’t be out in 
the street after dark and that these “juveniles” are not given access to weapons. 
The protectiveness extends to financial support: as discussed more extensively in 
chapter 5, “the site money” extorted from contractors must be distributed without 
stinginess. While such depictions of community justice as a fair and functional 
system do not necessarily reflect how the system works out in practice, this type 
of musical celebration and the overall positive appraisals I encountered during my 
own research suggest that the “law and order” provided by dons plays a central role 
in legitimizing their power. As individual autocrats who can come to personify “the 
law,” the recognition of their authority simultaneously derives from and further 
strengthens their association with this normative order.

The idea that dons, commonly associated with crime and violence, could play 
a key role in providing public security and resolving conflicts might strike outsid-
ers as ludicrous. But they have assumed this role in a context where the jcf and 
the formal justice system have given low-income, black Jamaicans little basis for 
confidence. This context has allowed various dons to strategically mobilize their 
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reputation for violence in a way that meets the approval of local residents, by bal-
ancing their “outlaw” status with an apparent commitment to public order. While 
community justice is certainly an imperfect system, when residents speak of dons 
as “splitting justice” in a fair and effective fashion, this should be understand as 
an assessment made in comparison with the state system of law enforcement and 
justice.

Such assessments do not always take the shape of conscious decision-making. 
Justice and security also have felt, affective dimensions. Even to elite Jamaicans 
such as Celeste, who can move through the city with a sense of untouchability—
what she called her “don’t mess with me air”—the tactility of police encounters 
can be unsettling. For residents of Kingston’s garrison neighborhoods, when police 
officers rush through the neighborhood in an aggressive fashion, pushing people 
aside while barking disrespectful terms, the affective atmosphere this produces is 
certainly not one of fairness and protection. In contrast, dons have developed the 
capacity to generate emplaced feelings of lawfulness and safety. They engage in 
public performances of “splitting justice” that feel just to onlookers. They make 
their form of security felt through their inventions in the urban landscape, mark-
ing their territory, fortifying its borders, and establishing systems of surveillance. 
While rooted in this territory, dons’ role as protectors is also embedded in their 
person, an image that is upheld through popular culture, from the murals that 
adorn neighborhood walls to the reggae and dancehall songs played across the 
island and beyond.



5
Taxation

I sat down on a corner in Brick Town to speak with “Ludlow,” an elderly man who 
had spent most of his life in the neighborhood. He had been telling me about how 
the area had changed since he moved there as a child, in the 1950s. “Dem time 
[in those days], it was peace and love,” he told me. “When the wickedness start, 
now, that’s way down inna the sixties.” He had lived through the worst decades of 
political violence, when it was “ ’pon di heights”—at its highest. “You know say mi 
’round here already, and mi haffi [have to] go under my cellar when the politics ’pon 
di heights. Every day you hear gun, you see where we sit down here now, gunshot 
fire night and day.” “Was that around election times?” I asked him. “Yeah, or com-
ing up to election, inna di eighties . . . ​The 1980 one wicked, man, night and day, 
and inna di seventies too.”

Although Ludlow identified as “a pnp,” the political violence had never affected 
him directly, he explained. “Mi just do mi normal living, you know. ’Cause mi’s a 
easy-going person, you see. No, nobody nuh really trouble me, and mi nuh get 
involved inna nothing, but mi have friend who get involved and them all dead.” 
He had never had any issues with the General, either. “Him nuh really trouble me 
you know, him nuh really trouble me. Mi and him get on. Mi nuh really talk to him 
still, ’cause mi nuh have nothing really fi talk to him [about].”

In the wake of the Tivoli Incursion, Ludlow had become more critical of dons, 
arguing that “badmanship and donmanship fi cut out”—these formations of crime 
and leadership, distinct but interrelated, needed to come to an end. Nonetheless, 
he made a clear distinction between good and bad dons. This distinction, one I 
had heard many other Downtown residents make as well, seemed to underline 
the institutionalization of donmanship. The system of donmanship seemed en-
trenched, but individual dons could be good or bad, a blessing or a curse. “Some of 
them good too, you know. Yeah, some of them good. The good one them dead.” He 
chuckled. “Yeah, ’cause [it’s] a don, you know . . .” Death came with the territory. 
He began to tell me about dons he considered good: “You know the two first don 



134  Chapter five

who mi know? Tony Brown and George Flash, come from over East [Kingston]. 
Tony Brown dead, and him dead from natural cause. Yeah man, and mi remember 
when them did want him, want the two of them. And if you never know: them 
end up a Cuba, and them a pnp, you know. The government did send them away 
in the seventies.”1 I wanted to know more about why Ludlow considered the dons 
he mentioned to have been good dons. His explanation of why Tony Brown and 
George Flash had been good ones emphasized a form of rule that did not rely on 
violence: “ ’Cause them nuh really go round, go terrorize people, and kill people 
and tell people to do that.”2 More broadly, he told me, “Them take care a things, 
make the community run right and things.”

Initially, Ludlow had been somewhat cautious in his discussion of Brick Town’s 
affairs, in part because we were in earshot of “Trevor,” one of the current corner 
dons, who often posted at the corner where we were sitting. As Trevor moved off, 
Ludlow spoke more freely about Brick Town’s past leadership, arguing that the 
General had actually been a bad don, evil even. And that was why he was now in 
prison, suffering. “A just through evil make him there where him is. You see if him 
was a good don that get a shot and dead . . .” “Would it be better to be shot dead 
than to be in prison?” I asked. “Right, and you just go out, go die,” he affirmed. “Get 
a big funeral and everybody come. . . . ​But from you a evil man, you go prison and 
suffer, so that’s what happen to him. Him wasn’t a good don.”

Evil, however, was not the only factor leading to the General’s imprisonment. 
Ludlow also read the don’s fate as a direct result of his greed: “Him just want every
thing, you know. Greedy.” A more cautious, less greedy don could have escaped 
imprisonment. “The General too greedy, man. Him nuh use him head. If he did use 
him head, him would’ve been here now.” I asked him to tell me more about what 
the General’s avarice had entailed. Was it that the General had “taxed” too many 
people, or taxed them too harshly? Ludlow began to expand. “You haffi really pay. 
And you know, if you nuh pay, how it go. But you see, the extortion thing, I’m not 
into it. No sir. You work hard all of your life fi build up your business and every 
week you haffi give a man money, and him nuh contribute much to it. People fi 
[should] work for them living. Yeah, it’s bad-minded people who extort, you know.” 
I asked him to explain who in Brick Town would be affected by extortion. For in-
stance, would the Rastafari owner of the cook-shop near us have to pay extortion 
fees? This was not the case, Ludlow explained: “Well, the Rasta now, the Ras not 
going to be extorted, ’cause a man [associated with the don] will come and him 
will give them a food and thing, you know.” Giving the leaders of the community 
food for free did not count as extortion, he felt. What about the lady selling juice 
down the road, I asked. “No man! Me and them people there grow [up together], 
you know. Them cyaan [cannot] extort them people. [Are] you mad?!”



Taxation  135

Extortion was what took place at the wholesale shops on the main streets, he 
told me: “Like the Chinese people them and the Syrian them. Them extort who 
can pay.” “What about the market people, like vendors?” I probed further. “You call 
that extortion?” he replied. “I don’t know,” I asked, “what do you call it?” “Them 
just pay for a space,” Ludlow explained. “Because, alright: government nuh collect 
no market fee. ’Cause government supposed to go round and collect market fee, 
’cause when me grow up people collect market fee. That nuh happen again. So 
maybe you haffi say them extort them . . .” he concluded reluctantly. “But you just 
call it a fee?” I proposed. “Yeah, them collect a fee,” he answered, sounding relieved. 
I asked Ludlow what the vendors got in return for the fee. He explained that they 
would not have to worry about security. “Nobody can come do them nothing.” The 
don would ensure that market operations ran smoothly and safely, no mean feat 
given that this was one of Kingston’s busier markets.

Both “good dons” and “bad dons” assume responsibility for some level of 
neighborhood-level service provision—at the minimum, they are involved in 
organizing security and conflict resolution, as chapter 4 described. The various 
services that they provide come, in many ways, at a cost. Most literally, this may 
involve a direct financial contribution. From the smallest market vendor to the 
midlevel private bus route operator to the largest Jamaican corporation, those 
conducting business in a don’s territory will likely have to pay up in one way or 
another.

Ludlow assured me that the rates the vendors paid in exchange for permission 
to sell in the market were quite reasonable: “Them pay them a little, a bills a day 
[about one US dollar]. Nobody not going to really worry you, but you have to 
pay. So me wouldn’t really call the market thing extortion. It’s a market fee. The 
extortion now, that’s what happens at the wholesale and business place.” Similar 
to conventional types of permits and licenses, Ludlow saw the fees paid by vendors 
as an accepted cost of business, a tax that entitled them to conduct their affairs 
within a certain area. However, this fee only applied to vendors from outside of 
Brick Town: “You know, there’s people down there who nuh pay no market fee. 
’Cause me have a little friend who used to work who have her stall down there, she 
nuh pay no market fee. She born and grow here. You cyaan born round here, and 
grow round here, and pay man money, you know.” Taxable subjects, according to 
Ludlow, were outsiders: both larger business establishments and smaller vendors 
from outside the neighborhood. The juice vendor, the friend with a market stall: 
if these local microentrepreneurs were “born and grow” in the neighborhood, they 
should benefit from the don’s provision of security without having to contribute 
financially. While locals were not exempted from taxation, I did encounter a gen-
eral sense amongst residents that they should be left alone.3
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The “fees” that dons are able to exact from a broad variety of Jamaicans could 
easily be understood as extortion: the practice of obtaining money or goods 
through the threat of violence.4 Indeed, Jamaican newspapers frequently publish 
articles about the suffering caused by extortionists. Yet I rarely heard the term “ex-
tortion” used in Brick Town, or in other Downtown neighborhoods, to describe the 
money or goods exacted by dons. Over the years, I encountered many instances of 
transactions that had the outward appearance of extortion but were emphatically 
not described as such. Rather, I heard a range of alternative terms, euphemisms 
perhaps, mobilized to refer to dons’ ability to claim financial and in-kind contribu-
tions from those who conduct business in their territories.

The most common term I encountered was “taxes,” used in a non-ironic fashion 
to describe the financial levy dons can impose. But, as my discussion with Ludlow 
suggests, these payments might also be called “market fees.” In other conversa-
tions, my interlocutors framed such exchanges as “parking tickets,” or “charitable 
donations,” or forms of “labor regulation.” They often described them not so much 
as direct exchanges, but as forms of material redistribution—as broadly justifiable 
contributions toward a form of public good. I heard the term extortion used mainly 
in contexts where my interlocutors either considered the rate of taxation to be 
excessively high, as when dons became “greedy,” or where they felt the demands 
were illegitimate, for instance when freelance extortionists claimed to be associ-
ated with the don.

What does this apparent insistence on describing these exchanges as other-
than-extortion mean? Might we understand this performance of consent as 
an authorizing of extortion—and as an enactment of the don’s authority more 
broadly? In this chapter, I focus on the payments that dons exact from small and 
large urban entrepreneurs, often in exchange for their provision of protection, 
closely related to their security role described in chapter 4. While the police and 
media are quick to describe such transactions as “extortion,” I take seriously their 
framing in terms of taxation so as to understand how such payments feature in the 
claims to authority that dons make and how such claims are received by residents 
and businesspeople. I am interested in the lengths that the parties involved—both 
the entrepreneurs and the dons themselves—go to narrate and perform these eco-
nomic exchanges as other-than-extortion. This “theater of consent,” which involves 
material-sensorial practices that legitimize exchanges that do in fact strongly re-
semble extortion, is an important mode through which dons’ claims to authority 
are made and recognized.5

Below, I start with a reflection on how we might understand taxation as a pay-
ment extracted and redistributed by political institutions in and beyond the state. 
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Such payments are informed by a specific moral economy, by a broadly shared 
“view of social norms and obligations, of the proper economic functions of several 
parties within the community.”6 I go on to discuss these social norms and obliga-
tions as they relate to taxation. Moving across the perspectives put forward by 
Brick Town residents, dons themselves, and entrepreneurs, the first part of the 
chapter discusses shared understandings of who has the authority to tax whom, 
and what public goods they are expected to provide in return. As I show, while such 
understandings of “fiscal” obligations may legitimize dons’ power to extract pay-
ments, dons’ transgressions of the attendant norms can engender strong affective 
responses and directly undermine their authority. In the second half of the chapter, 
which focuses on how those who are the main source of dons’ fiscal revenue feel 
about such payments, I emphasize the importance of specific material objects, 
specifically documents such as letters and contracts, in assuaging the feeling that 
what is happening is actually extortion.

TAXATION IN AND BEYOND THE STATE

Classic social and political theory has understood taxes as central to a recipro-
cal relationship between citizens and the state, in which governments extract 
wealth from individuals and businesses, and redistribute this wealth toward the 
public good, for instance by providing national security, constructing transport 
infrastructure, or regulating healthcare systems.7 Tax compliance, in this view, 
indicates citizens’ submission to the political and regulatory authority of the state 
while the state’s authority to tax is connected to its efficacy in providing public 
goods and services.8

Tax compliance, tax evasion, and protests following tax hikes all emphasize 
that fiscal relations involve the negotiation of norms related to the public good: who 
should contribute to collective goods and how far does the state’s authority to collect 
and redistribute resources toward such goods extend? As anthropologist Soumhya 
Venkatesan notes, “Attitudes toward tax are indicative of ideas about what ‘society’ 
is, what constitutes ‘the public good,’ and where and to whom one’s responsibility 
lies.” She highlights how debates about tax articulate not only political views but 
also ethical positions: “Even if people agree that some taxation is unavoidable, 
there exist different views on whether the current tax regime is good or ‘fair,’ on 
the gulf between ‘is’ and ‘ought,’ and on the ideal balance between affordability 
and responsibility.”9

Like authority more generally, the authority to tax relies on a large measure of 
consent—while fiscal relations are not purely voluntary, they cannot be maintained 
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through coercion alone. But fiscal subjects’ consent to be taxed is not monolithic. 
Whether or not they understand a levy to be legitimate is differentiated across 
the various types of taxes that exist, from income taxes and property taxes, to 
general sales taxes and the “sin” tax levied on alcohol, tobacco, or sugar in many 
contexts.10 And like other forms of authority, fiscal authority reflects and shapes 
specific political geographies: it is connected not only to a taxable population, but 
to a fiscal territory within which taxable activities take place. Although taxation 
is most frequently associated with the nation-state, it also informs international 
and subnational political relations.11

While discussions of the political, ethical, and spatial implications of taxation 
have been largely state-centric, fiscal anthropologists, sociologists, and geogra-
phers are increasingly beginning to recognize that the collective organization and 
redistribution of contributions toward the public good are not limited to states.12 
We can identify a variety of quasi-political communities in which membership 
involves some form of “fiscal” obligation. Churches extract tithes, trade unions 
require union dues, transport associations charge unofficial fees for access to bus 
routes, and militarized commercial networks charge tolls and import duties as 
they regulate cross-border trade.13

What makes such transactions “fiscal,” rather than either extortion or payments 
for a service, is that they are broadly recognized as social obligations to a central-
ized authority that engages in some form of redistribution.14 While these obliga-
tions are often balanced by entitlements (for instance, the right to claim protection 
or to engage in economic activities within a given territory), what distinguishes 
them from dyadic relations of direct reciprocity is that the payment of tax reflects 
and reinforces a broader sociopolitical relationship. It is co-constitutive of the 
regulatory authority and those fiscal subjects who submit to it.

In many contexts, multiple state and nonstate tax authorities operate simulta
neously, governing distinct but oftentimes overlapping fiscal spaces. Taxpayers, in 
turn, must navigate the multiple fiscal obligations that result from this. None of 
these tax regimes are uncontested. They involve constant negotiations, as differ
ent tax authorities compete and collaborate, and fiscal subjects protest, evade, or 
comply with their demands. It is in these negotiations that authority is claimed, 
recognized, and contested: Who has the authority to tax within a specific territory? 
What rates are acceptable? Who should contribute, which activities should be 
taxed, and toward what ends should these contributions be directed? Such ques-
tions are asked of the contributions that dons demand and, most often, receive. 
While a broad consensus may exist on some types of fiscal obligations, the constant 
debate around “taxes” highlights their central role in the negotiation of political 
authority.
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THE AUTHORITY TO TAX

As Ludlow’s discussion of market fees indicated, dons had taken over the role of 
the formal state agency in operating Kingston’s Downtown markets.15 Even as 
dons had become the de facto tax authority, who was collecting fees from market 
vendors or “higglers” (street vendors) made a big difference to whether such pay-
ments were viewed as taxation or as extortion. I spoke to my friend Mikey, a small 
business owner in Brick Town, about how the community had developed since the 
imprisonment of the General, and his description of recent developments reflected 
a clear concern with and condemnation of “free range” extortionists. Mikey had 
moved to Brick Town from the countryside over a decade earlier, when the General 
was still in charge. At that time, he told me, things still ran smoothly: “When mi 
just come, the community did more stronger because you’d have a more stronger 
leader. But the leadership break down now, so mi would say it get weaker.”

Mikey explained that the main difference with now was that things had been 
more organized before the don went to jail. “ ’Cause you have a good leadership. You 
have somebody who you can talk to and will reason out things. We nah fi [don’t have 
to] get violent. Or we wouldn’t even haffi go to the police station fi try . . . ​you get 
what mi a deal with?” He trailed off, checking if I knew what he was referring to. 
“So, if there was a problem you could take it to the leader and he would sort it out?” 
I tried to summarize. “Yeah, and we resolve it the best way we can,” he responded, 
emphasizing that the don’s form of conflict resolution was a collective one, sup-
ported by the “we” of the community.

The don’s departure had been accompanied by an increase in violence, he told 
me, and also by an economic downturn, as vendors and entrepreneurs from outside 
the neighborhood had become more hesitant to “try their thing” in the neighbor-
hood’s commercial district. “From the leadership not there, communication break 
down. That a go result inna poor business, don’t? You a go [are going to] have less 
people coming in the community, so less money a go turn round.” “Is this because 
they feel less safe?” I asked. “Yeah,” he responded. “Them fear fi all type of things: 
you try your thing, and people rob you and all type of . . . ​extortion and all kind of 
things.” Where, previously, the nearby commercial district had attracted vendors 
from across the island, outsiders had begun to reassess the risks of doing business 
there, he explained.

I asked Mikey to tell me more about the extortion—had this increased since the 
General was imprisoned? “Yeah, yeah man. You have more people from all about, 
everywhere them come from now. Them nuh come from Brick Town. Them nuh 
come into the community itself, them go like on the outskirts. And [target] who a 
hustle, like the little higgler them, and tell them ‘we come from here so’—and them 
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come from over there and them don’t even live in the surroundings!” Checking 
whether I had understood him correctly, I asked: “You mean they don’t live here, 
but they come to prey on the higglers?” He confirmed that this was the case: “Yeah, 
yeah. You get what mi a deal with. Yeah, and then them give the community a bad 
name.” I could see how this would be the case: “Because then it seems to those 
market ladies that basically they are getting preyed on, but it’s really total strangers 
doing it?” “Total strangers,” he confirmed. “When the General was here now, them 
things cyaan gwaan [couldn’t happen], ’cause them ‘fraid fi even steal.” Indeed, two 
years after we first met, Mikey fled the community after he became embroiled in a 
violent conflict with his housemates. With the General gone and no strong leader 
to resolve such a dispute, he went back to the rural parish where his mother still 
lived, and never returned to Brick Town again.

Clearly, then, there was a strong distinction between the General’s collection of 
fees and the practices of free-range extortionists. Under the General, collection 
was centralized and the payment of market fees allowed vendors from outside to 
trade safely within the area—both residents and vendors generally considered this 
to be a legitimate practice associated with his governance role. Outsiders preying 
on market vendors, in contrast, were extortionists. From this view, removing a 
strong don does not end extortion. Rather, the lack of a strong central authority 
encourages the proliferation of extortionists. This logic was also clear in the wake 
of Dudus’s arrest and extradition, as ssp Steve McGregor from the jcf confirmed 
in 2014: “When it was under the reign of ‘Dudus’ . . . ​all of it used to go through 
him. [Now] everybody wants to collect by themselves.”16

This general acceptance of a don’s right to tax—indeed, his authority to tax—did 
not mean there was no resentment of the way dons such as the General imposed 
their taxes. Specifically, residents are quick to assess the fairness of the rates that 
dons charge different economic actors. Overly high rates suggest that the don is not 
looking out for little people, and that he is motivated by greed. My friend Keith, 
a long-time West Kingston resident in his late fifties, saw the General’s income 
tax—which he claimed had been 25–50 percent—as excessive, especially given the 
don’s other sources of income. To him, taxing little people rather than focusing on 
the “big boys”—official contractors—was unfair:

The General, Dudus, the whole of them, when the [government] contract is 
issued out, it’s always the dons. You know don will get the contract and him 
get a lump sum of money. But you have the man who works . . . ​when you get 
your little pay you still have to give the don money outta your pay, and mi nuh 
like that neither, ’cause them done get money already from the contract. So them 
shouldn’t even take money from the man who works ’pon it. . . . ​I think them 
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shouldn’t take nothing from the man who them give the work to work. Just keep 
on taxing them big boys who do the big work ’cause them can afford it, ’cause 
eventually them will make back all of them money there.

Keith’s disapproval of how the General had implemented his fiscal system did 
not imply a fundamental denunciation of the don’s authority to tax. Rather, his 
criticism sounds very similar to a demand for progressive taxation, in which it is 
acceptable to “keep on taxing them big boys.”

His critique did point to how a reputation of greed can undermine a don’s 
authority, echoing Ludlow’s condemnation of the General. Their accusations of 
greed also resonated with sentiments expressed by John, whom I first met while 
he was living in a small room in a Brick Town yard, but who continued to return 
to the neighborhood frequently for social visits even after he was able to take over 
a house from his father in another Downtown neighborhood. John described how 
his opinion of the General had changed over time, telling me: “Well, he is a man 
who, one time, mi did look up to him. But after a while, mi realize him nuh know 
weh him a do. Him make greed motivate him instead of people, so him nuh fi mi 
leader.” The don didn’t know what he was doing—with greed as his motivation 
rather than people, John stopped recognizing him as his leader. On occasion, other 
Brick Town residents quietly shared similar concerns with me, underlining the ex-
tent to which a don’s taxation regime is always bounded by a clear moral economy. 
Such discussions of greed underline broadly shared norms of when taxation rates 
are acceptable and when they become illegitimate.

Still, in many conversations with inner-city residents, I found an acceptance 
of dons’ taxes as a standard governance practice. Like formal state taxes, there is 
an upper limit to the obligations that taxpayers will accept, and rates considered 
to be unreasonably high can delegitimize the broader sociopolitical relationship 
between ruler and ruled. Excessive demands and a reputation of greed will eventu-
ally directly undermine a leader’s authority, but, by and large, I encountered few 
residents who actively contested a don’s authority to tax as such. Most of those who 
discussed these payments with me did not speak of them as unjust. Rather, they 
referred to them in a matter-of-fact way, accepting them as part of life. Still, such 
discussions of dons’ tax regimes entailed staking out political and ethical positions 
that delineated where fiscal authority began and ended, and why. In indicating 
where the border between “extortion” and “taxation” lay, residents such as Mikey, 
Keith, and John reflected on when a commitment to the public good was superseded 
by greed. They proposed normative differentiations in fiscal obligations by which 
outsiders and wealthier entrepreneurs should be taxed more; a don “pressuring” low-
income residents who were “born and grow” in the community risked being seen 
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as an extortionist. And most clearly, only the don, or those acting directly on his 
orders, had the authority to tax: all others were rogue tax collectors—extortionists. 
Even if the money that a don collects may also end up being his personal income, 
many residents conveyed a sense that these taxes were somehow reinvested in 
“public goods”—specifically protection but also welfare—within the space of the 
don’s territory.

GIVING BACK TO THE COMMUNITY

Unsurprisingly, dons themselves are also committed to such extortion-as-taxation 
interpretations. Second, formerly part of the Brick Town leadership, explained to 
me how the system worked from the perspective of those in charge. He described 
how men from the area, having soured on “politricks,” had turned to what he de-
scribed as hustling. “When you say hustling, is that what other people would 
call extortion?” I pressed him to explain. “Yeah, yeah, typically that,” he allowed. 
“Or some people call it taxes?” I suggested. “Yeah, taxes. Yeah, yeah, typically that.” 
Rather than relying on politicians for their income, then, men had turned to 
hustling. “Some will probably find other ways, but you would call it extortion still. 
Any way to make money. They might extortion the bus people them, the market, 
or the business place. So a man says he’s responsible for this . . . ​You understand 
me? That’s where they get their little . . . ​that nobody breaks into it, and nobody 
come thief their things.” “So when businesspeople pay . . .” I prompted him. “Yes, 
they are safe too,” he replied. “Because is so it set”—that’s how the system works. 
“When you a leader, you know the businesspeople look up to you, any problem 
they have they come to you.”

Here, Second conceded that the system could be recognized as extortion al-
though businesspeople could count on the don’s protection in exchange for paying 
up. Later on in our conversation, though, he described the in-kind contributions 
that businesses would make, and here he was adamant that this was not a transac-
tion, but a desire to do good. He had been telling me about the expectations of 
material support that low-income residents would have: “Typically, garrison people 
have them little daughter, and they have their little thing, and probably sometimes 
they can come to you with them needs. And you can help them buy some khaki 
[school uniforms], send them pickney [children] to school.”

This type of material support would often be distributed during organized 
events known as “treats.” Back-to-school treats are common annual events, when 
children receive school bags and notebooks, but holidays are also key occasions 
for the leadership to distribute food and gifts, for instance the traditional sweet 
bread “bun” and cheese at Easter treats. Second emphasized the importance of the 
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back-to-school treats: “Book, bags and everything. They [dons and their men] pro-
vide the things the government doesn’t do, they provide those things through the 
businesspeople in the area. They go to the businesspeople and, like, they sell book 
and bag, they will give like three boxes of bags, three boxes of books. Every store 
gives . . . ​Then you pile them up, then keep a treat and hand them out.” According 
to Second, the businesspeople made these contributions voluntarily. He was very 
clear that this was different from extortion: “That is a part of the businesspeople 
giving back something to the community.”

In addition to the regular organization of treats, dons’ welfare regimes gener-
ally also include free or subsidized access to electricity, water, and housing for 
residents. They will mobilize, violently if need be, against utility companies seeking 
to lock off irregular connections to the electricity or water networks. Faced with 
seemingly intractable rates of electricity theft, the public-private utility company, 
Jamaica Public Service Company Limited (jps), has sought to recoup its losses by 
charging its bill-paying customers—in practice, mostly middle-class Jamaicans—a 
“loss recovery” fee. We might understand another form of progressive taxation at 
work here, where wealthier Uptown Kingstonians inadvertently subsidize free utili-
ties for their poorer counterparts. But access to this “freeness” sometimes involves 
sacrificing political freedom. Second acknowledged this, explaining that residents 
who were dissatisfied with a don’s rule would be hesitant to complain as they could 
not afford to live in a neighborhood where they would have to pay for housing and 
utilities: “Most people don’t have anywhere else to live . . . ​they have free light, free 
water, free everything.” In contrast, in the quieter suburb where he had moved, a 
neighborhood he described as a “residential area” rather than a “garrison,” people 
were more independent: “Over here now, people go to work, people independent. 
They don’t have to rely on nobody, they do their own thing. You pay your bills, 
you can’t beat them [avoid paying]. Over here you have to pay everything. Nothing 
free. That change me, yeah. Because things you’re used to, the free mentality over 
there . . .” Echoing middle-class criticism of a “freeness mentality” amongst poor Ja-
maicans, Second told me that moving away from dependency into a self-sufficient, 
bill-paying life meant achieving a more mature type of masculinity and morality: 
“It kind of teach me more manhood, reality, face up to life, you have to stand up for 
your own. If you don’t do it nobody will do it. If you want to live good, with respect 
and principle, you have to keep up to your manhood. You have to do what you have 
to do.” He sounded more sorry for those stuck in a state of dependency than he 
appeared to condemn them for it, but it was clear that he had come to appreciate 
having the capacity to pay bills as an important component in “living good.”

Although he had moved away from Downtown Kingston, Second continued to 
help organize treats. Now, he cooperated with the area’s Citizens Association and 



144  Chapter five

its Councillor. He had no desire to be part of the Citizens Association leadership, 
but he was happy to help them get donations. “I never want to be in them kind of 
things. I’ve been to it still, but I won’t be a part of it. I will get sponsors for them. 
Mi know people. Like treats now, it’s me keep treat for the kids them. Mi know 
people, when mi go around they will give me stuff from same way Downtown. Mi 
know the same store people them, who respect me and will still give me things.” So 
was this the same stores, from when he still lived in Brick Town, that sent things 
out for a treat in the suburbs, I asked him, surprised that he could still solicit 
donations after having left the area so long ago. “Yeah, because they know me. As 
mi tell you, them look up to me. Me and them is from way back, man. And them 
principled, them respect me, so I will go to them and say ‘Yo! Ray ray . . .’ [blah blah 
blah] and they will assist. Typically you have people, more time, who want to give 
back to the community, you know. Them want to give back. But if they don’t have 
confidence in somebody who they know will distribute what they’re giving—they 
won’t do it.” For Second, there was a clear distinction between two types of rela-
tionships between dons and businesspeople. Extortion involved an extractive or 
possibly transactional relationship, in which payments ensured protection. “Giving 
back to the community,” in contrast, involved contributions to the common good 
made on the basis of confidence that they would be distributed to the needy—a 
morally informed type of fiscal obligation that functioned only in a context of 
trustworthy leadership.

PUTTING IN YOUR HAND

Another don I spoke to also framed such contributions as a combination of reci-
procity and redistribution, drawing an analogy with the Jamaican system known as 
pardna, a rotating savings and credit association that functions as what economic 
anthropologist Bill Maurer calls “poor people’s finance.”17 Through his direct ref-
erence to this socially embedded form of banking, this don, “Toppa,” positioned 
himself as someone who helped resources circulate toward the public good in a 
horizontal, trust-based fashion. Toppa was the leader of “Hill Courts,” a Kingston 
neighborhood where I spent a summer conducting a pilot study two years before I 
started working in Brick Town (during the early phases of my research on donman-
ship). A research assistant who lived in the neighborhood, “Ronnie,” helped me find 
residents willing to be interviewed. Unlike Brick Town, Hill Courts did not have a 
very powerful leader, perhaps because it was a relatively small housing scheme and 
its location within Kingston held less economic and political significance. Toppa, 
the neighborhood don, was often in North America, and many of the residents I 
spoke to did not seem to recognize him as a major authority figure.
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Toward the start of the summer, Ronnie arranged for me to interview Toppa 
and his two seconds-in-command, “Tony” and “Kevin.” I wasn’t sure how Ronnie 
had described me to them, presumably as a foreign researcher who wanted to know 
more about dons, but it was clear that the three men saw the interview as some-
thing of an event and had prepared for the occasion. As Ronnie and I entered the 
apartment where we were to meet them, the men sat waiting in a dark room filled 
with ganja smoke, masking their faces with matching bandanas and sunglasses. 
At this point, I had spoken to a few other dons and seconds-in-command, none of 
whom had sought to disguise their appearance. Following these previous experi-
ences, this encounter in Hill Courts felt a bit performative, as if the three men were 
playing the role of “gangsters” for a foreign visitor, perhaps inspired by crime docu-
mentaries in which gang members speak to the camera with their face concealed.

The bandanas also made it hard for the men to speak, and initially resulted in 
somewhat muffled exchanges. Later on, they let their bandanas slip, to speak more 
easily and to smoke as they explained their role in the neighborhood. Like Second, 
they emphasized that this role involved organizing treats for the community and 
especially children’s treats. Indeed, Toppa told me, they were organizing an event 
that same week to raise funds in support of a local church group: “We have to hold 
all kind of treats and fundraisers. If you come here ’bout 6 o’clock, they have the 
church right here [in the open air], no tent, no nothing. Just people sitting outside 
right there, and service and those things. And whatever you can do is just put back, 
just like that. ’Cause the people for the people, always.” I asked him whether his sys-
tem functioned like a government with different ministries, including a Ministry of 
Security but also a Ministry of Welfare, where people could apply when they were 
in need of financial support. He responded enthusiastically to this idea. “Yeah, we 
have a private ministry said way [in the way that you describe], man. Yeah man, 
we have a private ministry, man. And that’s why we say, like, it always goes back to: 
as much as you put in, is as much as you always gonna get back when it’s your time.”

Explaining what he meant by this, Toppa shifted away from the ministerial 
metaphor to reference another, more horizontal model of economic distribution, 
that of pardna, Jamaica’s long-standing form of rotating savings and credit association 
(rosca). a rosca is a type of savings club, commonly defined as “an association 
formed upon a core of participants who agree to make regular contributions to a 
fund which is given, in whole or in part, to each contributor in rotation.”18 Mem-
bers of a pardna group “throw in their hand” at set times, making regular financial 
deposits into a shared fund. These contributions give them the right to make a 
relatively large withdrawal or “draw” in the future. In Toppa’s words: as much as 
you put in is what you get back when it’s your time. For Toppa, investing in the 
community ensured that he would be able to “draw” his share in due course.



146  Chapter five

“Would you say your system connects to the formal system of government, or is 
it completely separate?” I asked. “It doesn’t connect unless they’re putting in their 
share,” Toppa explained, extending the analogy further, “and hiring our people 
when it’s time for hiring.” The government’s contribution to the collective fund, 
in this view, was mostly through providing jobs for residents. Only after they had 
put in their “share” in this fashion could they expect to get something back from 
the community. “Until that time, it’s completely different. It’s just the people by 
the people, you haffi understand that part. From they’re not putting in their hand 
and their contributions . . .” he trailed off, seeming to suggest that the political 
leaders would not be able to claim their share of the pot—the votes—if they did 
not put in their hand.

I checked that I understood him properly: “Like in pardna, your turn may come 
around, but if you’ve been skipping out on your contributions, you can’t draw?” 
“Exactly!” he responded. “And the big mp supposed to know that too, we’re due 
for our pardna draw.” “Straight, straight!” Tony and Kevin agreed emphatically. 
They had put the prime minister in power, Toppa explained, “in the hopes of 
getting our pardna draw.” The jlp, the party they were aligned with, had recently 
won the elections, and accordingly, as jlp supporters, it was high time for them 
to get their draw.

By narrating their fundraising activities through the lens of pardna rather than 
taxes per se, and by extending this metaphor to include political leaders, Toppa 
and his men reframed what many might read as extortion and clientelism as a 
long-standing system of mutual support developed to ensure a fair circulation 
of resources. Anthropologist Trevor Purcell describes pardna as based on “a dual 
rationality of material gain and cultural solidarity,” emphasizing that it is “rooted 
in pre-established communal/reciprocal relationships,” but that the process of 
participation then also works to reinforce and enhance these social networks.19 In-
terpreting his financial and political activities through the logic of pardna allowed 
a don like Toppa to justify any personal material gain, while positioning himself 
in a preestablished, horizontal relationship of solidarity and reciprocity with his 
fellow residents: “the people for the people.”

FEELING EXTORTED

As a foreign researcher, I was not an obvious candidate for membership in such 
pardna-like relations, but this did not mean that my own business was entirely 
outside of the scope of fiscal demands. As we concluded the interview and I began 
to pack up my things to leave, the three men asked me whether I could make a 
donation to the community fundraiser that they were organizing later that week. 
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It wasn’t fully clear to me whether the funds would actually go to that event, but 
the payment felt logical. It seemed no more than fair for them to ask me for a con-
tribution, whether understood as a tax they could exact as community leaders, a 
“draw” based on my interest in engaging with the community further, or just direct 
reciprocity in return for their agreeing to be interviewed. I found some bills and 
told them I’d be glad to contribute.

Perhaps at the time all of us thought this would be the only exchange. As I 
returned to the neighborhood over the next weeks to interview other residents, I 
would run into Tony, who was not hard to recognize despite his disguise during our 
initial encounter. He began to pressure me for money, both directly and by asking 
Ronnie to convey the message to me. These requests came without any reference 
to charitable events, and also came directly from Tony, with no mention of Toppa. 
The amount of money he was demanding was not dissimilar from requests for 
support I frequently received and honored from residents. Yet giving Tony money 
did not feel like voluntary support, given the hint of menace in the tone of the 
requests. Nor did they feel like a quasi-obligation toward the community leader-
ship, as when Toppa asked me to donate to the children’s treat. Although my sen-
sitization toward the exact norms of economic obligation was certainly imperfect, 
these exchanges felt like extortion, where others did not.

While my own small-scale experiences should not be taken as representative, 
they helped me understand the narratives of consent that were mobilized by both 
dons and businesspeople as more than self-serving or cynical frameworks—these 
narratives are part of meaningful performances that have affective impact. The 
difference between extortion and taxes (or “charitable contributions”) is not clear-
cut to start with, and depends on multiple factors, ranging from who is asking 
whom for how much, with what stated purposes, and with what level of implicit 
or explicit threat. But this difference is also an affective distinction—where one 
payment feels fair, another may feel illicit.

COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT AND CONTRACTUAL RELATIONS

How, then, do other outsiders and wealthier entrepreneurs who are the core target 
of dons’ fiscal regime feel about such payments? Perhaps the most common form 
of “taxation” is the classic “protection racket,” where commercial properties, the 
Chinese- and Syrian-owned stores that Ludlow spoke of, pay a weekly rate to dons 
for security. Here, in many cases, pragmatic considerations may be at work, in that 
the cost of paying dons may be less than hiring private security. Ludlow himself 
suggested that the rates were not unreasonable given the risks such businesses 
faced: “Them place broke [into] every minute and thing, and burn down and all 
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them things.” For them, the payment of US$50 or 100 would be quite affordable; 
they would reason “A little five thousand [Jamaican dollars], or a little ten thousand 
a week, a nuh nothing fi [that’s nothing to] have my business,” Ludlow told me.

I interviewed Andrew, an entrepreneur of Syrian descent in charge of one of 
Downtown’s larger stores, hoping to get an insider view on this type of security 
arrangement. Sitting with me in his air-conditioned office inside the store, Andrew 
spent the entire interview denying that he had ever paid any extortion fee, stating 
that “I would call the police immediately and report it.” I asked him whether he 
knew of any colleagues who had entered such arrangements and he denied this as 
well: “To be honest with you, I don’t. You can have your suspicions, but I don’t 
think they would ever admit it. It’s something you don’t admit. It’s something I 
would assume.” He had internal security, he told me, and an extensive electronic 
security system with cameras. As I turned off the voice recorder after 45 minutes, 
feeling slightly frustrated at my inability to get him to open up, he leaned back 
and chuckled. “Do you ever go to Red Bones?” he asked me, referring to a popular 
Uptown restaurant and bar. “If you ran into me there . . . ​ah, the stories I could 
tell you over rum!”

Despite the difficulty of getting wealthier businessmen to discuss extortion 
openly—I never did run into Andrew at Red Bones—other accounts suggest that 
people running shops in the Downtown area often frame their payments to local 
strongmen as satisfying a security need they would have anyway. Hiring private 
security guards to protect their properties, some of them argue, would cost more. 
And if it is known that your business is protected by the don’s men, you can 
be certain that no one will try to mess with you. Such an arrangement, in these 
accounts, is more effective and cheaper than relying on commercial private secu-
rity. The question is, of course, what would happen if you tried to get out of this 
arrangement—opting out definitely comes with the threat of burglaries, robberies, 
and serious harm to the business or its owner.20 Yet discussions of these arrange-
ments suggested that many of those paying were less concerned with violence 
meted out by the “protectors” themselves, and genuinely felt they were getting 
protection from actually existing security threats separate from the dons and 
their men.

CORPORATE SOCIAL RESPONSIBILITY

In addition to retail businesses, dons also tax construction companies and contrac-
tors. In an interview with a former ceo of a major construction company, I learned 
more about these arrangements. In addition to pressure for cash payments, another 
way in which contractors are extorted is through pressure to provide jobs for labor-
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ers put forward by the don. In line with the moral economy outlined by residents 
and dons, “Norman,” the retired ceo, described both types of contributions as 
entailing a form of corporate social responsibility—an obligation that was no more 
than appropriate for a major company working in impoverished areas.

Describing the labor arrangements his company had developed with dons, 
Norman told me that these had come to replace a long-standing agreement that 
major construction companies had had in earlier decades with the politically af-
filiated trade unions. If the jlp was in power, their trade union bitu would get 
60 percent of the jobs on a given contract, and the opposition party’s trade union, 
the pnp-affiliated nwu, would get 40 percent, ensuring a type of balance. Norman 
described this system as functioning to all parties’ satisfaction from the late 1950s, 
well before he came to lead the company, until into the 1970s. Working with the 
unions, he explained, also helped contractors resist pressure from politicians to 
find jobs for their supporters: “It was very well known that if a jlp or a pnp person 
wanted to get somebody employed, go and talk to the union. And they would put 
him on the company payroll, because whenever we needed work, we produced 
a monthly list—transparency is always something that works—and handed it to 
both unions and said: ‘This is what is bitu representation and this is what is nwu 
representation.’ ” Whenever workers left, Norman told me, they would be replaced 
by others affiliated with the same union and the same political party. The first time 
he ran into “real trouble,” he continued, was in the mid-1970s. At that time, his com
pany was building an urban development in St. Catherine, in an area run by a don I 
call “Bigga” and populated by jlp supporters who had resettled there after having 
been forcibly removed from a pnp garrison in Kingston. Norman recalled his first 
visit to the area, accompanied by the mp, who was a jlp Minister at that time:

The mp said: “Listen, if you’re going into the area then you have to deal with 
Bigga or else you won’t get anywhere.” I said, “Minister, with all due respect, 
we only work with the two unions.” We had an argument, we had a discussion, 
and he said, “Okay, but understand: you take your own risk.” And I went into 
that community. And I met with Bigga, I sent for him and I met with him, and 
I said, “I understand you’re the big man here,” and so on and so forth. “I want 
you to understand that I’m not going to pay protection. What I’m prepared to 
do, however, is to tell you that I will allocate a certain amount of money to the 
community and develop the community.” And I said to Bigga, “Look, it depends 
on how profitable my project is and so on, but I’m willing to put—I don’t know 
what the number was, a half a million dollars, based on, you know, $5,000 or 
$10,000 a week, and this was back in the ’80s—into the community. And I am 
prepared for you to be the person to distribute that money in the community. 
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You can tell me who needs what in the community and what we will do is jointly 
look after the destitute in the community, you and I.” And we became friends.

Norman accepted the new situation quickly, but sought to frame his relationship 
with the don in other terms than that of a protection racket. He sought to preempt 
demands for protection money by proposing a type of corporate social responsibil-
ity, though tax-like in that the funds allocated toward community development 
would be dependent on how profitable the construction project was. In the context 
of this arrangement, then, Norman’s company would contribute to “developing 
the community” and looking after its most destitute members while the don, as 
“the big man here,” would be the one to ensure that these corporate funds were 
allocated judiciously. Norman also placed Bigga on his payroll, “at a rate higher 
than his skill level, but he provided me a community link.” He gave an example of 
how well this system would work: Bigga would indicate which resident suffered 
from a leaky roof, the company would provide zinc sheets, and the don would get 
another resident to nail them onto the roof.

“Now, I didn’t make him an angel,” Norman allowed, describing how Bigga still 
sought to extort other contractors, “I hear that [the utility company] jps paid him 
a thousand dollars a pole to provide the security to put in the light poles. . . . ​If jps 
had come to me, they wouldn’t have paid him a thousand dollars a pole.” Curious, 
I asked Norman whether the rate would have gone down with his mediation, or 
whether Bigga would have permitted jps to work in his community without pay-
ing any sort of fee. “Gone down,” he conceded, “But, but: I would have encouraged 
them to go the same route.” jps, too, he felt, would have been better off in the long 
run developing a relationship of community development rather than paying 
protection money.21

Notwithstanding, the security dimension of this relationship was of critical 
importance to the construction company: “I never lost a bag of cement in that 
area. Because of the insecurity of the people who lived in there, there was a ring of 
m-16s that used to protect the community, in case the pnp came in there to raid 
the community at night. And all they did was spread that ring to the outside of my 
project, I never paid a dollar for it.” Interpreting his relationship with the don and 
his community as one of corporate citizenship meant that, indeed, Norman did not 
pay a dollar for security. Rather, as he explained it, he made a voluntary contribu-
tion of perhaps half a million Jamaican dollars toward community development, 
and in return, the local gunmen happily extended their existing guarding activities 
to his construction project.

“Okay,” I tried to summarize, “so in the end, it ended up being a security invest-
ment, but you were able to . . .” He interrupted me: “But I never paid extortion, 
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right?” “You were able to frame it differently,” I suggested. Norman defended his 
arrangement: “You can call it extortion if you want. But whichever community I 
have ever been into, we develop the community, or work with the community, and 
work with the badmen in the community.”

Norman went on to explain how in his next project, a few years later, now under 
a pnp government, he had emphasized the employment and skills development 
aspect of his engagement. Specifically, he sought to subcontract work that did not 
require specialist training, such as the construction of curb walls. This subcon-
tracting would allow him to put dons and their men on the payroll, both to engage 
them in the actual construction business, and to minimize security risks such as 
a site getting shut down because of theft or violence. This strategic allocation of 
contracts and employment was widespread, he explained: “What a number of 
contractors usually do, is to select a don in the area and pay him to provide them 
with security by giving him some contract. You would give the curb wall, or the 
grading, or whatever it might be, to a particular subcontractor who is a don of sorts, 
who would employ thirty or forty people. And he would get paid by the foot or 
by the square yard or by the whatever. And the presence of his men would ensure 
that the project never got shut down.” He emphasized that you had to be a skilled 
negotiator to settle on a good price, but also that some of the dons who had started 
out as curb wall subcontractors had gone on to run major construction companies 
of their own, winning large contracts from government agencies and successfully 
completing major development projects.

To some extent, Norman’s discussion of his negotiation with dons over contri-
butions in terms of cash, contracts, and jobs struck me as another performance of 
consent, of enacting what looked a lot like extortion as community development 
and subcontracting, as building capacity and fostering entrepreneurship. While 
recognizing that this did not turn dons into “angels,” his narrative highlighted 
dons’ governance and entrepreneurial roles, and justified his own transactions as 
a contribution to the public good that made business sense as well. Emphasizing 
the contractual nature of these transactions—transforming the don into a subcon-
tractor, with the contract functioning as a material artifact of legality—worked to 
frame these transactions as legitimate corporate activities.

On another level, Norman’s account underlined how dons had come to play 
a key role in organizing labor, suggesting that his company’s previous agreement 
with the unions had been replaced by a new type of deal. Unions had been powerful 
labor negotiators both because they could shut down a site and because of their 
political connections, which tied directly to the clientelist arrangements through 
which the two political parties controlled the urban poor. Now, dons had become 
the ones who acted as the main labor organizers, liaising with both corporate 



152  Chapter five

Jamaica and government agencies to ensure that jobs flowed toward their con-
stituents.22 Their role as employment brokers, and in various cases independent 
contractors, certainly bolstered their authority as political and economic leaders.

DOCUMENTING CONTRIBUTIONS TO THE PUBLIC GOOD

In other economic sectors, such as the entertainment industry, similar negotiations 
can be recognized, where entrepreneurs seek to understand their transactions with 
dons as contributions to the public good, as charitable acts that may additionally 
make good business sense. During the hearings held by the West Kingston Com-
mission of Enquiry from 2014–2016 as part of a public enquiry into the Tivoli 
Incursion, Deputy Commissioner of Police (dcp) Glenmore Hinds described the 
transactions behind Champions in Action, an annual event organized by Dudus’s 
company, Presidential Click. Held at the end of every summer at JamWorld, an 
entertainment venue in Portmore that could host up to thirty thousand patrons, 
Champions in Action was one of Jamaica’s most famous “stage shows,” live concerts 
with line-ups featuring dozens of reggae and dancehall artists.23 Referring to police 
intelligence, Hinds stated that this charitable event, which he described as “done to 
provide support to children to go back to school,” was funded by pressuring reggae 
artists and companies to make significant cash and in-kind contributions. In his 
testimony to the Commission of Enquiry, he stressed that this coercion affected the 
most powerful artists and companies: “It’s a stage show, and [at] that stage show, 
major reggae artists would have to give their service free of charge. Major corporate 
companies would have to donate products to support the activity. The title sponsor 
was one of the major corporate companies in Jamaica, I will not call their name 
but that was the title sponsor. Our intelligence suggests that these persons were 
coerced to give their services pro bono.”24 Almost immediately, Hinds’ depiction 
of what occurred was contested. High-profile artists swiftly denied having felt any 
form of pressure. Yes, they had performed for free, but this was a form of charity. 
Speaking to a reggae radio station, Mr. Vegas, a bestselling dancehall artist who had 
performed at Champions in Action on multiple occasions, stated that his participa-
tion was a voluntary act that centered around “showing love to the people from the 
ghetto” and that on those occasions that he had declined to perform, there had 
been no negative consequences:

It was always a situation where if I’m not busy, or if I’m not booked for another 
show, and if I was here in Jamaica, I would have offered my service. ’Cause 
you know, it’s an event where artists came together and basically, you know, 
just showed love to the people, you know, from the ghetto, that turned out in 
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numbers. I remember you know the first year that I came out, I had like five, six 
songs at the same time, you know, in the charts. And then they reached out to 
me and I was not able to do it, and it was no big deal. You know I did it when I 
had the time and when I was available. . . . ​I was not forced to be on that concert 
at no time in my career.25

In his rejection of the suggestion of pressure, Mr. Vegas inserted something of a 
disclaimer, stating that he was speaking on the basis of his own experiences and 
did not know whether other artists were forced to be part of something they didn’t 
want to be part of. Meanwhile, others rejected the allegations even more forcefully. 
Queen Ifrica, who was one of the main female headline acts the last time the show 
was held, in 2009, issued a vehement retort: “Well, I work on Champions in Ac-
tion from, couple times I think, and every time I was approached, it was always 
respectful! There was always a letter of appreciation when you finish working, and 
also money. I was never coerced into performing, never! It is always ultimate respect 
and honor mi get whenever mi turn up inna that community [Tivoli Gardens] and I 
cannot tell a lie.”26 The emphasis she placed on the letter of appreciation, and on the 
material tokens of respect accompanying it, were echoed in a lengthier refutation 
made by Julian Jones-Griffith, a leading dancehall artist manager, on his blog. Like 
Queen Ifrica and Mr. Vegas, he began by asserting that there had been no coercion 
and that the charitable cause and high turnout were the main motivations for his 
dancehall acts to participate in Champions in Action and the West Kingston Jambo-
ree (another stage show similarly organized by Presidential Click): “I had the privilege 
of managing some of Jamaica’s hottest acts . . . ​there was never any pressure from 
Dudus or his cohorts. If we weren’t on tour we made ourselves available to be a part of 
either event as they were for a good cause and always well-attended.”27 He similarly 
underlined the altruistic nature of back-to-school treats connected to these stage 
shows, which he argued extended far beyond the political boundaries of Tivoli Gar-
dens: “Thousands of kids from pnp and jlp enclaves were given schoolbags stuffed 
with supplies and enjoyed the day’s activities of bounce-a-bouts, clownies, sweet 
treats, and the like. So even if artists performed for free or a reduced fee, it was a 
charitable act—giving back to the community . . . ​who needs coercing to do that?”28

Like Mr. Vegas, Jones-Griffith does not outright deny the possibility of dons 
coercing artists. He describes a case involving a different don, where “a very high-
profile artist” did not show up to perform at an event organized by that don. Not 
long after, the manager alleged, two men on a motorcycle rode up to the artist 
and slapped him hard across the face in retaliation, an act aimed not so much 
at inflicting physical harm as public humiliation—and an act we can read as an 
assertion of authority.29
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Jones-Griffith’s main interest in his blog is to establish that the artists he man-
aged were not subject to any pressure and that Dudus did not engage in coercive 
practices. In support of his claim, he posted two scanned letters of thanks, on his 
blog and on Twitter, that Dudus had sent to express his gratitude to participating 
artists. One of these documents, sent to international dancehall star Bounty Killer 
following the 2006 staging of Champions in Action (figure 5.1), read: “This show 
is held to raise funds for a back to school treat for youths in and around the West 
Kingston inner city communities. With the support from your many fans we wish 
to say thanks for your participation. We are therefore using this medium to express 
our sincere gratitude and hope, that you will accept this contribution of cash 
towards your expense prior to the show, as it is our policy to honor our financial 
obligations. Thanks for a splendid show, your presence made a great difference.” 
Jones-Griffith stated that he had received many similar letters from Dudus and 
saved them—in the case of the Bounty Killer letter, for nearly a decade—because 
it was so rare for event promoters to write such letters of appreciation. Beyond 
written expressions of gratitude, he described artists receiving gifts from Dudus 
at Christmas, specifically bottles of Hennessy cognac. Having kept the letters as me-
mentos, Jones-Griffith now proffered them as evidence of voluntary participation, 
arguing that “The content and tone of these letters both prove that money was paid 
for performing at Champions in Action and disprove all notion that there was 
coercion to perform.”30 Like Queen Ifrica, he pointed to the existence of a formal 
letter and a cash contribution toward covering expenses as a material refutation 
of any allegations of extortion.

I have no way of knowing whether dcp Hinds’ intelligence was correct or 
incorrect, whether artists were subject to any form of coercion or only received 
“ultimate respect and honor,” as Queen Ifrica phrased it. Indeed, the country’s 
most powerful don may not have needed to mobilize any threats of violence, overt 
or otherwise, to make his requests for charitable donations feel compelling. What 
interests me in the responses to the allegations of coercion outlined above is, first, 
that none of those involved seek to distance themselves from Dudus, even years 
after his conviction and imprisonment. Rather, their main concern is to deny that 
they were pressured: they seek to publicly narrate their relationship with the don 
and the transactions involved as voluntary acts, aimed at benefitting children in 
need and showing love to “the people from the ghetto.” The fact that their in-kind 
contributions—the gift of their labor and the harnessing of their reputation to 
Dudus’s entertainment enterprises—would also have directly bolstered the don’s 
own leadership position is left unstated. Indeed, their responses emphasize the le-
gitimacy of his actions in support of the public good. While none of those involved 
used the word “taxes,” a similar logic and moral economy are at work when their 



5.1 ​ Letter of gratitude from Dudus to Bounty Killer. Source: https://julianjonesgriffith​.files​
.wordpress​.com​/2015​/05​/champions​.jpeg.

https://julianjonesgriffith.files.wordpress.com/2015/05/champions.jpeg
https://julianjonesgriffith.files.wordpress.com/2015/05/champions.jpeg
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donations to or through the don’s organization are narrated as “contributions to 
the community” and “for a good cause.”

As with other interlocutors’ consistent narration of transactions initiated by 
dons as other-than-extortion, I read the insistence by high-profile players within 
Jamaica’s music industry that their engagements with Dudus were consensual as a 
key component in enacting the don’s authority. What also strikes me about their 
responses is how such performances of consent mobilize material artifacts: the 
gift of liquor or a cash gesture toward covering expenses, but more significantly 
the letter of appreciation. Anthropologists studying documents have emphasized the 
material politics of bureaucratic paperwork, approaching documents not primarily 
as texts or representations, but as artifacts, as material mediators.31 In addition to 
studying the aesthetic forms of specific genres of documents, they have pointed 
to the affective, sensorial impacts that documents can have, as material objects, 
on those who produce them, treasure them, and proffer them as evidence. Yael 
Navaro, for instance, highlights how documents are frequently “charged with 
affect,” eliciting responses from fear to confidence to cynicism. She urges us to 
explore “the multiple and contingent affects that documents engender in their 
holders and transactors.”32

Dudus himself maintained a general system of documentation. During the 
Tivoli Incursion, the security forces raided his offices in the neighborhood and 
seized a large number of documents, enumerated in an eighteen-page Appendix 
of the Commission of Enquiry’s report.33 Amongst the files, they found various 
budgets, invoices, receipts, and contracts, many related to Champions in Action. 
In addition, they came across various lists of names and addresses: of residents 
of Tivoli Gardens, of unemployed persons in nearby neighborhoods, and of the 
entire electoral constituency Kingston Western. Such recordkeeping suggests the 
existence of a bureaucracy aimed at managing a territory and its population, a form 
of archiving identified in contexts beyond Jamaica amongst criminal organizations 
and other nonstate governmental actors.34

Scholarship on documents highlights their work in processes of state forma-
tion, in helping to produce the effect of a boundary between state and society. 
Similarly, in the examples of dons’ use of documentation, paperwork can produce an 
authoritative boundary between leadership and community, and between extortion 
and taxation. Just as the contract between the construction company and the don 
creates a business relationship between them, the letter of appreciation helps enact 
the relationship between don and artist as one of like-minded benefactors, with a 
shared commitment to the public good, specifically within the space of “the ghetto.”

In the case of Dudus’s letters of appreciation, Jones-Griffith stresses the “con-
tent and tone” as proof of a lack of coercion. However, their material form also 
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plays a role in making a transaction feel legal and legitimate. The letter to Bounty 
Killer is a printed form letter with a dotted line to insert an artist’s name, printed 
on Presidential Click Productions letterhead and signed, on another dotted line, 
by “Michael Coke (President),” using both part of Dudus’s government name and 
his honorific alias. Part of a quasi-bureaucratic genre of papers known as “letters of 
appreciation,” these documents lend an air of formality to artists’ in-kind contri-
butions to a don’s organization. The recipients of these papers, like Jones-Griffith, 
may treasure them and present them as evidence that their transactions with the 
don were voluntary and respectful. In short, these letters are not ephemera—they 
are part of the material infrastructure of authorization.

PARKING FEES

Beyond such longer-term relationships between businesspeople and dons, other 
outsiders to Downtown Kingston who find themselves subject to dons’ tax regimes 
may mobilize analogous forms of legitimization. Where I found few businesspeople 
eager to share their experiences with taxation beyond the state, a more widespread 
and freely discussed source of dons’ income is found in relation to parking. In 
Downtown Kingston’s crowded central commercial districts, parking space is 
extremely scarce. While some office workers may have access to their employer’s 
private parking lot, other Uptown visitors spend considerable time driving around 
looking for a spot to leave their often costly vehicles that is both safe and no more 
than a brief walk from their destination. There are various guarded car parks, some 
run by private operators, others by the Urban Development Corporation (udc), 
a state agency. For both types of parking lots, uniformed guards issue tickets and 
charge hourly rates.

Another option, when such lots are full, is to park on the street or in empty lots. 
These “free” parking spaces, however, are not necessarily free. Especially near major 
markets, drivers seeking to park in an empty spot will soon be assisted. One or 
more, usually young, men provide guidance on where to “back up, back up, wheel 
it up” to slot in as many cars as possible. This assistance is generally followed up by 
a request for money to “watch” the car. In other cases, these men will mark their 
curbside spots with large stones, making it impossible to utilize the parking space 
without their assistance. More generally, they will wait until the driver is ready to 
leave, posting themselves in front of the car until they are remunerated for their 
guarding services. These requests for money involve a mild threat that the car or 
its owner might not be safe from the informal guards themselves. Notwithstand-
ing, Uptown parkers with whom I discussed the practice often emphasized that 
the guards’ presence does offer welcome protection from actually existing security 
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threats, from car thieves to homeless persons looking for food, and noted that their 
rates were not unreasonable. They also argued that accepting this system was ulti-
mately more convenient than wasting time looking for an “official” parking space 
in the crowded business district.

Newspaper reports and police officers tend to describe this guarding practice 
as extortion, suggesting that this is the work of individual “hustlers.”35 Indeed, 
the young men who engage in this type of income generation may be working 
as freelancers—this form of hustling does not elicit the same opprobrium as the 
freelance extortionists who pressure market vendors to pay up. Yet in other cases, 
the regulation of parking may be a much more institutionalized, collective arrange-
ment: rather than “extortion,” the payment for protection becomes a don-based 
“parking fee” that vehicle owners accept as a normal state of affairs. Such arrange-
ments have developed not only in the Downtown business district, but also around 
the US embassy, where parking space is similarly at a premium. Across from the 
embassy, parkers from the nearby Uptown ghetto Standpipe describe their “busi-
ness” as monitored by a “supervisor.” In this case, an officer from the nearby police 
station had only compliments for the orderly fashion in which the “helpers” went 
about their business, telling a journalist from the Gleaner newspaper: “You know, 
the way these people park the vehicles, they park it so neatly that it appears as if it 
is the occupants of the premises that park the vehicle.”36

My friend Keith described to me the level of organization behind the unofficial 
administration of public parking space. Parking attendants would issue time-
stamped parking tickets to drivers, and on their return collect parking fees at an 
hourly rate that was similar to that of the state-run and commercial parking lots. 
They would be expected to show their ticket books to the don at the end of their 
shift, who would then calculate the sum of money he expected to receive based on 
this administration. The ticket, and the associated calculation of the total parking 
fee based on an hourly rate, imbue the formally illegal collection of parking fees with 
a bureaucratic feel, providing drivers with a tangible sense of parking normalcy. In 
addition to helping dons monitor the amount of money collected by their parking 
guards, the ticket book also serves as an important material prop in the authoriza-
tion of extortion while the fact that the hourly parking fee mirrors official rates 
gives the transaction a sense of fairness. Indeed, one Uptown friend of mine spoke 
of his confusion regarding such parking paperwork. It had looked just like a udc 
ticket, yet he was sure he hadn’t parked on a formal lot. Either way, his vehicle was 
safe and sound when he returned for it. In its ambiguity, the paper ticket also helps 
Uptown parkers avoid the sensation of being extorted—it looks official.

Similar to vehicle owners featured in news items on the topic, those Uptown 
visitors I spoke to did not seem to view these payments as an egregious form of 
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extortion. However, they did not appear to see them as a form of taxes either—they 
conveyed no sense that paying for parking was a type of moral obligation toward 
local communities or their leaders. Rather, these “parking fees” were discussed 
rather matter-of-factly as a practical payment for protection. Notwithstanding, for 
many vehicle owners, the institutionalization of the parking system, the standard 
rates, and the paperwork seem to generate an affective atmosphere of normalcy, 
authorizing the extraction of fees.

AUTHORIZING EXTORTION

As outlined in this chapter, the money, goods, and favors that dons extract are 
narrated by those involved in different ways, all of which tend to emphasize that 
such exchanges are not extortion. It stands to reason that dons and their affiliates 
prefer to present themselves as benefactors rather than extortionists, and that resi-
dents who may benefit from their largesse speak of taxes rather than of extortion. 
Perhaps more surprisingly, the distinction between extortion and “contributions to 
the community” is also made by those who are expected to pay. Ultimately, across the 
contexts described here, it is often quite difficult to determine where a voluntary 
contribution or a moral obligation ends and extortion starts. The threat of violence 
may be largely implicit and those who pay up may genuinely feel that they are 
doing good by contributing to a larger cause, whether by providing employment 
or by supplying low-income children with school supplies. Alternatively, they may 
understand their contributions as straightforward transactions, as payments for 
security that are relatively cheap and efficient. At the same time, few people want to 
see themselves as extortable, and renarrating their payments to dons as other-than-
extortion allows those compelled to contribute to maintain their dignity as they 
continue to operate in dons’ territory.

Faced with the difficulty of distinguishing extortion from other types of ex-
change, I find it more fruitful to ask what the widespread denial of extortion can 
tell us about political authority. Without ignoring the violence that is involved in 
the dons’ form of rule, it is possible to take seriously the idea that their ability to 
extract cash and in-kind contributions from a broad range of actors is evidence 
of an emergent (or indeed, consolidated) fiscal regime. Here, it is important to 
recognize that state-based systems of taxation are also enforced through the threat 
of violence, and that paying state taxes can elicit a range of feelings amongst fiscal 
subjects, from pride in claiming the identity of a taxpayer to frustration over what 
are felt to be excessively high rates or untenable state expenditures.

The overdetermining narrative of extortion may prevent us from seeing other 
things that are at play, specifically the authorization of donmanship. I suggest that 
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the frequent framing of payments to dons in terms of fiscal relations—as exchanges 
that involve some level of redistribution geared toward the common good—plays a 
key role in enacting dons’ authority. Reinterpreting potentially or actually violent 
exchanges as legitimate political, economic, and moral acts is a way of enacting 
voluntary, mutually advantageous, and roughly “fair” relationships that extend 
beyond one-off exchanges.37 Dons’ claims to authority commonly feature refer-
ences to the delivery of public goods and services. For residents and outsiders, the 
recognition that dons have the authority to tax is recursive: this recognition of the 
legitimacy of fiscal demands is informed by a preexisting sense of the don’s right 
to rule, but recognizing such demands as legitimate directly confirms the don’s 
overall political authority.

It is not necessarily the case that residents and businesspeople automatically 
recognize these claims to fiscal authority. Rather, in their discussions of dons’ fiscal 
regimes, they are constantly negotiating under which conditions payments become 
extortion. Such discussions are also where the social norms and obligations—the 
moral economy—within which taxation makes sense are articulated. I found that 
such discussions centered on who can tax whom and how much. Clearly, it is only 
the don who has the authority to tax; others demanding protection fees are iden-
tified as extortionists or hustlers. Residents, and to some extent businesspeople, 
largely agreed that those earning income from activities within a don’s territory—
whether a market vendor, a wholesale owner, or a major corporation—had some 
level of obligation to contribute financially to the well-being of the community. 
Whether residents themselves should also pay was less clear, as suggested by Lud-
low’s indignant response—“You mad!?”—to the idea of a market fee for vendors 
“born and grow” in Brick Town. I encountered less consensus on when exactly rates 
were excessively high, but it was evident that a “greedy” don’s authority would be 
diminished—and that whispering accusations that a don was greedy could be a way 
to undermine his authority.

As the different examples in the second half of this chapter show, dons, resi-
dents, and businesspeople navigate the boundary between taxation and extortion 
through more than narratives. The formation of fiscal relations involves embodied 
and emplaced performances: specific material-sensorial practices make exchanges 
feel like something other than extortion. Documents in particular do important 
work here: contracts, letters of appreciation, and parking slips provide a tangible 
sense of legitimacy. Such “props” in the “theater of consent” help engender positive 
affects, such as pride in a charitable act, or confidence that one’s car is in safe hands.



POLITICAL AUTHORITY IN AND BEYOND THE STATE

Even as marginalized Kingstonians tend to view politicians, the police, and other 
state institutions with much skepticism, many of them recognize the rule of dons 
as legitimate. By and large, many residents of the city’s most impoverished urban 
neighborhoods follow the laws that dons set. They support the taxes that dons levy. 
They vote for the political candidates with whom dons are aligned. They appreci-
ate the painting of murals that commemorate them. And they dance at parties 
held in their honor. Do dons use violence and terror to coerce residents into obey-
ing them? Do garrison residents support these local autocrats because they hold 
fundamentally antidemocratic values, belying Jamaica’s post-independence history 
of peaceful democratic transitions? How might other analytical frameworks than 
those emphasizing coercion and deviance help us to understand how dons have 
been able to achieve and consolidate power over the past half century?

The figure of the don is commonly understood through the lens of crime and 
violence. While this emphasis is reasonable enough given Jamaica’s persistently 
high homicide rates and the role of don-led criminal organizations in perpetuating 
this violence, it sometimes forecloses the possibility of understanding such lead-
ers as political figures. I understand dons as political not so much because of their 
roots in Jamaica’s system of garrison politics, and the associated shadow space they 
occupy within the formal political system—although this is a certainly significant 
factor. Rather, I approach dons as political figures because they have managed to 
get others to obey them not simply by coercing them into doing so, but by gain-
ing legitimacy—by achieving a relatively broad measure of consent and consensus 
amongst those over whom they rule. The reason that donmanship as a system has 
proved so enduring, I suggest, is that they have managed to transform coercive 
power into political authority.

What does the case of Jamaica’s dons tell us about political authority? As I have 
sought to elaborate throughout this book, we should approach authority as a rela-
tional, provisional accomplishment. Such an approach involves asking how dons 
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actively engage in performances that constitute claims to authority, but also under 
which conditions these claims are recognized. Power cannot become authority if 
rulers’ claims are not recognized: others need to acknowledge their right to rule, 
whether discursively or practically. Residents recognize this right to rule when 
they speak of “good” and “bad” dons, when they sing songs celebrating their heroic 
feats, when they commission commemorative murals or party at street dances 
held in their honor. But this claiming and acknowledging of authority takes shape 
both “vertically” and “horizontally.” For a ruler to achieve and maintain a position 
of political authority, they need to gain recognition both from those over whom 
they rule, and from other rulers. In the case of Jamaica, this means that dons must 
maintain relationships of recognition not only with the residents of the territories 
over which they rule, but also with politicians, bureaucrats, and police officers, 
with business leaders and with other dons. The recognition of their right to rule also 
involves politicians describing dons as legitimate political representatives and paying 
respect at their funerals, police officers collaborating with them to secure certain 
areas, businesspeople paying their “taxes” voluntarily, and other dons respecting 
the borders of their political and fiscal territory.

And while dons certainly represent a form of personalist, autocratic rule, their 
enduring entanglement with state actors and institutions suggest that we should 
not understand them as fully outside, or opposed to, democratic values. Dons op-
erate precisely at this intersection of autocracy and democracy. Scrutinizing their 
role in electoral politics, justice, security, and taxation, we can recognize how their 
leadership involves balancing patronage and representation, outlawry and norma-
tive order, endangerment and protection, greed and economic redistribution. 
This strategic straddling of the boundary between “state” and “nonstate” is a key 
element in dons’ claims to authority.

AFFECT, AESTHETICS, ATMOSPHERE

The recognition of these claims is generally not only or primarily the outcome 
of careful argumentation and deliberation. Power becomes authority through 
sensorial, affective processes; it works on and through embodied subjects. Aes-
thetic forms—music, dance, and visual art—enact forms of sensorial persuasion on 
and through political subjects’ listening, seeing, and moving bodies. Consent and 
consensus are intimately linked to the experience of feeling together, of sharing a 
sense world: political authority is not only rooted in historically informed, shared 
narratives of heroic leadership, but also in a common sense of who can rule.

In emphasizing this embodied dimension of power, I have followed a broader 
engagement within anthropology with political affect. Exploring “the sensual life 
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of the state,”1 this scholarship emphasizes how states rule over citizens through 
sensorial, affective politics. The legitimization of state power works through gen-
erating security affects such as panic and fear while critique can be stifled through 
the cultivation of doubt.2 At the same time, state formation also takes a more 
seductive form, working through the generation of political feelings such as sym-
pathy, hope, love, and joy.3

Analyzing how dons generate political feelings draws our attention to the work 
of political affect in legitimizing forms of power that exceed the nation-state, re-
minding us that a range of other governing actors can engage in feelingful political 
projects.4 Given their strong connection to the space of the marginalized urban 
neighborhood, an analysis of donmanship and political affect also encourages us to 
attend more directly to the spatial dimension of these processes. Here, drawing on 
work in critical geography, I have sought to understand where, and through which 
spatial relations, political affect works to normalize power.

The aesthetic practices that generate a common sense world are emplaced. They 
are especially effective in crafting political community when they involve sights, 
sounds, and movements experienced in shared places such as the neighborhood. 
When murals, graffiti, and songs celebrating dons or propagating their rules envelop 
residents in hardly noticeable ways as they go about their everyday lives—or when 
they create a shared mood of joy and excitement during festive moments such as 
street dances held to honor dons—they contribute to the affective atmospheres of 
authority that normalize donmanship.

The emphasis that many residents place on leaders’ spatial proximity shows how 
shared place-based sense experiences also enhance dons’ authority in perhaps less 
intentional ways. Residents feel that dons can represent their concerns better than 
Uptown politicians and bureaucrats because they inhabit the same urban sense 
world. Dons, such accounts suggest, can represent them better because they have 
shared the physical experience of deprivation: living in marginalized areas, sweat-
ing in the heat of unairconditioned dwellings, learning to identify security threats 
by becoming attuned to those neighborhood sounds and movements that indicate 
danger. Through such associations of representativeness with copresence, the 
shared sensory experience of hardship—of deeply felt indignities and aspirations 
shaped by Kingston’s geographies of inequality—becomes a political sensation.

The performance and recognition of dons’ authority often involve references 
to such spatial capital, to their reputation of being “born and raise” in the same 
Downtown territory as residents. But the most powerful dons combine this claim 
to proximity with an aura of distance and transcendence, of an almost mystical sep-
aration from the masses. Here too, memorial murals, street dances, and dancehall 
songs play an important role in establishing these leaders’ authority, representing 
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them as both humble and heroic, as “sons of the soil” who managed to transcend 
their allotted place in life.

RETHINKING GEOGRAPHIES OF POLITICAL THEORY

What does the case of the dons tell us about political authority beyond Jamaica? 
Might this case provide insights more broadly into political processes and relations 
at the specific historical conjuncture of the early twenty-first century? The forma-
tions of authority associated with donmanship can shed new light on how other 
extralegal types of rulers, such as the Italian mafia or the Japanese yakuza, maintain 
positions of power. In addition, I suggest, the political repertoires through which 
dons are able to claim authority and have those claims received favorably also reso-
nate with the strategies utilized by democratically elected leaders across the world.

Popular and academic understandings of donmanship frequently mobilize 
terms of failure or weakness to explain the dons’ legitimacy—explanations of their 
success nearly always draw on the language of failed states, weak states, failed 
postcolonial projects, weak democratic institutions. As others have argued, such 
normative terms represent an imperialism of categories: they draw on models 
of European and North American political relations and use these as universal 
models for the rest of the world.5 Implicitly or explicitly, they not only inaccu-
rately presume a singularly successful model of Euro-American political formation. 
They also impose Eurocentric indices of success on states and citizenries that have 
followed very different trajectories than those of the European states or former 
settler colonies that lie at the basis of much political theory, whether Weberian or 
Foucauldian. The political formations that characterize postcolonial states, such 
critiques often suggest, should not be evaluated, or indeed analyzed, through the 
lens of concepts developed on the basis of historically specific European or North 
American cases.6

The postcolonial critique of Eurocentric political theory resonates with ongo-
ing debates in urban studies on the geographies of theory. Urban scholars have 
similarly begun to interrogate the supposedly universal concepts developed on the 
basis of research in European and North American cities. Analyzing Asian, Afri-
can, Latin American, and Caribbean cities through the lens of such Eurocentric 
concepts, they argue, often results in the evaluation of these cities as underdevel-
oped, failed, or otherwise “less-than.” The identification of urban forms of nonstate 
authority in these regions has given rise to terms such as “failed cities,” “fragile 
cities,” or even the dehumanizing “feral cities.”7

Such critiques have played a key role in shifting the parameters of political and 
urban theory. Yet they should not result in a move toward analytical segregation 
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between the global North and South, between former colonial metropoles and 
postcolonial states. These divisions may not only obscure patterns that do not 
conform to these divides; they also risk reviving reductive binaries of the West and 
the rest. As urban scholar Ananya Roy argues, disrupting theoretical hegemonies 
does not mean that Euro-American concepts are never applicable to other sites, or 
vice versa. Rather, we need to theorize from a much broader set of sites, to develop 
new geographies of theory: “It is not worthwhile to police the borders across which 
ideas, policies, and practices flow and mutate . . . ​theories have to be produced in 
place (and it matters where they are produced), but [t]hey can then be appropri-
ated, borrowed, and remapped.”8

As I was finishing this book manuscript, the US supreme court had just ruled on 
former president Donald Trump’s claim that he had immunity from prosecution 
for crimes committed while he was in office. Specifically, Trump sought to avoid 
prosecution for attempts to obstruct the transition of power to President Joe Biden 
in the period preceding his supporters’ attack on the Capitol in Washington, DC, 
on January 6, 2021. In Brazil, former president Jair Bolsonaro also faced severe 
sanctions in the aftermath of his followers’ attempts, in January 2023, to block 
the inauguration of newly elected President Luiz Inácio Lula da Silva by storming 
government buildings in Brasília. During their period in office and after they were 
voted out, Trump and Bolsonaro positioned themselves both within and outside 
of established state institutions: as heads of state and as disruptive outsiders who 
would “drain the swamp,” as electoral favorites and as strongmen threatening their 
enemies with violence, as blatantly consolidating their private interests while 
professing a commitment to protecting their supporters’ economic welfare. Their 
popularity and indeed their political authority, I propose, can be understood as 
directly connected to their strategic engagement with the state and with demo
cratic legitimacy: their frequent referencing of elections, law, and taxes, even as 
they engaged in all manner of lawbreaking and tax evasion and frequently issued 
threats or encouraged the actual use of violence.9 In addition, like dons, these 
leaders have proved capable of crafting powerful affective atmospheres of shared 
excitement, resentment, and anger, especially during popular mass rallies attended by 
supporters dressed in matching colors, wearing red maga caps or yellow and green 
clothing, who shout disparaging slogans in unison.

Certainly, Jamaica’s specific, historically shaped political system of garrison poli-
tics provided a context in which donmanship was able to flourish. More broadly, 
donmanship is clearly informed by the legacies of colonialism and plantation 
slavery and their authoritarian, illiberal formations of power, in ways that reso-
nate with other postcolonies such as Brazil and indeed the United States. Yet I 
suggest, with caution, that the implications of the analysis proposed in this book 
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may extend beyond postcolonial contexts to shed light on the popularity of elected 
national leaders such as Vladimir Putin, Viktor Orbán, Giorgia Meloni, and Boris 
Johnson. Attending to dons’ balancing of violence and material gain with their 
professed commitment to institutionalized norms and redistribution, and to their 
crafting of affective atmospheres, can extend the political philosophical repertoire 
through which we apprehend apparently confounding combinations of democracy 
and autocracy, of liberalism and illiberalism.

DISMANTLING THE GARRISON?

By asserting the broader analytical relevance of donmanship, I do not mean to 
assert that we are moving toward a world of dons. Indeed, even for Jamaica, this 
specific formation of authority, while entrenched, may be destabilized. My empha-
sis throughout this book has perhaps skewed toward those instances where dons’ 
claims to authority are received favorably, both by residents and by influential 
figures positioned within state institutions. But of course, as with any political 
system, there are alternatives to donmanship.

The Tivoli Incursion was initially heralded as the event that would finally lead 
to the “dismantling of the garrison.” Given the developments in the years that fol-
lowed, I am not convinced that Jamaica’s system of donmanship will be dismantled 
in any meaningful way any time soon: the limited interventions aimed at challeng-
ing the inequalities cemented into the urban landscape seem to have been replaced 
by punitive forms of policing, while new and often more violent men have risen to 
claim power following the death or imprisonment of previous dons. Notwithstand-
ing, it is possible to identify certain changes.

Some of these shifts are actively worrying. One clear trend is the ongoing mili-
tarization of policing. Most disturbingly, perhaps, this involves the near continu-
ous deployment of the Jamaica Defense Force to police low-income areas, and the 
increased use of States of Emergency as a legal strategy to suspend the law in the name 
of crime-fighting.10 Another trend is the emergence of new types of violent crime. 
In the early 2010s, Jamaica’s leaders justified the use of these emergency powers by 
referring to dons. More recently, this legitimization has also shifted to encompass 
a different set of violent extralegal actors. Specifically, police and media attention 
shifted beyond dons in Kingston and Spanish Town to focus on the tourist area 
of Montego Bay where groups of “lottery scammers” were held responsible for 
a rise in killings. Originally seen as a nonviolent form of crime, the practice of 
“scamming”—large-scale defrauding of mainly elderly Americans by phone and 
newer forms of communication technology—came to be associated with violent 
conflict between rivalling criminal organizations.11 Unlike dons, scammers and 
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their organizations appear to be less place-based and less invested in assuming a 
governance role or maintaining connections to established state institutions such 
as electoral politics. Whether these differences with dons make it more difficult for 
scammers to consolidate their power, and to persuade others that their activities 
are legitimate, remains to be seen.

At the same time, back in Kingston, other signs of change—or cracks in the 
Rancièrean political consensus surrounding donmanship—can also be identified. 
There have been important critiques and moments of sensory-political dissensus, 
mentioned more or less in passing at various points throughout the previous 
chapters. Yet it is important to draw these strands of potentiality together here, 
not least to highlight the agency of residents in disrupting as well as upholding the 
status quo of donmanship.

Observers within and beyond Jamaica have often understood the residents of 
Kingston’s garrisons as more or less passive victims, unable to escape the grip of either 
dons or politicians. This perspective can be nuanced, not only by appreciating that 
the residents can actively and agentively grant their recognition of dons’ authority, 
but also by attending to the small but potentially incremental ways in which they 
withhold recognition. The acts of dissensus can take a narrative form, for instance 
by circulating rumors (often related to a don’s sexual behavior) that undermine 
their heroic status, but also through small linguistic choices, such as referring to a 
payment as “extortion” rather than “taxes.” But this withholding of approval can 
also assume other aesthetic forms: vandalizing the painted visage of a “badman,” 
staying at home during a street dance, or singing songs that celebrate other bodies 
of authority. While seemingly minor, such aesthetic acts may contribute more to 
the dismantling of donmanship than any police operation ever will.
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31. For more on the normalization of emergency powers in national security, see Campbell, Citi-
zenship on the Margins; Campbell and Harriott, “The Resort to State of Emergency Policing.”

32. Méndez Beck and Jaffe, “Community Policing goes South,” 834–35; research in Mexico similarly 
suggests that the strategy of “leadership neutralization” increases violence, by catalyzing vio-
lent succession strugg les and renewed turf wars between criminal organizations, or by weaken-
ing the centralized control that previously kept predation of local residents in check; Calderón 
et al., “The Beheading of Criminal Organizations and the Dynamics of Violence in Mexico.”

33. Dacres, “Monument and Meaning,” 138.



Notes to Chapter two  173

2. GEOGRAPHIES

1. Brigstocke et al., “Geographies of Authority,” 2.
2. Jaffe, Concrete Jungles; Ulysse, Downtown Ladies; cf. McCallum, “Racialized Bodies, Naturalized 

Classes.”
3. Clarke, Decolonizing the Colonial City.
4. Carnegie, “The Loss of the Verandah,” 74; see also Carnegie, “How Did There Come to Be a 

‘New Kingston’?”
5. See Jaffe, “Speculative Policing.”
6. See Grossmann and Trubina, “Dignity in Urban Geography.”
7. Wacquant, Urban Outcasts, 67.
8. See Clarke, Decolonizing the Colonial City.
9. See Jaffe et al., “What Does Poverty Feel Like?,” on the importance of heat in marking class 

difference.
10. Helps, “I’m No Soft, Uptown Boy.”
11. Thame, “Woman Out of Place.”
12. See Ulysse, Downtown Ladies, for a detailed analysis of how gender intersects with Kingston’s 

classed and raced hierarchies, and for a description of what she calls a habitus of “tuffness” 
amongst women from Kingston’s low-income areas.

13. For a more detailed discussion of this and other murals, see Meikle and Jaffe, “Scripts 
Héroïques”; Meikle, “Iconization of Donmanship”; Meikle, “The Multivalency of Memorial 
Murals.”
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Beckman, von Benda-Beckman, and Eckert, Rules of Law and Laws of Ruling.
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vers analyzes restorative justice as a form of opportunistic and inappropriate policy transfer. 
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tation in the elaboration of the policy. Laurent, “From Retribution to Restoration,” 1137–38.
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of Criminal Justice”; Fraser and Matthews, “Towards a Criminology of Atmospheres.” Start-
ing from a transnational rather than an urban perspective, Kamari Maxine Clarke makes 
a related intervention into discussions of justice, approaching international law as sets of 
social practices, where “affects are legally materialized, discursively and performatively” and, 
accordingly, “justice making is enmeshed in bodily affects that give rise to emotional expres-
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30. Ghertner, McFann, and Goldstein, “Introduction,” 5.
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1. Ludlow emphasized their exile to mark the difference between the pnp and the jlp. His party, 

the pnp, had “sent away” Tony Brown and George Flash of the East Kingston Hotsteppers 
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Dudus’s extradition, resulting in the Tivoli Incursion and the many deaths. Journalist Sybil 
Hibbert notes that Tony Brown and George Flash returned to Jamaica in 1993 following 
their acquittal; all charges were dropped “because the case file was discovered to be miss-
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3. This also came out clearly in an interview with “Andrew,” a resident from another Kingston 
community, who described how his mother had migrated after an extortion attempt. An-
drew’s mother had owned a bar and men sent her a letter saying that they wanted a certain 
amount on a monthly basis. “Through she born and grow inna di place, she say she nuh 
really deh pan that”—because she had been born and grew up in the area, Andrew told me, 
she had told them she would not comply. “She must’ve sent them back a letter with some 
indecent language,” he explained, and then they gave her a warning and one night robbed 
her while threatening to kill her. It “shook her up violently” that this would happen in what 
she had felt was her place: “She just feel like a nuh fi her place anymore, so she just leave 
Jamaica”—the fact that this had happened in what she had considered her neighborhood 
was what caused her to migrate.
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l’idéologie d’une entreprise.”

5. Michelutti, “Racket Sociality.”
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7. Sheild Johansson, “Tax.” Geographer Angus Cameron defines taxation as “a specifically insti-

tuted and legally sanctioned mode of redistribution.” Cameron, “Turning Point?,” 236.
8. Elaborating this relational approach, sociologists Isaac Martin, Ajay Mehrotra, and Monica 

Prasad argue that “Taxation is the social contract.” As they explain, “Taxes formalize our ob-
ligations to each other. They define the inequalities we accept and those that we collectively 
seek to redress. They signify who is a member of our political community, how wide we draw 
the circle of ‘we.’ They set the boundaries of what our governments can do.” Martin, Mehrotra, 
and Prasad, “The Thunder of History,” 1.

9. Venkatesan, “Afterword,” 143.
10. See Sheild Johansson, “Taxes for Independence.”
11. Cirolia, “Contested Fiscal Geographies”; Cameron, “Turning Point?”
12. See, for example, Makovicky and Smith, “Introduction.”
13. Kauppinen, “God’s Delivery State”; Sheild Johansson, “Taxes for Independence”; Rasmussen, 

“Inside the System, Outside the Law”; Ference, “ ‘You Will Build Me’ ”; Fourchard, Classify, 
Exclude, Police; Roitman, Fiscal Disobedience.

14. Where centralized authority is less recognized, redistribution may be less a central compo-
nent of this social obligation. As anthropologist Miranda Sheild Johansson argues, “In the 
context of societies where populations have historical memories of tribute collection, reci-
procity is not necessarily understood as the core logic of a fiscal system.” Sheild Johansson, 
“Taxes for Independence,” 20.

15. This responsibility for market operations was previously vested in Metropolitan Parks and 
Markets (mpm) but shifted to the Kingston and St. Andrew Municipal Corporation. Where 
Ludlow’s account suggested that the government had ceded the fee collection and manage-
ment of market spaces to dons, rather than continuing to engage actively in competition 
with them, a former mpm official described the dons’ role in collecting market fees in the 
1990s more as a constant negotiation, which at that point took the form of literal subcon-
tracting rather than direct replacement. He told me: “I made them collect the fees, but I 
made sure that we got our fair share out of it. And some of those who evaded the fees were 
now made to collect fees. And if you didn’t pay to them, you’d pay to the market. We took 
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away a lot of that collection from them because we demanded our fair share of them. But 
by the same token, instead of using third-party security companies, we used them. So that 
they earned the security fee that I would have paid to other security companies. And I, you 
know, I bought them uniforms and put them in uniforms.” I sought to clarify whether these 
“collectors” had been working for mpm. “Yes, as subcontractors,” he answered, “But I mean, 
I gave them money to buy, to provide uniforms for their people, as well as a basic wage. And 
I didn’t collect 100 percent of the money that they collected. I mean, I was aware of that. But 
instead of collecting 5 percent, I was collecting, you know, maybe 80 percent.”

16. Robinson, “Extortion.” Swart describes an intermediate situation where men working under 
the orders of a central don begin to exact a personal “top-up” from entrepreneurs, in addi-
tion to the amount that the don expects. Swart, “Producing State-Effect,” 18.

17. See Maurer, “The Disunity of Finance,” 416–19.
18. Ardener, “The Comparative Study of Rotating Credit Associations,” 201. For more on pardna, 

see Purcell, “Local Institutions in Grassroots Development.”
19. Purcell, “Local Institutions in Grassroots Development,” 148.
20. See Charles, “Business Ethics in Jamaica,” 104; Swart, “Producing State-Effect.”
21. Indeed, in the 2010s, jps developed a new community strategy in low-income areas, aimed in 

part at electricity theft-reduction, that sought to reconfigure previously antagonistic rela-
tions with residents into more collaborative relations of community development. See Jaffe 
and Pilo’, “Security Technology, Urban Prototyping, and the Politics of Failure.”

22. However, as Norman emphasized, the unions had worked together to uphold the 60/40 labor 
deal to ensure that there was a balance between jlp and pnp supporters in a system he 
called “winner-takes-most.” In contrast, the current arrangement, he told me, was different: 
“Dons are winners-take-all.”

23. A Jamaica Gleaner review of the last time the event was held, in August 2009, noted that 
“Champions in Action is known as a well-organised, orderly event and the 2009 staging at 
Jamworld [sic], Portmore, St Catherine, last Saturday night was no different,” and observed 
that “there were big-ups to the ‘President’ [Dudus], show organiser, all night.” Cooke, “Too 
Many Champions for Consistent Action.”

24. Frances-Pitt, “Did Dudus Force Entertainers to Perform?” The corporate sponsors included 
well-known national car dealerships, record companies, and television stations.

25. Frances-Pitt, “Did Dudus Force Entertainers to Perform?”
26. Frances-Pitt, “Did Dudus Force Entertainers to Perform?”
27. Jones-Griffith, “No Coercion in Action.”
28. Jones-Griffith, “No Coercion in Action.”
29. Jones-Griffith, “No Coercion in Action.”
30. Jones-Griffith, “No Coercion in Action.”
31. For example, Hull, “Documents and Bureaucracy”; Riles, Documents.
32. Navaro-Yashin, The Make-Believe Space, 33, 125.
33. Ministry of Justice, Report Western Kingston Commission of Enquiry 2016.
34. See, for example, Lessing and Willis, “Legitimacy in Criminal Governance”; Nugent, “Gov-

erning States.”
35. For example, Davis, “Extortionists or Helpers?”; Spaulding, “They’re Back!”; Spaulding, 

“Extortion Menace.” The police lament the public’s reluctance to report parking hustlers, 
admitting that they have not prosecuted anyone for extorting people for parking, despite the 
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existence of legislation that would result in fines or imprisonment for those found guilty of 
this practice. See Skyers, “Coping with the Hustlers of Downtown Kingston.”

36. Bryan, “Visa Vehicle Hustle.”
37. See Jensen and Hapal, “Police Violence and Corruption in the Philippines” for comparable 

attempts to reinterpret violent exchanges between citizens and violent police officers as 
longer-term state-citizen relationships.

CONCLUSION

1. Linke, “Contact Zones.”
2. Masco, The Theater of Operations; Thomas, “Public Secrets.”
3. Rutherford, Living in the Stone Age; Thomas, Political Life.
4. For similar work, see Kivland, Street Sovereigns.
5. Rudolph, “The Imperialism of Categories,” 8.
6. See, for instance, Partha Chatterjee’s influential work contrasting a Eurocentric notion of civil 

society with the concept of political society, but also conceptualizations of politics in the 
postcolony formulated by Achille Mbembe or Jean Comaroff and John Comaroff. Chatter-
jee, The Politics of the Governed; Mbembe, On the Postcolony; Comaroff and Comaroff, Law and 
Disorder in the Postcolony.

7. See, for example, Muggah, “Deconstructing the Fragile City.”
8. Roy, “The 21st-Century Metropolis,” 820. See Robinson and Roy, “Debate on Global Urbanisms 

and the Nature of Urban Theory.”
9. For related analyses of hybrid forms of legality and authoritarianism, see, for example, Mc-

Cann and Kahraman, “On the Interdependence of Liberal and Illiberal/Authoritarian Legal 
Forms”; Corrales, “The Authoritarian Resurgence.” On Trump, autocracy, and criminal 
practices, see Kendzior, Hiding in Plain Sight.

10. See Jaffe, “Speculative Policing”; Thomas, “Public Secrets”; Campbell and Harriott, “The 
Resort to Emergency Policing.”

11. Lewis, Scammer’s Yard; Thorburn, Scamming, Gangs, and Violence.
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