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Abstract 

Recently, resilience has become a catchall solution for some of the world’s most pressing 

ecological, economic and social problems. This dissertation analyzes the cultural politics 

of resilience in Kingston, Jamaica by examining them through their purported universal 

principles of adaptation and flexibility. On the one hand, mainstream development 

regimes conceptualize resilience as a necessary and positive attribute of economies, 

societies and cultures if we are to survive any number of disasters or disturbances. 

Therefore, in Jamaican cultural and development policy resilience is championed as both 

a means and an end of development. On the other hand, critics of resilience see the new 

rollout of resilience projects as deepening neoliberalism, capitalism and new forms of 

governmentality because resilience projects provide the terrain for new forms of 

securitization and surveillance practices. These scholars argue that resilience often 

forecloses the possibilities to resist that which threatens us. However, rather than 

dismissing resilience as solely a sign of domination and governmentality, this dissertation 

argues that resilience must be understood as much more ambiguous and complex, rather 

than within binaries such as subversion vs. neoliberal and resistance vs. resilience. Overly 

simplistic dualities of this nature have been the dominant approach in the scholarship thus 

far. This dissertation provides a close analysis of resilience in both multilateral and 

Jamaican government policy documents, while exploring the historical and contemporary 

production of resilience in the lives of marginalized populations. Through three sites 

within Kingston, Jamaica—namely dancehall and street dances, WMW-Jamaica and the 

activist platform SO((U))L HQ—this dissertation demonstrates that “resilience” is best 

understood as an ambiguous site of power negotiations, social reproduction and survival 
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in Jamaica today. It is often precisely this ambiguous power of ordinary resilience that is 

capitalized on and exploited to the detriment of vulnerable groups. At once demonstrating 

creative negotiation and reproduction of colonial capitalist social relations within the 

realms of NGO, activist work and cultural production, this dissertation demonstrates the 

complexity of resilience. Ultimately, this dissertation draws attention to the importance of 

studying spaces of cultural production in order to understand the power and limits of 

contemporary policy discourses and political economy.  
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Chapter 1 

Introduction 

The list of disciplines now operationalizing “resilience” is almost endless. So much so 

that according to Claudia Aradau (2014) resilience has become “the quasi-universal 

answer to problems of governance, from climate change to children’s education, from 

indigenous history to disaster response and from development to terrorism” (73). While 

the concept of resilience has been around for quite some time, especially in the field of 

ecology, it is only recently that resilience has become a buzzword in fields as wide-

ranging as national and international policy, development projects, linguistics, 

community and capacity building, resource and disaster management etc. The Oxford 

English Dictionary defines resilience as “The action or an act of rebounding or springing 

back” and “the power of resuming an original shape or position after compression” 

(oed.com). One of the most used definitions comes from ecologist C.S. Holling who 

defines resilience as “the capacity of a system to absorb disturbance and reorganize while 

undergoing change so as to still retain essentially the same function” (Walker et al. 2004: 

np).  However, due to its relative haziness (there are various iterations of resilience, both 

positive and negative) and flexibility, resilience has been unquestionably adopted as a 

response mechanism for the seemingly increased number of disasters—from the 

ecological to the economic—that face the contemporary world or threaten its future. 

Indeed, resilience and futurity have become symbiotic especially in terms of managing 

potential threats or risks emerging from economic and social crises and learning to 

employ the right apparatus for governing in the face of these threats. It seems that nearly 
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everywhere, more and more of us are being asked (or required) to become resilient to all 

manner of threats, including those created through markets (i.e. unemployment, financial 

disaster). Resilience has taken on a new politics, the ways in which people make, 

maintain and understand the rules under which we live, based on universal principles of 

adaptation and flexibility. Adaptation and resilience are often linked because becoming 

resilient means adapting to that which is threatening in order to survive.1 Because 

resilience has been so closely tied to disaster management and risk, it has become an 

integral part of global development projects, where goals are often to increase the 

capacities and capabilities of vulnerable individuals, communities and states. Often in 

these projects, it is the poor and vulnerable who are asked to become (more) resilient 

while they are praised for being inherently resilient.2 A number of scholars suggest that 

the new rollout of resilience projects extends neoliberalism, capitalism and new forms of 

governmentality because resilience projects provide the terrain for new forms of 

securitization and surveillance practices (Coaffee 2009; Joseph 2013; Evans and Reid 

2014; Chandler 2014; Wrangel 2014). So while resilience is discursively ubiquitous, and 

                                                        
1 In this dissertation I often use resilience and adaptation together because becoming more 
resilient means adapting to threats like economic austerity, lack of funding, and colonialism. 
2 For instance, Senior Vice President and Chief Economist of the World Bank, Justin Yifu Lin’s 
“Making the Poor more Resilient to Overcome Future Crises and the Role of the World Bank” 
focuses on enhancing the capacity of the poor to cope with “recurrent” financial crises as they are 
the most vulnerable (2010: np); In 2012, The Food and Agriculture Organization of the United 
Nations (FAO), issued a strategic response framework to the food and nutrition crisis in West 
Africa, titled “The food and nutrition crisis in the Sahel: urgent action to support the resilience of 
vulnerable populations.”; The European Microfinance Platform announced the launch of their 
Microfinance Award that would focus on,  “building resilience among vulnerable populations” by 
focusing on post-conflict and post-disaster microfinance opportunities (2015: np); Evans and 
Reid (2014), discuss how the poor and vulnerable in New Orleans had to become the most 
resilient after hurricane Katrina (88); The International Resilience Project at Dalhousie University 
aims to “aims to develop research methods appropriate to the study of health related phenomena 
in at-risk child and youth populations in different cultural contexts” (Resilienceresearch.org 
2015:np). 
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appears undefined and unchallenged by those targeted by the discourse, it has prompted 

criticism towards those who circulate resilience and do not consider its specificities and 

challenges enough.  

There are no studies yet of the co-constitution of contemporary Jamaican cultural 

production and Jamaica’s resilience discourse. Nor are there any studies that look at the 

ways this new resilience politics has been put to work in Jamaica, reorganizing and 

reorienting knowledge and practices for specific and instrumentalizing purposes 

including development goals. By attending to the specificities of historical and spatial 

context, this dissertation asks a number of questions: How does resilience manifest in the 

discourse of Jamaica’s contemporary development and cultural policy? What can creative 

practices and cultural production, that take place in streets, in NGO work and activist 

spaces, tell us about resilience and resistance in postcolonial, neoliberal Jamaica? What 

form does resilience take in practice? What are its effects? As such, I take seriously the 

discursive practices that give the concept of resilience traction in place and contribute to 

its ambiguity by having powerful and important consequences on work life and survival 

in Jamaica. Drawing on Marxian and Foucauldian theories, I use a postcolonial cultural 

politics analytical framework (Li 1999, 2007; Mitchell 2002, 2008; Moore1999) for 

understanding resilience as not just a discourse received from the West and applied to the 

global South, but one that emerges and is materialized in and through practice in 

particular contexts, in my case, Kingston, Jamaica. As a post/colonial context, 

understanding resilience as discursive practice in contemporary Jamaica requires 

attention to historical, spatial and ethnographic realities shaped variously and 

simultaneously by the intersections of colonial capitalism, slavery and its afterlife, 
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development discourses, patriarchy and racism. In other words, histories of slavery and 

colonialism intimately shape this post/colonial city’s experience of neoliberal 

development discourse, but people’s struggles with imagining and living beyond those 

histories produce the complex and contested articulation of resilience in Jamaica. 

Creative cultural practices and cultural production, understood as creative practice 

and the symbolic (re)production of everyday life, are used as sites of study in this 

dissertation for a number of reasons. First, cultural production has become increasingly 

tied to neoliberalism wherein countries are becoming more dependent on invigorating 

creative economies and creative cities. As such, scholarly analysis on such connection 

and the consequences that arise from the interrelationship of cultural practices and 

neoliberalism, such as creative resilience practices and rhetoric, is necessary. Second, 

creative cultural practices are often sites of intense struggle against dominant or 

hegemonic structures.  Performance, dance and plays in Jamaica, particularly in the 20th 

century became “a place for interventions around myriad everyday social issues and 

forums for imagining and critiquing anti-colonial identity and possibility” (Ford-Smith 

2011:5). In Jamaica, creative practices in the colonial period and after offer critiques of 

social hierarchies and became sites for these structures to be renegotiated (ibid: 6). 

Today, popular forms of creative practices, like dancehall and street dances, NGO theatre 

and activist labour, provide a similarly critical lens on contemporary social issues in 

Jamaica as they are often utilized for neoliberal creative economies. As such, creative 

practices and cultural production provide ways to discuss complex and contradictory 

relationships between neoliberalism and resilience.  
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The lacunae in the research are surprising because a significant number of 

resilience practices are institutionalized in developing countries where, importantly and 

paradoxically for the development agenda and mainstream development approaches, 

resilience is articulated as unambiguous, obvious, absolute and normative. In mainstream 

development rhetoric it is almost universal; it is both a goal and the means to reach the 

goal—an unchallenged tautology for development regimes. Jamaica’s national 

development plan, Vision 2030, and its national cultural policy, Jamaica Towards a 

Cultural Superstate, take up resilience in various ways in order to bolster support for 

national development. In Jamaica’s development plan, there are a number of initiatives 

that aim to boost the resilience of the environment, disaster management, the economy, 

communities and the poor to ensure the country attains a developed status by 2030—

resilience as a goal. By comparison in the cultural policy, there is a call for Jamaicans to 

harness the historical resilience of Jamaica’s people, who survived slavery and 

colonization, in order to support the cultural development programming and the creative 

industries – resilience as means. At a more local level, advocacy group Jamaicans For 

Lesbian and Gays (J-Flag) titled its 2015 Larry Chang Symposium “The LGBT 

Community: A Resilient People” to highlight the resilience of LGBT persons living in 

Jamaica.  Also, the Jamaica Constabulary Force has initiated “Operation Resilience” to 

target crime in areas of the island dealing with gang-related activity.  

Strikingly, resilience is not always about becoming further embedded into 

neoliberal constructs of development. It is often a concept used to describe the ways that 

individuals, communities and states survived colonialism and the continued anti-colonial 

struggle. Discussion and research on the politics of resilience is full of complications and 



 6 

potential because analysis that considers a multiplicity of resilience reflects the 

biopolitical distinction “between power over life versus the power of life” (Grove 2013a: 

615).3 Resilience is wrapped up in neoliberal regimes that for example serve state (power 

over life) means as well as acts of resistance and emancipation that can disrupt the state 

(power of life). Viewing resilience in a more complex way, as I hope to show, opens up a 

variety of context-specific sites of (the possibility of) resistance, such as those revealed 

through cultural production or creative practices in formerly colonized states. In other 

words, starting from the premise that resilience, even in our present moment, does not 

automatically engender neoliberal models may provide new insights into how people are 

adhering to, wrestling with or resisting the various ways neoliberalism bears down on 

their lives.  This is especially important in contexts like Kingston, Jamaica, where history 

has often necessitated the need for resilience and where there is an increased embrace and 

struggle with the concept as it appears within development policies, programs and 

practices, that seek to make Jamaica a “developed” country by 2030.  

 

Liberal and Neoliberal Resilience 

Understanding how resilience has become a new buzzword and integral for liberal 

development regimes requires investigating how it is that resilience is manifested in both 

liberalism and neoliberalism. Indeed, resilience has been incorporated into the discourse 

                                                        
3 As Grove (2013a) asserts, biopolitics is not “founded on a unified and coherent subject of rights, 
responsibilities, and agency” (615) but is is instead, as Lazzarto (2002) maintains, a “multitude of 
forces that act and react amongst each other” (103). These forces that act in relation to each other, 
be it employee and employer, men and women, are relations between forces that always involve a 
power relation (ibid). Consequently, Lazzarato continues, “biopolitics is the strategic 
coordination of these power relations in order to extract a surplus of power from living beings. 
Biopolitics is a strategic relation; it is not the pure and simple capacity to legislate or legitimize 
sovereignty” (ibid).  
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of larger development institutions including the United Nations, The World Bank (WB) 

and the International Monetary Fund (IMF) that have increasingly advocated for 

neoliberal models as the path to an economic and social utopia. The IMF suggests that the 

resilience of Latin American countries4 after the 2008 crisis had to do with strong 

macroeconomic policies, exchange rate flexibility and simple economic financial systems 

(De Gregorio 2013: 2). Similarly, the World Bank’s paper on the resilience of countries 

with emerging economies argues that during the 2008 financial crisis these countries 

fared better than ever during crisis recovery due to “sounder macroeconomics and 

financial policy framework and a shift towards safer domestic and international trade 

stances” (Didier et al. 2011:8). Thus, both the IMF and the WB point to the management 

and adaptive techniques of these economies within a neoliberal framework as a key factor 

in these developing economies’ ability to recover faster from crises. In short, according to 

global institutions, an economy’s resilience is a function of its adherence to technocratic 

principles, sound economic fundamentals and strong economic management. 

International Relations professors Brad Evans and Julian Reid (2014) demonstrate 

that the resilience trope is driven by liberalism and a neoliberalism that has its roots in 

Kantian enlightenment5 and a liberalism that understands social life principally through  

knowledge of life sciences.6 Foucault, of course, is foundational in understanding how 

                                                        
4 Latin American countries included in this study include Argentina, Brazil, Chile, Colombia, 
Mexico, Peru, Uruguay and Venezuela. 
5 They argue that Kant degrades reason by trying to draw limits around it and that we must 
reclaim reason. They do not abandon reason because after all thinking in a new imaginary will 
necessarily mean we have to think about what is a good way to go about doing something and 
what is not.  
6 In that the life sciences since the 17th century have been able to distinguish between forms of 
productive life and those that obstruct to life; processes that threaten life, render it vulnerable and 
insecure (Evans and Reid 2014: 39). 
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liberalism as we know it was birthed alongside biopolitics.7 In The Birth of Biopolitics 

(1979/2004), Foucault describes how the liberal subject is not defined by his freedom or 

by the opposition of body and soul, but by that which can bring it pleasure in the denial 

of pain and the potential for suffering. For the liberal subject there is a search for 

resilience in whatever may be found to threaten its capacity to live in unending durability 

against pain and suffering (ibid: 272). Moreover, liberal governmentality or the “liberal 

art of government” is the management of freedom (ibid: 63). However, liberalism never 

permits one to be “free”; it defines the freedoms it purports to create (freedom of the 

market, freedom of property rights, possible freedoms of expression etc.).  Mechanisms 

of governmentality such as market regulation, property laws and legislation are the 

conditions for which these “freedoms” are upheld and formalized (ibid: 65). 

Nevertheless, at the same time that it manufactures the conditions of these freedoms, it 

also has to contend with threats to them. That is to say, liberalism and the liberal art of 

government must manufacture freedoms while securing these “freedoms” from danger 

through regulation and securitization. For instance, for free markets to flourish there must 

be restrictions on monopolies.8 For liberalism, then, there is a constant negotiation 

between “freedom” and “security” with reference to the possible dangers that threaten 

“freedom.” Thus, there is no liberalism without a “culture of danger”9 (ibid: 66). Three 

consequences arise out of the negotiation between freedom and security for Foucault. 

First, it requires that individuals live in fear so that they are “conditioned to experience 
                                                        
7 Kant was also troubled by the tensions caused by life as a concept because life itself is always 
vulnerable and the search for utopic life is thus an aporia.  
8 This is also what Polanyi called “the double movement.” 
9 This is why Foucault (1979/2004) believes that that the motto for liberalism is “live 
dangerously” (66). Unfortunately, “live dangerously” has, in recent years, been equated with live 
freely or as some sort of empowerment motto. This is not Foucault’s point. What Foucault means 
here is that liberal subjects must live in fear.  
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their situation, their life, their present, and their future as containing dangers” (ibid); 

second, new extended forms of discipline are created; third, the new controls and 

disciplining measures become the springboard from which new manufactured freedoms 

arise. Foucault’s conclusion is that liberalism produces its own crises in an effort to stop 

them.  

Much of Foucault’s analysis of governmentality and liberalism is relevant to 

understanding how and why resilience projects, focusing on the rational individual’s 

supposed freedom and choice to secure itself via the free market, have become so popular 

in the age of neoliberalism. Neoliberalism assumes that well-being can be advanced by 

freeing up an individual’s entrepreneurialism with a supportive framework that upholds 

liberal freedoms, which consequently means negotiating the potential risks to these 

market freedoms (as well as this individual’s well-being).  Through resilience 

programming, individuals are instructed to prepare for future crises and thus, live in fear 

of the future.  

As a processual project, neoliberalism focuses on liberalizing the market and 

upholding state mechanisms that support free-market capitalism and has become a 

dominant, if not a “commonsense of the times,” ideological rationalization for 

globalization and state restructuring (Peck and Tickell 2002: 380). Conceived by the 

Chicago School of Economics, it was then institutionalized and put into practice during 

the 1980s by both the UK, under Thatcher, and in the US, under Reagan (ibid: 388). 

Promoted as a reform that upheld consumer choice, neoliberalism “captured ideals of 

individual freedoms and turned them against interventionist and regulatory practices of 

the state” (Harvey 2005:42). It became “a commitment to the extension of markets and 
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logics of competitiveness with a profound antipathy to all kinds of Keynesian and/or 

collectivist strategies. The constitution and extension of competitive forces is married 

with aggressive forms of state downsizing, austerity financing and public-service 

‘reform’” (Peck and Tickell 2002: 381) many of which were predicated on privatization. 

For instance, in the 1980s Thatcher sought to increase the public treasury by selling off 

state-run corporations like British Airways, British Telecom and other public service 

companies like electricity, oil and gas in a wave of privatization (Harvey 2005: 60). 

Similarly, for much of the developing world, the liberalizing, privatizing and austerity 

came in the form of Structural Adjustment Programs (SAPs) prescribed by the IMF and 

WB after countries felt the effects of the OPEC crisis and were unable to make balance of 

payments on foreign-owned debt. Neoliberalism is often described as requiring self-

imposed disciplinary codes in order to survive restructuring that are “monastic” in their 

restraint (Peck and Tickell 2002: 381). In Jamaica, for example, the disciplinary measures 

handed down included devaluing the dollar to float freely in the market, cutting health 

and education program budgets, selling off publicly-owned properties like hotels, and 

raising the prices of basic goods (Claremont and Ferguson 1992: 18).   

Unlike the neoliberalism of the 1970s and 1980s, which acted as a response to the 

external crises such as the OPEC and Keynesian-welfarism, the shift into the 

neoliberalism of the 1990s and onward that has stimulated the use of resilience discourse 

has been triggered by internal contradictions brought on by the neoliberal project itself 

(ibid: 390). The SAPs that the IMF peddled to developing countries in the 1980s, for 

example, left a wake of increased and unanticipated poverty and inequality. These 

programs did not produce the economically balanced, globally competitive and connected 
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states it had promised. Despite these perverse consequences, neoliberalism did not go 

away; it simply metamorphosed, attempting to reconcile left-wing social policies with 

right-wing economics, beginning with the Clinton and Blair administrations’ Third Way 

(ibid: 388). Whereas there was a rather narrow agenda focusing on market logics and less 

government in earlier iterations of neoliberalism, this new variation of neoliberalism 

includes foregrounding social and penal policies in order to discipline and contain those 

who were negatively affected by the earlier iteration of neoliberalism. As Wacquant 

explains, “the same parties […] who mobilized, with readily observable success, in 

support of  ‘less government’ as concerns the prerogatives of capital and the utilization of 

labour, are now demanding […] ‘more government’ to mask and contain the deleterious 

social consequences […] of the deregulation of wage labour and the deterioration of 

social protection” (cited in Peck and Tickell 2002: 389).  

There is thus a move towards new policymaking that focuses on states building in 

the form of deeply interventionist agendas “emerging around ‘social’ issues like crime, 

immigration, policing, welfare reform, urban order and surveillance, and community 

regeneration” (ibid). In doing so, these new articulations of neoliberalism ask that new 

institutions be fashioned and new subjectivities, like entrepreneurial subjectivities, be 

constructed if one wants gainful employment and to avoid a life of criminality (ibid). 

Much of this comes in the form of downloading responsibility of social programming to 

community organizations, non-governmental organizations (NGOs), civil society 

organizations (CSOs), local governments and individuals themselves. This is what 

Harvey (2005) calls “privatization by NGO” (177). Neoliberalism reorganizes political 

society along the lines of decentralization and slim states while folding in collective 
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rights.  As Hale (2005) argues, “neoliberalism brings forth a new direction in social 

policy, emphasizing the development of civil society and social capital, and an approach 

to cultural rights…” (12). However, despite becoming responsibilized, these local 

institutions are also argued to be less powerful than larger international institutions (like 

the WTO, IMF, WB) that have gained power without the responsibility and that, more 

often than not, dictate the agendas of these local institutions via funding packages (Peck 

and Tickell 2002: 386). As such, these local agents and organizations have to become 

ultra-competitive and flexible in order to adapt the schemes of governmentality 

coordinated by larger institutions—they must, in a sense, become resilient. 

The UN, for instance, cites resilience as part of its development lexicon 

particularly in its current areas of focus, sustainability and culture. Resilience, 

adaptability and flexibility are of great importance in the sustainability of areas like the 

environment, urban spaces, and indigenous knowledge and culture. More recently, 

resilience features prominently in UNESCO’s “Post-2015 Dialogues on Culture and 

Development” as an indicator of cultural development. In the interim report, “Delivering 

the Post-2015 Development Agenda: Opportunities at the National and Local Levels,” 

creative and cultural industries are cited as being a “resilient economic sector that 

provides livelihood opportunities” (United Nations Development Group (UNDP) 2014: 

28) and will be key to the Sustainable Development Goals (SDG) one of which includes 

“mak[ing] cities and human settlements inclusive, safe, resilient and sustainable” (ibid: 

12-13). Additionally, UNESCO (2015c) claims that culture is necessary for resilience in 
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various capacities. Cultural life10 provides the vehicle for which women become 

empowered and more resilient against gender-based violence (GBV) (45); maintenance 

of indigenous knowledge and culture which, when utilized alongside contemporary 

methodologies, enhances communities’ capacities to adapt and become resilient to 

various disasters including climate change (64); creative and craft industries provide 

women income opportunities that increase overall familial resilience, in that they have 

income for social reproduction (25); and development initiatives that target and 

contribute to “women’s participation in culture increase their resilience, as well as that of 

their households and communities” (25). While UNESCO evades defining resilience 

outright, it is clear to them that resilience is a positive unquestioned attribute and plays a 

significant part in the ways in which the UN structures and thinks about contemporary 

and future development initiatives.  

 
Resilience in Jamaica 

Kingston, Jamaica is one of the most interesting and valuable places to think 

through the politics of resilience, culture and development considering the ubiquitous 

mobilization of resilience discourse for neoliberal governance. Consider the historical, 

geographical, and political ways in which resilience frame the socio-spatial dynamics of 

Kingston, where the case studies in this dissertation are located.  

From its very beginnings, Kingston was built out of necessity to adapt. Founded 

in 1692 under British rule, which had captured the island from the Spanish 40 years prior, 

on the ledge of Liguanea Plain on the south east coast of the island, the main purpose of 

                                                        
10 UNESCO (2015c) defines cultural life as “song and dance, theatre, visual arts, heritage and 
poetry” (45). 
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the city was to replace Port Royal, which had been destroyed in an earthquake. Kingston 

was built in order to maintain and secure connections between Britain and the plantation 

economy.  As Port Royal was the island’s main port of entry at the time, there was also a 

need to resettle those caught in the disaster (Ulysse 2007: 161; Clarke 2006: 2). A 

planned city, as opposed to the intuitively built Spanish Town, Kingston is, in effect, a 

transplanted European city designed by white elites to fulfill the needs of transplanted 

and new colonists. Kingston then was borne out of a response to natural, social and 

economic disaster. It was, in effect, created to restore the vitality of the island after the 

earthquake on June 7th of 1692 demolished what was the West Indies’ busiest and most 

prosperous port. Of the 6500 inhabitants, about one-third were killed during the quake, 

and another 2000 died days after from injuries and disease (Gragg 2000:31; Kozák and 

Čermák 2010: 129). Survivors revealed that the 15-minute-long quake “swallowed up 

multitudes of people all together” and buildings sank in the soft sand that served as an 

unfortunate and unsustainable foundation for the coastal city (cited in Gragg 2000: 30). 

Despite some attempts to rebuild Port Royal back to its previous condition, the damage 

was just too severe. Less than 25 acres or about a quarter mile of the city was left. While 

the navy base remained, the commercial industry of the island yielded and moved north 

of the tombolo to what would be known as Kingston. Built into the south coast of the 

island, Kingston was arguably built on steadier ground, so to speak, as it was not as 

exposed as Port Royal which is situated on the tip of the tombolo.11 As a mechanism for 

response to a disaster that destroyed the island’s main access to the crown colony, its 

                                                        
11 The Caribbean Disaster Mitigation Project (CDMP) notes that the 1692 earthquake was so 
damaging to Port Royal because of the loose saturated soil of Pasiladoes. The 1907 earthquake 
did significantly damage to Kingston however, the majority of the damage was around the coast, 
down the tombolo towards Port Royal. (CDMP 2001: np) 
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economy and wealth, Kingston was built to adapt and adjust to the catastrophe of 1692 

but also to those disasters yet to come.12 As such, Kingston was developed not only to 

absorb the geological, economic and social shocks that toppled Port Royal but also in 

anticipation of future disasters. From Kingston’s birth, resilience was part of the city’s (as 

well as the country’s) development strategy and resilience was therefore, built right into 

its very social fabric.     

Kingston, Jamaica is also an important site because as a postcolonial city it 

provides ample examples of ways in which people have survived, thrived, resisted and 

adapted to political, social and economic crises since independence through to the eras of 

contemporary neoliberal development. For instance, one of Kingston’s distinctive socio-

spatial features is its stark class and race polarization, a legacy of colonialism and 

slavery. After Emancipation, much of the polarized urban population was divided 

wherein elite classes spread from East Kingston to Cross Roads and Half-Way-Tree and 

northwards to Constance Spring as well as into suburbs of St. Andrew, while the poorer 

tended to reside in the south western and inner eastern parts of the city (Clarke 2006: 25-

29). At this time, the city was home to a large population of marginalized black 

Jamaicans who were consigned to the unskilled and domestic laboring class while “the 

middle segment of largely people of mixed race, Jews, Chinese, Indians and Syrians 

dominated the commercial sector, reserving the professions for a small white and Jewish 

group” (Mullings 2009: 177). Therefore, despite the economic depression due to the loss 

of the sugar monopoly, observations in the Jamaica Gleaner archives from pre-

                                                        
12 According to the CDMP, the most comprehensive study of seismic activity in Jamaica, tracing 
earthquakes from 1564 to 1971, reports that there were “357 earthquakes and more than 1000 
intensity reports for this time period” (CDMP 2001: np). 
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independence suggest that the wealthy in Kingston maintained a commanding presence in 

the city. From the social clubs and lodges to the near nightly soirées at prestigious hotels 

like the Constance Spring Hotel, to charity and sporting events and daily cinema shows, 

the elites thrived socially and culturally in the colony. In addition to access to leisure and 

entertainment, they also had access to the best education and resources on the island 

including housing while “the black majority remained trapped in poor quality housing 

with minimal access to good education or health” (Mullings 2009: 177).  

Between 1943 and 1960 the population in Kingston increased by 86%, with an 

annual population increase rate of 3.9% between 1953 and 1960 (Clarke 2006: 24). 

According to Clarke (2006), the population increase was due to an island-wide 

population increase (Jamaica’s population went from 15.3/1000 in 1943 to 34.0/10000 in 

1960); increase in birth rates (from 32.2 to 42.9); and decrease of death rates (from 17.9 

to 8.9) (ibid). While there was a significant population loss due to emigration to the UK, 

there was also significant immigration from rural areas into the city and by 1960 almost a 

quarter of the island’s population lived in Kingston.  

By 1944, in response to intense labour rights movements in 1938 caused by the 

depression, decreased wages and increased cost of living, Britain granted Jamaica the 

ability to create an internal self-government from which the two major political parties, 

the Jamaica Labour Party (JLP) and the People’s National Party (PNP), emerged. The 

win of the JLP in 1944 and again in 1949 helped to spur relationships of political 
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clientelism13 in Jamaica and specifically Kingston where fractions of the city voted (and 

still vote) communally for either the JLP or PNP.  

From 1955, when the PNP was finally elected, through to independence (1962), 

the new democratic socialist government made significant efforts to address the extreme 

inequality in the country through education and “by program of industrialization, 

especially since the growth of Kingston’s population was accelerating” (Clarke 1975 

cited in Clarke 2006: 21). During this time, in addition to industrialization, the PNP 

promoted growth and development in agriculture, tourism and bauxite mining as well as 

expanding and increasing access to secondary education across the island (ibid).  

For a time, the PNP’s attention to social programming was evidently successful. 

During the late 1950s and into the 1960s, the city’s illiteracy rates were cut by a third and 

by a half in St. Andrew (ibid: 22). Moreover, Kingston’s secondary school enrollment 

outnumbered the illiteracy rate. Indeed, across the island during 1960s and 1970s the 

government-led programs in education, healthcare and housing “actively reduced levels 

of income inequality” (Mullings 2009: 177). Under Michael Manley, the PNP introduced 

free secondary and tertiary education in 1973 as well as “a fund for housing construction 

through compulsory contributions in 1977 and in 1979 a policy for paid maternity leave 

                                                        
13 Figueroa, Harriott, and Satchell (2008), Clarke (2006), The Carter Centre (1998), all use 
“political tribalism” to describe the partisanship among the two major political parties in Jamaica, 
the Jamaica Labour Party (JLP) and the People’s National Party (PNP). “Tribalism” may be a 
misnomer because there are no “tribal” people in Jamaica, but it is used an euphemism (perhaps 
outdated) to describe the extreme patronage to the two parties. Clarke argues that “…a major 
problem for Kingstonians, not simply for those who live there, has been the deep politicization—
indeed the word ‘tribalization’ is not too extreme—of the ghetto” (209). I have opted, instead, to 
use “clientelism” to reflect more accurately the relationship between the political parties and their 
voters. In these relationships, a process of communal clientelism in which communities exchange 
votes for resources occurs. For instance, after Seaga (JLP leader) won in 1962, Back-o-Wall was 
turned into Tivoli Gardens, a modern multi-story housing estate “bristling with JLP voters (most 
brought in from outside the constituency), who were allocated the new accommodation and jobs 
with which to pay for it” (ibid: 211).  
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[…] facilitated the growing entrance of women into the labour force” (ibid). There were 

subsidies for basic foods that, combined with the government social programming, 

helped to reduce the gap between rich and poor in the country (ibid). However, the 

successes of Manley’s democratic socialism and Keynesian economic development were 

short-lived and stunted by the OPEC crisis. In 1977, like many “third world” countries at 

the time that also had no viable alternatives to deal with the high prices of necessary oil, 

Jamaica was forced to sign its first of many IMF agreements. Neoliberalism was 

introduced to Jamaica.  

Between 1977 and 1980, Jamaica failed numerous quarterly and performance 

tests with the IMF. Prior to the PNP’s loss to Edward Seaga and the JLP in 1980, the PNP 

signed an extension on their loan with the IMF and an additional two loans with the 

WB.14 Pro-IMF and Pro-USA, Seaga signed another deal in 1981 that began the process 

of freeing the market and divesting public assets in favour of private take-overs. Now that 

Seaga had Jamaica firmly back in the US’s corner, severing Manley’s ties with Castro’s 

Cuba, USAID gave Jamaica 27 times more per-capita funding than Sub-Saharan Africa, 

hoping this would help with their mounting levels of poverty (Weis 2005: 121). 

Unfortunately, the increase in public expenditures in the 1970s were not balanced by the 

privatization in the early ’80s and by 1983 the Jamaican dollar was devalued by 84%. 

This devaluation meant that the government had to borrow the equivalent of 25% of its 

GDP just for debt servicing (Boyd 1988: 133). By 1986, the dollar had devalued even 

                                                        
14 In May 1978, a three-year Extended Fund Facility (EFF) administered by the IMF was enacted. 
Between 1978 and 1979 loans to finance imports as well as the Export Development Fund (EDF) 
program were granted by the World Bank (Gopaul 1996: 116). 
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more and was sitting at 207% less than what it was in 1982 (ibid). By 1984 the IMF came 

in with an intensive and severe stabilizing monetarist package. 15  

As one of the first countries to sign on to the Structural Adjustment Programs 

(SAPs), Jamaica faced exceptionally harsh conditions: interest and lending rates were 

raised, trade tariffs were dropped, bank assets were liquidated, licensing systems were 

dismantled so that imports could move freely and credit systems were severely restricted 

(ibid: 134). These shocks coupled with high unemployment led to a period of stagflation 

that affected all classes, but most severely the poor. Increasingly, and in order to adapt 

and survive such austerity, informal employment was sought and while malnutrition was 

not as prevalent it was in other developing countries at the time, it certainly became more 

of an issue than it was in the 1970s. With the signing of these agreements, Jamaica had 

been served a package that would integrate them into a new liberalized global 

marketplace and into new cycles of poverty.16  

 In Kingston during this time, “the consequences of structural adjustment were 

that the urban economy of Kingston, which since the 1950s had been protected from 

competitive imports of many manufactured goods, was turned inside out” (Clarke and 

Howard 2006: 109). Employment in some sectors increased while others were completely 

ruined. For instance, imports flooding the now-liberalized market destroyed much of the 

dairy and agriculture industry in the country while much of the employment growth was 

                                                        
15 Between 1982 and 1987, the GOJ signed on to three more loans with the World Bank and two 
sector loans with the IMF. These loans amounted to approximately $231.4 million (USD) 
(Gopaul 1996: 116). 
16 As a colony it has, since colonialism and slavery, always been part of the global market. 
However, these new measures brought about neoliberal capitalist market mechanisms, which are 
different from the sugar-slave capitalist complex—or what some have called the “capitalism that 
made capitalism.” See also The Black Jacobins by C.L.R. James regarding slavery and capitalism. 
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in the informal and secondary sectors characterized by low-skill, low-wage unprotected 

employment.  

Reflecting the rest of the country, earnings underwent sharp decline across all 

classes in the city. Between 1977 and 1989, formal employment for men dipped from 

60% to 53%, and for women, 53% to 44% (ibid: 109). Government and service 

employment dropped 10% for both men (24-14%) and women (28-18%) during this time 

(ibid). To compensate for and adapt to the loss of formalized labour, informal and low-

wage jobs increased. Kingston (and Montego Bay) saw the expansion of textile Free 

Zones. These were established under sweatshop labour conditions in the 1980s and 

employed roughly 8,000 people, but most were then promptly closed in the 1990s (ibid). 

By 2000, fewer than 1,000 people were employed and the Free Zones were reallocated as 

national storage facilities (ibid). To describe the social reality of those in Kingston, and 

Jamaica more broadly, at this time it is worth reiterating the oft-quoted words of 

Anderson and Witter (1994) explaining the “losers” of Structural Adjustment:  

 

They were seen in the increased numbers of homeless and 
mentally ill searching routinely through garbage containers, 
they were absorbed among the numbers of youth recruited 
into criminal posses, they were included among the fixed-
income pensioners whose private property could not be 
relieved by food stamps, they were numbered among those 
who stood grimly in visa lines, and they were to be found 
among those whose incomes were increasingly inadequate 
for the purchase of basic food requirements. (52) 

 

The above examples reveal the extent to which neoliberal reform, coupled with some of 

the highest levels of violence in the world due to increased political patronage and 
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clientelism, the de-legitimization of the state, and the transnational drugs and arms trade 

developing in the 1980s (Figueroa, Harriott and Satchell 2008: 107-109) through to the 

2000s, reorganized Kingston, that for some was an urban dystopia.  

Due to the signing of a 2013 IMF loan, its second since 2010, today Jamaica has 

become further entrenched in neoliberal reform. Scholars have argued that neoliberalism 

increased informal employment (Wedderburn, Chiang and Rhodd 2012: 3) and increased 

securitization and fortification of property and urban settlements (Jaffe 2012) in Jamaica. 

These consequences appear as ways to adapt or be resilient to the surrounding socio-

economic climate and these resilience strategies do not seem to be letting up. The 2013 

loan, this time for $1 billion USD, accompanied by at least four years of austerity 

measures including wage freezes, which amount to 20% real-terms cut in wages, further 

established liberalization and austerity (Dearden 2013:np). This latest round of measures, 

with a primary surplus of 7.5%, is what Jake Johnston (2015), researcher with the Center 

for Economic and Policy Research, calls “the most austere budget in the world” (1). 

Johnston found that in the third quarter of 2014 Jamaica’s GDP fell by 1.4% and the 

economy remains smaller than it did in 2008 (ibid). On the social front, he maintains that 

poverty has doubled on the island since 2007 and that unemployment, at 14.2%, is higher 

than what it was during the global recession in 2009. Furthermore, the interest rates at 8% 

are some of the highest in the world and without financial support in the form of 

investments in infrastructure from China and funding from the Petrocaribe agreement 

with Venezuela,17 “the impact of the IMF-austerity would be far worse and politically 

                                                        
17 Some of these infrastructure projects financed by China Ex-Im Bank include, but are not 
limited to the Montego Bay Convention Centre (2007), shoreline reconstruction (2010), and 
north-south toll road construction (2013) (TheDialogue.com 2016:np). The Petrocaribe agreement 
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untenable” (ibid: 1, 13). In Kingston, these wage freezes have led to a potentially tense 

and vulnerable labour situation. In June of 2015, the Jamaican Constabulary Force (JCF) 

began a five-day strike in response to the government’s offer of a 5% maximum wage 

increase after an already five-year-long of wage freezes (the JCF wanted a 100% 

increase). 18 And while the JCF is not necessarily a beacon of justice,19 the wage freezes 

necessitated by this IMF loan do have severe implications on the safety and mobility of 

citizens. 

Currently, the Kingston Metropolitan Area (KMA) is home to nearly 670,000 

residents or one-fourth of the country’s population. The uptown and downtown divide, 

usually demarcated by Cross Roads,20 reflects a rough division between the rich and poor 

Kingston residents.  Jaffe (2012) argues that the lack of effective urban planning as well 

as rapid rural-urban migration in Kingston has led to “the emergence of numerous 

informal settlements with poor housing provisions, mostly in the southern and western 

Kingston or ‘downtown’, while the commercial and residential areas of the wealthier 

classes are spatially concentrated in the north east or ‘uptown’” (186) with the reach 

moving even further north into Constance Spring, Barbican and Norbrook. Significant 

                                                                                                                                                                     

with Venezuela allows Jamaica to receive “oil from Venezuela, paying a portion up front and 
keeping the rest as a long-term loan. Jamaica pays a lower interest on the Petrocaribe funds than it 
does to its multilateral partners” (Johnston 2015: 13). Further, Johnston writes that “a significant 
portion of the Petrocaribe funds are being used to refinance domestic debt, in support of the IMF 
program. Additionally, a portion of funds takes the form of grants and is used for social 
development, bolstering support to the neediest who have been most impacted by continued 
austerity” (ibid). 
18 The Minister of Finance and Public Service, Dr. Peter Phillips, argued that any more than a 5% 
wage increase would severely derail the country’s program with the IMF (Jamaica Gleaner 2015: 
np).  In lieu of trained police officers, trainees were called into work in their stead and the 
Jamaica Defense Force (JDF) was put on standby. 
19 see Figueroa, Harriott and Satchell (2008) on police killings 
20 Halfway Tree is also an important location that is often used to demarcate the class division 
within the city. 
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portions of these areas are populated with expats, with Digicel21 housing many of its 

American imported telecommunications employees and their families in a large 

compound in Constance Spring. The poor still occupy most of the areas downtown, 

around the waterfront and to the west of Kingston proper.  However, true to the economic 

polarities during colonial rule, there still exist some cleavages of exceptionally poorer 

areas among the upper and middle classes in New Kingston, Constance Spring Road and 

Ligaunea areas (Portes, Itzigsohn and Dore-Cabral 1997: 32). For instance, areas such as 

in Standpipe and Papine where there are smaller settlements with noticeably fewer 

resources are visible in the midst of the gated middle-class apartments and houses. The 

Statistical Institute of Jamaica summarizes that this resulting configuration is “an erratic 

arrangement of residences; close juxtaposition of residences containing opposite 

socioeconomic groups and the dispersed clusters of low-income throughout higher-

income areas; an increased tendency towards peripheral location of lower income 

residences as they rival higher income groups in search of accommodation” (Gordon and 

Dixon 1991 cited in Portes, Itzigsohn and Dore-Cabral 1997: 32). 

Furthermore, this socio-spatial rift continues to be emphasized by race and/or skin 

colour. Despite Colin Clarke’s assertion that race and/or skin colour are no longer the 

main marker of social stratification,22 I would suggest that his point that the current upper 

class consists of elite brown, black and whites still represents specific cultural markers 

that maintain racialized social mobility. While elite black, brown and white now 

                                                        
21 Digicel is an Irish-owned mobile telecommunications company that services 32 Caribbean 
countries, some of Central and South America and the South Pacific. It is also a significant 
purveyor of corporate development initiatives as well as a supporter of culture and the arts in the 
Caribbean.  
22 See Chapter Three and the beginning of Chapter Four in Decolonizing the Colonial City 
(Clarke 2006). 
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constitute the upper class, his own data sets reveal that most whites are completely 

segregated from black populations, with whites settling north of Half-Way-Tree and 

around King’s House in suburban areas; brown and mixed race23 have settled in the New 

Kingston and Golden Triangle area, and poor blacks are still “trapped in a state of lower-

class impoverishment” most notably in west Kingston (Clarke 2006: 184).  As Chevannes 

(2000) notes, Kingston is divided into “two Jamaicas,” creolized Euro- and Afro-

Caribbean culture. Certainly as many of my respondents concluded, “Kingston is a city of 

contradictions” in that they all commented on the polarity of wealth in Jamaica 

supporting Chavannes claim of “two Jamaicas.” The spatiality of the city therefore can be 

said to be partly a reflection of and adaptation to the relics of colonialism and slavery, 

which has partially shaped the social and geopolitical landscape. Moreover, the economic 

distribution (rich and poor in such close proximity) suggests a compression of colonial 

space and time that seems to be reproduced by contemporary neoliberal economic 

reforms. One might argue that some of the colonial spatial dynamics have remained 

resilient. For instance, the gated communities that often have guards, sprawling villas, 

swimming pools and manicured lawns in Uptown Kingston are a startling contrast to the 

communities in Downtown Kingston where the poor are living in noticeably worse 

accommodations including aging, state-built housing projects or squatting in unused 

buildings. This is not entirely different from that of the colonial divide that juxtaposed 

what early colonists observed as “handsome homes” and “sheds.” However, these 

citywide class-based identities are made more complicated by the political (and religious) 

                                                        
23 Like Mullings (2009), I use brown and mixed race to emphasize the “relative social prestige 
and power that this group enjoys by virtue of their proximity to whiteness” (footnote 4: 186).  
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fractions, divided by communities or neighbourhoods, and make it somewhat difficult to 

assume urban identity solely based on class (Jaffe 2008: 198-199).  

Although there may be contrasting, “erratic” or complicated dynamics in the city, 

other types of fractioning that occurs in the city are paradoxically much more uniform 

across nearly all classes. Walls, gates and private forms of security are ubiquitous in 

Kingston: both rich and poor have gates and both rich and poor engage in private forms 

of security (legal and extralegal).  This militarization and securitization of Kingston’s 

urban spaces is not unlike what is occurring in cities across the globe. As Jaffe (2012) 

points out, neoliberalization has meant that “shrinking public expenditure and an 

emphasis on private-public partnerships have resulted in the privatization of many 

services formerly provided by the state, most significantly security, with citizens 

becoming responsibilized for safeguarding their own physical integrity and material 

belongings” (185).  

Garrisons are a significant aspect of Kingston’s spatial dynamics not to be 

ignored. They have become an increasingly important fixture for Kingston residents 

enduring the enforced austere neoliberal measures and as a path to security and social 

reproduction. A uniquely Jamaican phenomenon according to the American-run Carter 

Centre (1998), they emerged partly out of the political clientelism created in the 1940s 

(15; Johnson 2005: 582; Mullings 2009: 179) and these politically uniform enclaves 

began to take more concrete shape in the 1960s in large-scale government housing 

projects where “the units were allocated to party supporters” (Figueroa, Harriott and 

Satchell 2008: 104). The aim, according to Figueroa, Harriott and Satchell (2008) was 

“the creation of politically homogenized neighborhoods with a view to establishing a safe 
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parliamentary seat” (ibid).  Their data analysis reveals that “Kingston’s entire inner-city 

communities are almost all engulfed by the garrison phenomenon” and “this phenomenon 

is also manifest in inner-city communities of the neighboring parishes of St. Andrew and 

St. Catherine which have been drawn into the conurbation associated with the city of 

Kingston” (ibid). Moreover, a garrison community, they argue, is “defined as one in 

which 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 that area extremely difficult, if not impossible” (ibid: 103). As well, “any significant 

social, political, economic or cultural development within the garrison can only take 

place with the tacit approval of the leadership (national and/or local) of the dominant 

party” (ibid). As Kevin Grove (2014a) found out, (outsider) work within these 

communities requires the permission of the community don or area leader “who typically 

commands a small militia and dispenses both justice and welfare provision in the state’s 

absence” (619). Dons act as a shadow government and can replicate and “in some cases 

replace the state as the main providers, benefactors, mediators and representatives of 

‘justice’ for inner city residents” (Johnson 2005: 587). In neoliberal urbanism, dons and 

garrisons also provide forms of extralegal and informal forms of securitization and 

privatization that Jaffe (2012) argues “undermine[s] the territorial integrity of the nation-

state” and “their relative success in ‘securing parts of the city’ disproves the formal 

state’s legitimate monopoly on means of coercion, and so delegitimizes the state and 

generates additional insecurity as a range of irregular armed actors compete with each 

other” (195). Mullings (2009) offers another important reading of garrisons and argues 

they act as a one of two types of “spatial fix[es] to the crisis of social reproduction 
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produced by the withdrawal of the state from the provision of welfare” (175). In addition 

to the transnational household, gang welfare changed the spatial dynamics of labour and 

capital in the city. Whereas the transnationalization of the household expanded the limits 

to labour, garrison communities’ fix “was achieved through the narrowing of the meaning 

of community and its spatial boundaries” (ibid: 179). Through their clientelistic 

relationship with politicians, these area leaders could assume control over labour and 

decide, “who in the local community would benefit from the distribution of scarce 

government contracts […]” (ibid). In this way, garrisons provide some access to 

resources for social reproduction; however the limits to these fixes are not, as Mullings 

argues, infinite and Jamaica could be “teetering towards social collapse because the fear 

and cost of violence is slowly grinding its [Jamaica’s] system of economic production to 

a halt” (185).  

The need to safeguard oneself against the prevalence of violence is reflected in 

the numerous private security companies that advertise on billboards throughout 

Kingston. Jaffe (2012) notes that these security firms, hired by wealthier residential 

complexes, commercial plazas and other institutions with the means, employ upwards of 

15,000 security guards across the island (188), some of whom are ex-military (Chan 

2010: np), while the Jamaican Constabulary Force has just under 10,000 on staff (JCF 

2015). In my own experience, many of these 15,000 armed, and often heavily so, security 

guards patrol gates, walls or barriers that surround a given establishment. This double and 

sometimes triple layer of security does much to maintain and strengthen neoliberal 

strategies that force the state to retreat from social spheres to uphold market mechanisms 
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and create “punitive containment as a political strategy for managing dispossessed and 

dishonoured population and polarized cities” (Wacquant 2008 cited in Jaffe 2012: 186).  

It is important to highlight the ways in which contemporary Kingston is organized 

through privatization and increasing fortification as these are measures that are part and 

parcel of neoliberal strategies that often fall under the domain of resilience. Moreover, 

understanding the contemporary socio-spatiality vis-à-vis the historical socio-spatiality 

helps to make clear the historical forms of resilience and adaptation that exist in the 

country. This complicates the mainstream understanding of resilience and makes 

historical resilience, survival and adaptation an important factor in understanding 

resilience in Jamaica. By this I mean that contemporary resilience cannot be disassociated 

from Jamaica’s history of colonialism as many of the socio-spatial dynamics of Kingston 

are consequences of the after-life of colonialism and slavery. Importantly, these features 

make Kingston, Jamaica a significant site for studying the politics of resilience. I have 

outlined some of the ways that resilience has occurred socio-spatially in order to provide 

context for the case studies in this dissertation. 

 

Mainstreaming Resilience in Jamaica 

In terms of top-down variations, mainstreaming neoliberal resilience in Jamaica is 

part of the World Bank’s “Country Partnership Strategy” (CPS) wherein their goal, in 

line with Vision 2030 (Jamaica’s National Development Plan), is to allocate nearly half a 

billion dollars in loans to fund a number of Development Policy Operations (DPOs) 

which include building social and climate resilience (World Bank 2014: 14). Thus 

resilience thinking and strategizing are required by Jamaica in order to maintain the 

bank’s patronage. While social resilience tactics include supporting child development 
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and programs for the poor and vulnerable, even the WB admits that overall risk of the 

CPS is “very high” and that Jamaica is “entering a demanding transition period” (25). 

The report notes that the reform agenda secured with the IMF has “virtually exhausted 

the government’s political capital, harmed vested interests” and that “[r]eform fatigue and 

weakened political support may have a negative impact on the structural reforms 

supported by the CPS” (ibid:26). Thus not only is the WB demanding that Jamaica 

implement policy to ensure the resilience of the social sphere because of past economic 

woes, it places the country in a situation where the current shocks will also necessitate 

adaptation to austerity. This doubling down on neoliberal resilience has led to Minister of 

Agriculture, Labour and Social Security, Derrick Keller, to state in May 2015 that 

“[g]iven the present dispensation in which we are forced to operate as a nation, we have 

no option at this time but to endure a little longer, the stringencies and fiscal discipline 

imposed by the administration’s Economic Reform Program” (Earle 2015: np).   

Resilience is also mainstreamed within Jamaica’s own development policies and 

it is also invoked in everyday life. Sociologist Kevin Grove (2013b) recognized this 

everyday practice as what Jamaicans call “turn hand, make fashion,” which involves 

relying on your own creativity to make whatever you have better (194). In the context of 

IMF and WB imposed austerity “turning hand” becomes an integral part of survival for 

vulnerable groups—it is, in some instances, a way of life and conflict.  However, 

resilience offers more than a “way of life” because becoming resilient or “turning hand 

make fashion” often obscures the tensions and conflicts that lie beneath such rhetoric.  
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Jamaica’s 2003 National Cultural Policy24 envisions Jamaica’s cultural 

development as rooted in the “historic courage and resilience of [its] people” (MEYC 

2003: 5). During my fieldwork, one of my informants, a former employee of an agency in 

the Jamaican government, echoed the policy’s rhetoric when I asked them about the 

choice to use resilience in the policy. My informant told me that resilience was meant to 

describe how, despite “slavery and economic depression, Jamaicans created a culture that 

continues to hold the attention of the region and the world.  Despite all the oppression, 

[they] manage[d], not just to survive, but to live, thrive and create.”25 This informant 

emphasizes the postcolonial particularity of resilience that escapes the containment of 

such rigid understandings of contemporary neoliberal resilience. Colonial history 

provides Jamaican resilience its traction and also characterizes the tensions, multiplicities 

and potential meanings that emerge as a result. As the informant further revealed, 

“resilience, in terms of economic factors, has meant that people are able to make a 

livelihood by connecting to a network or an ecosystem” in the formal creative economies 

thereby allowing artistes to enter new cycles of global capital.26 The informant’s response 

reflects the positioning of resilience in the policy to describe the multiple ways by which 

slaves and their culture endured some of the most impossible circumstances and survived. 

The policy thus asks Jamaicans to recall this resilience in order to bolster Jamaica’s 

creative economy. Nevertheless, the policy is also embedded in a neoliberal development 

strategy that focuses on entrepreneurship, privatization, liberalized and global trade and 

                                                        
24 Jamaica Towards a Cultural Superstate (2003). 
25 006, Interview, May 22, 2014, email correspondence. 
26 006, Interview, May 22, 2014, email correspondence.  
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thus co-opts the language of Black resistance movements in order to justify neoliberal 

reform.27 

Admittedly, I am skeptical of resilience in the contexts of development, policy 

and organizational practices, because instrumentalizing (or “seizing and packaging” 

[Rogers 2015]) human vulnerabilities, capabilities and creativity are pervasive in 

neoliberal development planning. Resilience, after all, so boldly announces positive 

connotations that it masks the fact that resilience discourse is buoyed up by the very 

forces that reproduce the same troubles that “resilience” celebratedly helps people 

survive. That is to say, resilience provides the life raft for survival but at the same time 

conceals the whirlpool beneath.  

And yet, despite my misgivings about the concept, my research and analysis 

demonstrates that resilience in the realm of popular culture, cultural development and 

activism manifests in powerful and contradictory ways. I argue that resilience is, at best, 

ambiguous. In being an ambiguous concept, however, it means that it is not well-

understood or defined. This haziness has real consequences that, may seem ordinary or 

“everyday” but that need to be taken very seriously. It is, often precisely this ambiguous 

power of ordinary resilience that is capitalized on and exploited to the detriment of 

vulnerable groups. For instance, resilience can appear to uphold hegemonic neoliberal 

programming and restructuring by acting as a tool for managing crises of all sorts that 

necessitates an individual’s capacity to merely survive crises rather than attempting to 

                                                        
27 Slave rebellions, the Maroons, Coral Gardens, Manley’s socialism etc. represent just a fraction 
of Black resistance movements in the country. The Minister of Youth and Culture, whose culture 
policy purports strategies to increase Jamaica’s presence in the globalized economy, recently 
invoked the words of Marcus Garvey a Pan-Africanist who promoted Black identity and self-
reliance (see Earl 2014:np). However, self-reliance as independence from the British Empire and 
self-reliance as surviving in a neoliberal regime are undoubtedly two very different things. 
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prevent or resist them. Reading resilience in this light reveals its many discursive effects. 

For example, resilience capacities are commoditized and available for sale on the market 

through the various private, as well as public-private ventures that aim to make business, 

cities and individuals more adaptable to crises. To be resilient, in these cases, means 

maintaining the global flows of capital and therefore in order to do so another discursive 

effect of resilience appears in the form of new mechanisms of governmentality, which 

affects how citizens are able to live their lives. This is what I call mainstreamed 

neoliberal resilience, because these market-oriented forms are what is, essentially, a 

behavioral capacity, commodified and rationalized for the market. In Jamaica, neoliberal 

resilience appears in national policies and development programming. As well, particular 

forms of resilience become necessary as a consequence of severe austerity. For instance, 

increased levels of informal employment to ensure social reproduction or certain 

organizational changes that rely on networks of individuals and/or crowd sources are 

adaptation strategies. However, these adaptation strategies (in order to be resilient) are 

not necessarily seen as aspirational by those adapting. By this, I mean individuals and 

organizations that face crises (debt, lack of funding etc.) are not becoming resilient 

because resilience is something to aspire towards, as it is often stated in development 

initiatives. They are doing so under conditions of duress and profound disappointment 

because the work they would like to do is not always possible due to economic and 

funding conditions. However, it is impossible to talk about resilience in Jamaica without 

also acknowledging the historical geopolitical landscape that has given rise to subversive 

or subaltern articulations of resilience but also demanded resilience in ways that have 

shaped processes of decolonization in the country. This dissertation therefore deploys a 
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postcolonial cultural politics perspective by looking at how resilience has operated in the 

past under colonial capitalism and slavery to understand the potential of resilience to 

antagonize, reclaim, revitalize, even create rather than simply conform to, hegemonic 

power and domination. For instance, the resilience of Africans, enslaved by Europeans, 

reveals that adaption had profound consequences that antagonized domination. While 

mainstreamed neoliberal resilience in Jamaica articulates neoliberalism, re-enacting 

and/or co-opting the experiences of the past while simultaneously capitalizing on the 

vulnerabilities of the living, contradictorily, it provides an analytical site and vehicle to 

understand the ways people push against these same forces. As will be demonstrated 

often, embodied cultural practices and cultural production are the terrains on which 

struggles with neoliberalism (even as people adapt to neoliberalism) play out.  

 

Methods 

The idea to centre my focus on resilience was not part of my initial research plan. In 

the field, however, ideas about adaptation and resilience kept coming up in conversation 

especially in NGO and development networks. Feelings towards adaptation were not 

always shared and it was these differences that sparked my interest in analyzing what was 

and is meant by resilience. When I reviewed my field notes and interviews in the 

evenings and sorted through different policies I began to make connections between 

austerity in Jamaica and the responses that people had to these measures. For instance, 

when I attended the “Way Out Project,” a symposium that focused on gender and 

diversity in the private sector, one speaker suggested that women needed to participate 

more in pro-bono work in order to pull themselves up into higher positions in the 
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workplace. And, at an event that featured prominent female leaders in business and CSO 

work, Sheryl Sandberg’s Lean In was touted as the way forward to increase women’s 

capacities in traditionally male-dominated corporate fields. These recommendations and 

responses represent just some of the ways struggles amongst the marginalized (and 

inequality) is instrumentalized and capitalized upon for a broader neoliberal agenda. They 

represent the ways that people must adapt and change patterns of behaviour to 

accommodate increasingly competitive workplaces by becoming increasingly more 

competitive. At the time, however, I did not know this type of rhetoric to be part of 

mainstreamed neoliberal resilience strategies because I had not intentionally set out to 

study the uses of resilience prior to arriving in Jamaica. Resilience thinking, instead, 

began to emerge out of data analysis, both in the field (although at the time I as well as 

some of my informants were calling resilience other things like, “change” “adaptation” 

and “neoliberalizing”) and back in Canada. And so, while I investigate the resilience 

phenomena, I do not exactly take a phenomenological methodological approach because I 

did not know I was looking at resilience during fieldwork. Instead, I trace discursive 

practices and effects through a case studies approach in order to investigate the 

phenomena that emerge in relation to a particular case. According to Marianne LeGreco 

and Sarah J. Tracey (2009), discourse tracing often “builds upon questions about 

presence or prevalence, by examining how various levels of discourse interacted with one 

another to create or transform a certain phenomenon, policy, or action over time” (1522). 

As well, it is often used with a case study approach, an approach I use as well, because it 

focuses on change and builds on a “poststructuralist epistemology that celebrates the 

importance of power, multiple levels of discourse, practice, and participant voice” (ibid). 
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Moreover, tracing involves a central process of storytelling and demands a considerable 

amount of reflection by the researcher as well as collaboration with participants so as to 

know how much and whose interests have been incorporated into the case. Therefore, this 

method has a degree of transparency because participants are encouraged to read and 

critique the researcher’s analysis. By this I mean that despite my own skepticism of 

resilience and adaptation, the pessimism I felt towards neoliberal policy and adaptation to 

it was not always shared in the discussions with my participants about their day-to-day 

lives or some of their interpretations of policy. Collaboration, in that I discussed some of 

my findings and analysis with my informants and they helped to shape my ideas, was 

specifically used in Chapter Four on WMW- Jamaica and five on SO((U))L HQ.  

Not least, due to the limited time and resources available to me, my intention is not to 

make overwhelmingly generalizable conclusions about the phenomenon of resilience. 

That is to say, aware of the limitations I have in this research, I draw conclusions based 

on the data I have available to me and within the confines of these particular cases. 

Nonetheless, this dissertation is a significant entry point into analyzing a complex set of 

processes and debates about the uses, understandings and definitions about resilience in 

Jamaica.  

In what follows I outline the major method, multiple case studies, I use in this 

project. I also highlight four major tools—interviews, discourse analysis, observation and 

collaboration—I used to collect, analyze and interpret data in this dissertation. 

 

Multiple Case Studies 

Although the variety of sources from which I draw is varied, this project uses a 

qualitative case study approach to research and analysis. Case studies, according to 
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Flybjerg (2004) contain a great deal of narrative that help to reveal the complexity and 

contradictions of real life (400). In particular, I draw upon an exploratory case study 

approach that allows me to look at phenomena that do not necessarily have a clear or 

single set out of outcomes (Baxter and Jack 2008: 548).  While some may argue that the 

“thickness” of data case studies produce make conclusions hard to summarize and 

therefore presents problems, the ambiguity is often a sign that the research question under 

investigation is deeply rich and problematic (Flybjerg 2004: 400). The case study method 

provides context-specific knowledge (LeGreco and Tracey 2009: 1521) and is 

underpinned theoretically by a constructivist approach that assumes that there is not a 

single set of truths or explanation of particular phenomena. Exploratory case studies in 

particular allow me to see how resilience manifests in a variety of contexts, but without 

holding it to a single construction or as a concept which holds a specific single 

consequence. The advantages of constructivism, as Crabtree and Miller (1999) observe, is 

that that there is “close collaboration between the researcher and the participant, while 

enabling participants to tell their stories” (cited in Baxter and Jack 2008: 545).  In 

allowing participants to describe their experiences and views, researchers can begin to 

make sense of participant choice and action (Baxter and Jack 2008: 545). In this way, 

through analysis of my informants’ stories and responses, I can see the ways that 

individual or collective choices and actions may be understood as resilience.  

Case studies also help to ensure that the data is explored through multiple lenses 

for a better and more well-rounded understanding of the data or phenomena being studied 

(ibid: 544). I use a multiple or collective case studies approach, as opposed to a single-

case, because it permits to me uncover the “why” and “how” of resilience across a 
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spectrum of practices (Yin 2002; Schwandt 2007).  If resilience must be thought of as 

both positive and negative even if contradictory, as Rogers (2015) and Grove and Adey 

(2015) argue, then it is necessary to use a methodological framework that allows me to 

see the multiplicity and contradictions within this particular phenomenon. Because case 

studies focus on the context of the case, or the economic, social, cultural, geographic and 

historical settings, I can investigate differences that emerge counter to dominant 

narratives and research on resilience. This allows me to pursue a hypothesis that 

resilience is a complicated, contested phenomenon. The boundaries of resilience are 

constituted in a process that unfold and are reworked through grounded struggles, and not 

a priori (Moore 1999: 673). By investigating the different iterations and multiplicities of 

how resilience practices emerge through creative and cultural practices, I am able to 

question the limitations (VanderStoep and Johnson 2009: 210) and the boundaries of 

normalized understandings of resilience, therefore creating a more robust understanding 

of resilience and the political projects and processes that shape this rhetoric in Jamaica. 

A drawback to this method is that it is time-consuming and expensive because it 

draws sources from numerous contexts and fields in order to try to make connections 

across disparate cases. Indeed, it became exceedingly clear that initial frameworks of this 

project were not possible, due to time and lack of resources, and so I had to adapt, for 

lack of a better word, as best as possible, in the field. For instance, I began to practice 

grounded theory where I analyzed data (interviews, notes and policy) immediately after 

collection in the field, taking notes, transcribing and discussing patterns, and eventually 

restructured some of the interview questions to reflect the types of conversations and 

patterns emerging from the data. Grounded theory, first initiated by Glaser and Strauss 
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(1967), argues that the theory emerges from the data, rather than solely fitting the project 

into particular framework prior to data collection (cited in Stern 2007: 114). That is to 

say, themes begin to emerge through the interviews and data collection, permitting the 

researcher both flexibility and control as they restructure or even ask new questions to 

accommodate the emergent motifs and ideas in the data (Baxter and Jack 2008: 544).  

Importantly, this approach allows the development of abstract frameworks of social 

phenomenon based on the analysis of observable, qualitative data. This became an 

important methodological tool for the case studies in order to keep abreast of the issues 

developing while in Jamaica but also in the development of this dissertation’s central 

argument.   

 
Interviews 

Grounded theory, because of its flexibility, is also compatible with a second 

method I used, in-depth interviews. Throughout my fieldwork, I conducted semi-

structured interviews with 20 people. With four of these, I conducted at least one or more 

follow-up interviews.  I interviewed artists, activists, NGO and CSO workers, UN and 

government employees. In-depth interviewing was important for this project because it 

provided “an open-ended, detailed exploration of an aspect of life in which the 

interviewee has substantial experience and, often, considerable insight” (Charmaz and 

Belgrave 2012: 348) that I could not get through literature review or observation alone. I 

kept the interviews semi-structured in order to have a starting place but one that allowed 

me to move back and forth and sometimes completely outside of the interview script. 

This allowed interview questions to shift or “mutate” according to the individual I was 

interviewing and any new information that arose during fieldwork (Rapley 2004: 18). 
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Moreover, it allowed participants the freedom to go back to answers and revise them as 

the interview went along. Well aware of the control I had during interviews—for 

instance, as the one asking the questions I could decide when to follow up—I often used 

interviews as a space to openly test my initial analysis on specific themes and thus on 

some level, the interview space was one “in which both speakers are constantly ‘doing 

analysis’ – both speakers are engaged (and collaborating on) ‘making meaning’ and 

‘producing knowledge’” (Rapley 2004: 27). For example, when I spoke with informants 

about adaptation, neoliberalism and underpaid labour, contradictory results emerged. For 

instance, CSO work often amounted to a circulation of empowerment for most of the 

women I spoke with because against the odds (shrinking budgets, overwork, 

underpayment etc.) they were still able to produce what they considered to be their 

necessary work. However, these odds also prompted expressions of dissatisfaction at the 

job because they were not always able to produce the work they wanted to.  In another 

instance, responsibility or responsibilization did not emerge as an outright bother for 

some individuals, despite the research that has emerged deeply criticising this trend.  

Therefore, being forthright about some of my initial hypotheses as they emerged 

throughout my time in the field enriched the data because the answers I received were not 

always what I expected.    

Because of my positionality as a white female Canadian graduate student and the 

privileges that come along with those identities, I had relatively easy access to a number 

of resources including the University of West Indies, The Planning Institute of Jamaica 

(PIOJ), the National Library, The Ministry of Tourism and Entertainment (MTE), The 

Bureau of Women’s Affairs (BWA), Jamaica for Gays and Lesbians (J-Flag), and The 
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United Nations Development Program (UNDP) in Jamaica. I also attended several 

government-related events including the Ministry of Tourism and Entertainment and 

Ministry of Security’s Noise Abatement Meeting (this was public) as well as the Public-

Private Women’s Sector Symposium (the “Way Out Project”), which also provided me 

the opportunity to make connections for interviews.  

In some cases, I used the snowball sampling method (SSM) to contact potential 

subjects. For example, I used my network to gain access to government employees, the 

UN, artists and some activists.  Because I am neither from Jamaica nor Jamaican, it was 

important to be introduced through a trusted network to gain the reliability of 

participants, especially since some of the interviews tended to be quite long. SSM is often 

used for research in conflict areas and hard-to-reach populations (Cohen and Areili 2011: 

424). I found this method useful because I was almost always a complete outsider to 

every case and SSM allowed me to develop relationships and access to informants I 

might not otherwise have. In other instances, such as with the WMW, PIOJ, the MTE, 

and the BWA, I actively sought out particular interview subjects in order to ask questions 

regarding the policies and programs they develop and create. Interviews, in general, 

ranged from approximately 30 minutes to just over two hours in length. The questions 

were loosely structured around three major themes including labour (activist, NGO, and 

creative), cultural practice, and perceived strengths and weaknesses of policies. The 

thematic focuses differed depending on with whom I was speaking. For instance, when 

speaking with the PIOJ, I focused on policy, however, when speaking with WMW, 

Jamaica I focused on labour and creative practices.  
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Discourse analysis 

Some of the chapters (e.g. Chapter Three) focus much more heavily on policy 

analysis and the discourses that arise in this type of literature. However, in transcribing 

and analyzing interviews, I do engage with discourse analysis through the entirety of the 

project. Discourse analysis is broadly defined as “the close study of language and 

language use as evidence of aspects of society and social life” but also involves “the 

investigation of language, meanings, resources and practices” (Taylor 2013: 7, 17). 

Underpinned by Foucauldian theory, critical discourse analysis (CDA) is concerned with 

the connections between language use and “dominance” and the ways in which elite 

groups use language to exercise power in society (ibid: 14; van Dijk 1993).  CDA is 

primarily interested and motivated by pressing a social issue, which it hopes to 

understand through discourse analysis (van Dijk 1993: 252).  For instance, in Chapter 

Three, I investigate the language used in institutional development practices including the 

UN and the WB, as well as the policy from the Jamaican government, to determine how 

resilience is framed revealing the power dynamic at play and the purpose of the language 

within a broader framework of neoliberal domination and control. By investigating the 

language used by elites, I provide a political critique of those responsible for a particular 

normative discourse and the ways their discourse reproduces dominance and inequality 

(van Dijk 1993: 253). But by using a postcolonial cultural politics framework (Li 1999; 

Moore 1999), I also insist on studying resilience discourse as practice and its multiple 

and complex effects as it flows through social histories, contexts and relationships 

beyond the boundaries of dominant articulation. In this sense, the meanings embodied in 

a discourse are never secure and the meanings and effects of a discourse emerge through 

practices and struggles. Moreover, in terms of common sense or normative concepts and 



 42 

in addition to critiquing power holders, discourse analysis, and in particular a 

postcolonial discourse analysis, can be useful in revealing the complexities, irregularities 

and conflicting cultural viewpoints, rather than making a generalized claim about a 

society or cultural group (ibid: 255). For instance, through interviews and observation, 

different patterns emerged that undermined the notion of the existence of a solely 

neoliberal understanding of resilience.  

  

Observation 

During my fieldwork I attended a variety of different street dance and dancehall 

events. I was able to attend these events due to the variety of networks in which I was 

embedded. I structured the selection of my events to ensure I attended a variety of 

different dancehall events from lower production (Rae Town) to high production (Dream 

Launch) to get a broader sense of dancehall culture in the city. For instance, I attended a 

variety of night clubs in Kingston including Privilege, Quad, Fiction as well as Weddi 

Weddi Wednesday on a number of occasions with students, locals and tourists; Similarly, 

I went to Rae Town Oldies (when it was running; see Chapter Three) with academics and 

music journalists; I also was able to attend Smirnoff Dream Launch Weekend, a large 

extravagant and corporate-sponsored event at Caymanas Estate in St. Catherine’s, with 

friends who had access to both transportation and admission. Observation at these events 

provided the context for the first case study and allowed me to appreciate the extent to 

which dancehall culture is somewhat ubiquitous in Jamaica. It also gave me a deeper 

understanding of the ways in which the government is trying to change this culture.   

In 2009 I conducted fieldwork with WMW-Jamaica (formerly known as 

Women’s Media Watch, Jamaica) and I was fortunate enough to be given access to their 
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work and resources again. WMW-Jamaica (WMW) became a sort of home base for me in 

that I was allowed to visit, observe and volunteer with them on occasion. In this way, I 

was at times engaged in overt participant observation because I was participating in the 

organization’s events or helping out in the office on occasion in order to get a sense of 

daily CSO work. This allowed me to gain some understanding into what the world looks 

like to the individuals in that environment (Delamont 2004: 206).  However, I was never 

and have never been fully immersed with the organization as an international member or 

otherwise. Instead, I was what VanderStoep and Johnson (2009) call “artificially 

immersed” (239) or what Delamont (2004) calls “partially immersed” (206) because I 

primarily interacted with the organization as researcher, although this line between 

researcher and friend/ally becomes blurred because these women are more than simply 

research subjects. Because of my proximity to WMW, I also had the opportunity to join 

activists across various fields at different events, debates and protests that focused on 

different types of activism and social movements active in the country. Access to these 

activists and networks has helped to inform and shape some of my approaches to 

understanding resilience.  

During all of my observation periods I engaged in “thick description” (Geertz 

1973) taking hundreds of pages of field notes and “out of field notes” where ideas could 

be rehearsed and interview questions could be restructured (Delamont 2004: 213). In 

some cases, where permitted and where it was appropriate, taking photographs and 

recordings (audio and video) was essential so as to record, review and analyze data and 

experiences (VanderStoep and Johnson 2009: 239). Having visual and audio recordings 
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proved to be vital considering the limited research time (four months) I had available to 

me.  

 

Interpretive Validity 

In the case studies, and in particular the case studies involving WMW-Jamaica 

and SO((U))L HQ, I used a collaborative approach to the extent possible with limited 

resources available. By this I mean that participants who feature in this work had access 

to the chapters in their draft stages and/or initial analyses of data if they wished and/or 

chose to provide me with contact information. In conversation over email, social media 

and Skype, we discussed some of the conclusions I came to during my initial stages of 

discourse analysis as well as their own interpretation of my analysis. After these 

conversations, revisions, including addition and subtraction of materials, were made. 

Interpretive validity engages with what particular kinds of objects, events or phenomena 

mean to others (Maxwell 1992: 288). This tool often provides the researcher with new 

insights or feedback that s/he missed through the analysis process. It “seeks to 

comprehend phenomena not on the basis of the researcher’s perspective and categories 

but from those of the participants in the situated study-that is from an emic [from within] 

rather than an etic perspective” (ibid: 28). For instance, discussing my analysis of the use 

of resilience in the Jamaican cultural policy with a former government employee helped 

to make clear the contested or “double bind” that resilience engenders because they were 

able to reveal how, at least for them, resilience acts as form of inspiration or 

empowerment (see Chapter Three). As such, I engaged with, when possible, what might 

be called interventive in-depth interviewing where the researcher “intervenes, in order to 

get at the subjects’ interpretation of their experiences, tries to interpret those experiences, 
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put them into a wider sociohistorical and political context, and feeds them back to the 

subject” (Okolie 2005: 242).  This type of participatory method, often included in 

feminist and anti-racist methodologies, has been instrumental in helping to work through 

the nuances and complexities of resilience and the practices of resilience for the 

individuals I interviewed.  

However, in using interpretive validity I do not intend or assume that it is possible 

to come to an overarching interpretative or theoretical consensus. Rather, throughout this 

work interpretation and analysis between researcher and participants do not necessarily 

map on to one another easily. Nor do opinions of participants necessarily map on to each 

other either, which suggests that resilience is much more complicated and ambiguous 

than many assume.  

The next chapter offers a review of resilience, its origins and how scholars have 

interpreted it in different contexts. As well, I outline my theoretical framework that 

informs my analysis of the three case studies to follow. I then provide a brief description 

of the three case studies discussed in chapters three, four and five.  
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Chapter 2 

Defining Resilience, Theoretical Framework and Case Studies 

Defining Resilience  

One of the most used definitions of resilience is by C.S. Holling who suggests that 

resilience “is the capacity of a system to absorb disturbance and reorganize while 

undergoing change so as to still retain essentially the same function” (Walker et. al 2004: 

np). Stemming from its latin root resiliens, resilience’s earliest iterations meant 

“rebound” in the case of Cisero (Alexander 2013: 2708) or “recoil” in the case of St. 

Jerome (Rogers 2013: 384). However much later, during the English Renaissance, the 

first known scientific use of resilience came from Sir Frances Bacon who was referring to 

the strength of echoes (Alexander 2008; Rogers 2013). The word was then incorporated 

into discourses surrounding engineering (Rankine 1867) and then ecology in the mid-20th 

century with C.S. Holling’s seminal paper in which he uses resilience to discuss 

ecological re-assemblages and their “ability to survive systemic shock” (Alexander 2013: 

385). As Robin May Schott (2013) points out, Holling “challenged the idea that 

equilibrium is the goal for managing ecosystems as the expectation of a stable and fixed 

yield in production might itself undermine the system’s productivity” (212). Instead what 

is asked is that a system “absorb disturbances and still retain its basic function and 

structure” (Walker and Salt 2006: 1). In some respects, resilience asks us to consider 

“concepts of sustainability and the challenge of servicing current system demands 

without eroding the potential to meet future needs” (ibid: 2). In the 20th century the term 

was also incorporated into psychology as an attribute and adaptation mechanism for those 

exposed to harmful or negative stimulus and/or experiences. Within the last decade 
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Michael Ungar (2008) has attempted to create a cross-cultural understanding of resilience 

among children and youth across 11 countries. For his study, resilience is framed as a 

positive characteristic that not only emphasizes an individual trait but also a social and 

political setting (220). That is to say, resilience has as much to do with the individual’s 

psychology or the individual’s ability to “bounce back” as it does with a supportive 

environment that provides the right structure to nurture resilience (ibid: 220).  

What most of these definitions and understandings share is that “resilience occurs 

in the presence of adversity” (ibid: 220). However, resilience becomes more complicated, 

though no less celebrated, in contemporary social sciences.  Providing a critical social 

science perspective on the rise of resilience as a characteristic of governance in disaster 

management, Peter Rogers (2013) argues that a creeping neoliberalism and colonization 

attempts to standardize the way both ecological and financial crises are managed. What 

this standardization leads to, he puts forth, is a rigidity trap which may exacerbate 

vulnerabilities and distribute the “bad effects” of crises unevenly (383-384). However 

despite this “creeping” in disaster management, he suggests that bushfires and floods in 

Australia, biological disasters in the UK and the war on terror show that exposure to 

danger is not necessarily negative as it can “increase our reflexive awareness” which 

could provide the potential for a counter-neoliberal movement (392).28 I would argue that 

such optimism needs to be approached with caution as those victims of the war on terror 

or other historical atrocities in a similar vein (colonialism), may question exactly who is 

on the receiving end of the so-called benefit of reflexive awareness. 

                                                        
28 Italics are mine.  
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Nonetheless, proponents of resilience strategies find that critical analysis of 

resilience that focus on larger structures like neoliberalism, institutions like the WB and 

the IMF and our embeddedness within these institutional structures obscures the 

autonomy, agency and creativity that some individuals and institutions have in the face of 

disaster. Some argue that it is necessary to see how structural inequality is not the only 

determinant to vulnerability, since “resilient individuals and institutions can learn to live 

with vulnerability” (Grove 2014a:614). Instead, there are new determinants that do not 

advocate for political economic change to remove root causes of vulnerability, but rather 

aim to mitigate the consequences of crises by capitalizing on the autonomy and creativity 

individuals and institutions learn to have. In other words, pro-mainstream resilience 

advocates argue that our ability to adapt reveals the agency and creativity in a subject’s 

ability to survive particular crises and that this should be harnessed. In these cases, as 

Kevin Grove (2014a) explains, “resilience building techniques such as adaptive 

management and reflexive governance, collaborative learning, and participatory 

education [are] designed to develop the knowledge trust and confidence needed to make 

proper adaptive choices in an emergent environment” (614).   

Less optimistic are a number of thinkers who are wary of the term and the 

entanglement of resilience, resistance and neoliberalism. For instance, Claes Wrangel 

(2014) has suggested that critical understanding of resilience “entails speaking of the 

future” and “specifically it seems to involve the claim that we have no future, nor any 

imaginary towards it. That we share no sense of promise or possibility” (183). Jonathan 

Joseph (2013) argues that the Anglo-Saxon version of resilience “is best understood as a 

neoliberal form of governmentality that places emphasis on individual adaptability” and 
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that resilience “fits with neoliberalism’s normative way of mobilizing social movements” 

(38).  

Indeed, resilience is ubiquitous and almost unilaterally upheld among liberal 

ideologies, from the United Nations to self-help psychology. Evans and Reid (2014) 

observe that new liberal regimes engender a new type of politics, moving beyond security 

and community, towards a “catastrophic imaginary that promotes insecurity by design” 

(2). As such, resilience must be viewed as nihilistic (ibid). “Insecurity by design,” they 

argue, stems from ecological and biological theory (e.g. C.S. Holling), which suggests 

that living systems often survive because of their ability to adapt to their environment. In 

as much, liberal discourses function to convince people that there is risk in believing in 

security; it is better instead to accept that life is an unending process of surviving in the 

face of change rather than secure oneself against changes—living dangerously, as 

Foucault put it. And so, resilience asks us to forego security in favor of adaptation (ibid: 

41). In essence, human capacities are expected to mimic other living systems, which 

“develop not on account of their ability to secure themselves from danger, but through 

their abilities to absorb the perturbations on account of their necessary exposure to them” 

(ibid: 62).29 It is this application of ecological and biological theory to the realm of the 

social that is particularly disturbing for Evans and Reid because it suggests that this 

necessary exposure to risk prevents the subject’s ability to resist the regimes that govern 

them (ibid: 62). To some extent, the authors caution that there is a new mutation of social 

Darwinism on the rise, in which the survival of the fittest is dependent on those who 

adapt the best. However, whereas traditional Darwinism might argue that adaptation is 

                                                        
29 Italics are mine. 
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about “natural” selection as it occurs inherently in nature, resilience building is 

institutionalized and prescribed so as to not disturb the larger systems of power (e.g. 

neoliberal capitalism, white supremacy, patriarchy), as well as those who benefit from 

such systems, that demand adaptation. Thus, it is easier to see how resilience becomes a 

key component for liberal development regimes, whose basis is predicated on 

maintaining such systems and who are deeply invested in development discourse that 

upholds a linear (and naturalized) notion of progress. Resilience presents itself as the 

ideal mechanism that individuals must possess in order to survive a life of insecurity. 

This insecure life is one in which it is necessary for individuals, especially the vulnerable, 

to adapt to a continually-shifting baseline of acceptability in regards to economic, social, 

cultural and environmental disaster. In short, insecurity is the new normal and resilience 

is the strategy for coping.   

Evans and Reid’s critique is integral for understanding how institutions utilize 

resilience as a rhetorical and material strategy, “resources” (Yúdice 2003) and organizing 

concepts to capitalize on human vulnerability as a way to advance neoliberal agendas 

especially in the arena of development. Development institutions such as the WB and 

IMF utilize the rhetoric of resilience in order to organize entire projects around making 

people and communities more resilient to problems that were in some cases created by 

these very institutions themselves. Thus, local resilience becomes a way for international 

institutions (and in some cases, states) to avoid responsibility and place the obligation to 

survive on individuals and local organizations.  

Moreover, Evans and Reid (2014) suggest there is a difference between resistance 

and resilience and that resistance has wrongly been merged with resilience, which makes 
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radical resistance difficult to achieve. When conflated with resilience, resistance, they 

contend, “is not a political claim that demands any form of affirmative thinking; it is 

purely a reactionary impulse premised upon some survivability instinct that deems the 

nature of the political to be already settled” (ibid: 6). What’s more, conflation of the two 

reveals “an absence of any self-confidence in the liberal subject’s disposition towards the 

world […] because everywhere appears to be under siege” (ibid). Instead of “openly 

declaring some vision of the future that overcomes the plagues of suffering engulfing 

human species, what we encounter is a veritable landscape of projected images that is 

littered with the corpses of our catastrophes to come” (ibid: 6-7). Resistance, for them, 

ought to mean living in a completely new way so as to move beyond the anthropocene, 

our current epoch that is predicated on human impact on the environment. They argue 

that a commitment to a poetic subject will be necessary in order to envision a new way of 

life beyond the current ecological catastrophes. However, in viewing resilience only 

nihilistically, and completely separate from resistance, they fall into universalizing 

resilience into a single dystopian narrative. This dystopian narrative is, I believe, partially 

a consequence of the separation between resilience and resistance in which resilience is 

seen as nothing more than debasement of the human subject rather than something that is 

caught up in more complex historical forces. For example, is it possible to think of 

adaptation strategies as something that antagonizes deleterious structures like neoliberal 

governmentality? Although these antagonisms may not overthrow neoliberal capitalism, 

is it possible to see them as more than just complicit in upholding, or worse, reproducing 

these structures?   
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Evans and Reid’s critique is also partially a consequence of heavy reliance on 

traditional continental edicts (i.e. Foucault and Nietzsche). Despite the fact that most 

cultures have concepts like “self-efficacy” “adaptation” etc., critical resilience studies are 

heavily based on Eurocentric epistemologies, and I am complicit here too, as these 

studies primarily focus on understanding resilience as a tool supporting new forms of 

governmentality and (neo)liberalism, as prescribed by mostly western/northern 

institutions. Rather, we need to consider how, for example, feminist scholarship such as 

work by Saidiya Hartman or postcolonial analysis such as Timothy Mitchell’s provide a 

more nuanced reading of resilience and the possibilities that reside within it. I therefore 

do not necessarily agree that resilience and resistance should be thought of as separate. In 

colonial Jamaica, as will be seen, resilience and resistance are not entirely different. 

Slaves, for example, engaged in acts of resilience that were also acts of resistance on a 

regular basis — whether this was “stealing away” to meet a lover, holding Sunday night 

slave dances, or simply surviving the next day. Similarly, in contemporary Jamaica, street 

dances are both resilience and resistance at the very same time because they are held 

contrary to state laws but are also a means of survival. None of these acts can easily be 

dichotomized into either resilience or resistance. By resisting the temptation to 

dichotomize everything, the complexities of historical and contemporary life in Jamaica 

and of Jamaicans are animated and illuminated. And so, I do not treat these two concepts, 

resilience and resistance, as always or entirely distinct.  

In responding to critics of resilience, some scholars argue that “care should be 

taken not to overwrite diverse accounts and disparate versions of resilience […] as an 

inevitable, universal resilience project” (Grove and Adey 2015: 78). Indeed, it may be, 
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Grove and Adey (2015) contend, that a particular aesthetic tends to bring together a 

variety of ideas and concepts that may not have otherwise been brought together (ibid: 

78). And, that it is through a common understanding, representation and writing about 

resilience that this “creeping” colonialism may also occur (ibid: 78). In other words, 

“many authors tend to flatten the subtle differences of resilience out of objects of 

comparison, prioritizing certain similarities. This has enabled not a plurality of versions 

of resilience to co-exist, but several dominant ideal types that erase those quieter 

differences” (ibid: 78).  

Likewise, Rogers (2015) moves away from seeing resilience as only positive or 

negative, but instead argues that resilience must be thought of as both even if they are 

contradictory. For example, community resilience, at least in disaster management, 

becomes important in trying to recover from and prevent future disasters. Community 

resilience provides a democratic process wherein the community gets to stake claim in 

how their city or neighborhood makes changes for disaster preparedness. So, on the one 

hand there is real potential in allowing citizens the ability to take ownership of their 

preparation as they organize the way they work with disaster management cycles on their 

own terms because they are able to dictate the ways in which preparedness may work 

best for them, revealing autonomy and perhaps localized visions of empowerment.  On 

the other hand, contradictorily, community resilience lends itself nicely to the neoliberal 

model of “bureaucratising creative problem-solving through scientific training 

mechanisms designed to optimize the rationality of individuals in the face of marketised 

uncertainty” (ibid: 59). Resilience becomes a “means to the end for the realization of the 

neoliberal dream of a society of extreme entrepreneurs” (ibid: 59). And thus, for Rogers, 
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the Janus-faced potential of resilience remains. However, resilience may have 

counteractive potential when it comes to the negative consequences of “monitory” 

politics and disaster capitalism and that a solely pessimistic approach to resilience 

“maligns the positive potential of resilience as a means to stimulate counter-neo-

liberalisation as a participatory and collaborative movement before it gets off the ground” 

(ibid: 66-67). Therefore, to see resilience as a rhetoric and practice than can both pave the 

way for neoliberal modes of governmentality, restructuring and organization as well as a 

way to redistribute resources, power, justice, and democracy back into the hands of 

citizens then is not simply a duplicitous operationalization of the term. Rather, it is a way 

to acknowledge the complexity of resilience as it moves in and out of disciplines, 

context-specific sites and situations.  

My goal is therefore to avoid some of the “creeping colonialism” that arises in 

blanketed understanding of not only how resilience ought to be practiced, but also how it 

ought to be theoretically framed or resisted. I claim that methodologically, this is best 

done by grounding resilience in context-specific sites that reveal ambiguous and 

contradictory results rather than only nihilistic ones. For Rogers, positive aspects of 

resilience may provide progressive opportunities for activism and this positive research 

agenda “could become a platform for evidenced-based policy and collaborative practice 

in which shared responsibility is not a cynical reflection of the desires to cut costs and 

‘pass the buck’ onto citizens” and is one sign that resilience may not be lost to nihilism 

(ibid: 67). Resilience, to him, may “be seized and packaged as a mechanism for the 

decentralizing power from government and markets into citizens and communities” as 
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there are “increasingly loud calls among both the political left and right for methods to 

involve and inspire citizens to re-engage with the political system” (ibid: 67). 

This project uses Marxian-Foucauldian theories through a postcolonial cultural 

politics framework to analyze resilience discourse. I attend to the exploitation that comes 

with the terrain of discourses of resilience such that it does appear as a discourse of 

control. But, my emphasis is not solely on identifying sites of exploitation in a discourse. 

Rather, my emphasis on the postcolonial cultural politics of resilience does not conceive 

of resilience discourse as “overdetermining the shape of politics” (Moore 1999: 673). 

Instead, this project’s discourse analysis is contingent on and grounded in the messy 

ethnographic, complex historical and spatial specificity of context and practice. As such, 

discursive boundaries of resilience are reworked and contested.  

As the previous chapter argues, resilience has become a term that extends beyond 

the boundaries of natural disaster management to take into account a variety of economic 

and social ills. It also incorporates the “evolutionary” thinking into forms of disaster and 

risk management wherein unavoidable events such as earthquakes, hurricanes, stock 

market crashes or debt crises will inevitably create a systems change to which individuals 

must become resilient (Fainstein 2015: 158). Having resilience thus accommodates social 

shocks but is never intended to prevent them. Instead, resilience assumes that it is less 

harmful to accept the risk of these various crises than it is to attempt to avoid them 

altogether, thereby adhering to liberalist logic (ibid). In doing so, there is an avoidance 

regarding whom or what is responsible for these crises because these liberal uses of 

resilience often avoid discussing questions regarding political power. Instead, what is 

discussed and often demanded is only the notion that one (usually the most vulnerable) 
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must get through, instead of fight off, the crises (ibid). Marxian frameworks, however, 

through the analysis of the logic of capitalism,30 neoliberalism and uneven capital 

accumulation, are able to assess responsibility, blame and consequences for various types 

of crises, and thus provide a lens for which to understand how problems are created 

(rather than see problems as solely requiring modes of adaptation and adjustment). These 

frameworks look to see how structural conditions and social forces—like institutions and 

classes (social groups)—affect material conditions. Viewing resilience strategies through 

a Marxian framework reveals how resilience is used as a new avenue for investment in 

order to perpetuate what Marx (1887/1977) calls capitalism’s “elastic” (592) powers for 

generating surplus value for corporations, states and other global institutions.  

The latest area of investment, at least for development initiatives, has been in 

disaster management (although one might call this “disaster capital” management). 

Recently, there has been an increase of public-private partnerships seeking to generate a 

market for emergency preparedness. The US’s Federal Emergency Management Agency 

(FEMA), for instance, advocates for strong public-private partnerships for crisis 

management in order to ensure “resilient communities” claiming that “There's no way 

government can solve the challenges of a disaster with a government-centric approach. It 

takes the whole team” (FEMA “Public-Private” 2015: np). In New York, for example, the 

goal of public-private partnerships for crises management is “dedicated to partnering with 

the private sector to increase the resilience of the city’s business community and to 
                                                        
30 Often characterized as “creative destruction,” capitalism is an economic structure and form of 
production constituted by profit accumulation, wage labour, private property and in more recent 
iterations, free markets. In order for capitalism to continue its profit seeking cycle and thrive it 
must continually find new and inventive investments in order to generate surplus value. As Marx 
(1858) writes, “The violent destruction of capital [is] not by relations external to it, but rather as a 
condition of its self- preservation […] ” (np).  
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ensure that private organizations have all the information they need before, during, and 

after an emergency” (FEMA “Big City Partnerships” 2015: np).  

One example includes Wal-Mart which after 9/11 established its own Emergency 

Operations Centre (EOC) wherein it hired in-house meteorologists and disaster 

management experts to analyze government data to identify risks in order to maintain 

“business continuity” (PwC 2013: 1). The “Get A Game Plan” partnered the State of 

Louisiana with Wal-Mart pharmacies to ensure residents were stocked up on their 

prescriptions, while the State of New York paired up with Wal-Mart and Sam’s Club to 

educate and sell merchandise for disaster preparedness (ibid:2). However, the good 

intentions are marred with neoliberal capitalism when Mark Cooper, Wal-Mart’s Senior 

Director of Global Emergency Management, admits,  

 

Not only did it help those communities to be better 
prepared, it also helped our associates to be better prepared. 
It set us up to handle the next disaster, which happened to 
be Hurricane Sandy. Because we already had those 
relationships in place, we could get our stores open more 
quickly. And from the government’s perspective, the 
sooner they can bring businesses back online, the fewer 
resources they need to expend in support of recovery in 
those communities. (ibid:2)  

 

 Preparedness in this case amounts to helping community members who can afford the 

merchandise as well as promoting a continued flow of business with as little help from 

the government as possible. Moreover, downloading responsibility to individuals in the 

form of “risk management” or “resilience projects” embeds individuals in disasters into 

future (unknown) disaster.  When these regimes, or corporations, perpetually promote 
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future threats and continually busy others with education regarding how to (perhaps) 

withstand such crises, it obscures the ability for people to resist these very same regimes 

that cause or exacerbate these crises. In the above case, for instance, engaging in a 

statewide Wal-Mart-sponsored disaster management project does little to help local 

economies threatened by multi-national corporations like Wal-Mart.31 Instead, disaster 

management appears to be Wal-Mart’s attempt to capture a new market and increase 

profits in the a form of “disaster capitalism” (Klein 2008). Wal-Mart thus helps save 

communities at the same time as it ruins local economies. Likewise, mirroring corporate-

created disaster capital are the pervasive ways in which the IMF has instructed countries 

like Jamaica to institute resilience projects into their development schema in order to 

meet balance of payments. While IMF profits from the loans Jamaica has been forced to 

borrow, it effectively obscures the fact that it is partially to blame for the country’s 

economic situation and need for institutionalizing resilience as a strategy in the first 

place.  

  Resilience strategies are often wrapped up in trying to securitize particular 

geographies (i.e. cities) and so resilience politics and practices are also spatialized. The 

expedited flows of capital across states in the era of neoliberal globalization, effectively 

blur (and at the same time strengthen) 32 territorial borders, in the search for cheaper 

labour, cheaper rent and a generally lowered cost of doing business in order to maximize 
                                                        
31 A study by Neumark, Zhang and Ciccarella (2008) reveals, “On average, Wal-Mart store 
openings reduce retail employment by about 2.7 percent, implying that each Wal-Mart employee 
replaces about 1.4 employees in the rest of the retail sector. Driven in part by the employment 
declines, retail earnings at the county level also decline as a result of Wal-Mart entry, by about 
1.5 percent” (428).  
32 By strengthening them I mean that globalization is a deeply political project. Not all borders are 
open to everyone for business, movement and trade. Some states keep tight control over what is 
bought and sold (China for example). However, these countries usually have the political and 
economic strength to choose to what degree trade is liberalized. 
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profits. However, this has meant deeply uneven formations of economic growth and 

development because neoliberalism has not actually promoted global economic growth 

nor eased social crises. Through “accumulation by dispossession,” a generalization of 

Marx’s “primitive accumulation,”33 assets (services, land, jobs etc.) can be taken (through 

purchase or violence) from the masses via privatization, financialization, crises 

management and state redistribution and centralized into a small number of elite states, 

institutions and corporations (Harvey 2006). These investments provide a place for global 

elites to absorb their surplus capital in order to continue to profit.  So, rather than 

alleviating inequality, neoliberal capitalism has redistributed wealth back into the hands 

of the elites (Harvey 2006) while the rest of the world is left to adapt to the increased 

imbalances.  

In the urban context, resilience has been an organizational principle for some time 

now and much of the scholarship on it relies on Foucauldian analysis. Most of this 

research has much to do with understanding how to mitigate disasters and crises (natural, 

man-made, economic, social) before and after they occur through disaster or emergency 

management and securitization. These crisis management practices are new forms of 

governmentality where cities outfit themselves with various programs (public-private 

partnerships, surveillance, fences etc.) that attempt to ease the future after-effects of any 

number of disasters. For example, Sophie Churchill (2003) argues that through inclusive 

resilience programming as opposed to resistant cities (in her case Birmingham) 
                                                        
33 According to Marx (1887/1977), the basis or starting point of capitalism is through primitive 
accumulation wherein “great masses of men are suddenly torn from their means of subsistence, 
and hurled as free and “unattached” proletariats on the labour-market. The expropriation of the 
agricultural producer, of the peasant, from the soil, is the basis of the whole [capitalist] process” 
(669). That is, through the privatization of land, men are effectively dispossessed from the land 
and their subsistence (feudal) way of life and are forced to sell their labour in the market in order 
to pay for food, rent etc.  
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individuals will be able to better equip themselves to navigate the “white waters” (read: 

unpredictability) of the 21st- century (359). Steward Pickett et al. (2014) suggest that 

resilience is a non-normative scientific model for processes that underlies sustainability 

in the city and that it will be through the city’s ability to adapt rather than “bounce back” 

that will reveal whether or not a city is sustainable. In this way, according to them, 

resilience emerges as a capability or capacity from interactions between accumulation of 

wealth and connectivity. Taking a mainstream development approach, John de Boer 

(2015) suggests that investing in urban resilience is more crucial than ever before — 

because, as he points out, we are living in a new epoch in which most of the world’s 

population has settled into urban centres. Therefore, the majority of the forthcoming 

humanitarian, security and development crises and emergencies will be located and 

concentrated in cities. In particular, the neoliberal model, which is typically described as 

emphasizing market liberalization as well as strong public-private partnership, has led to 

acute urban spatial reorganization with respect to security. Globally, the sharing and/or 

transferring of state responsibility to the private sector means that public spaces become 

more private and more militarized. Increasingly, the urban landscape has become 

“secured” via gates, barbed wire, walls, security personnel, dogs and cameras (Jaffe 

2012: 185).  However, the consequences of these “secure” methods are that they also 

disproportionately and unevenly (negatively) affect urbanites. That is to say, the methods 

used to ensure resilient cities often further ostracize the poor and marginalized who are 

already consigned to the least desirable city spaces.34  

                                                        
34 This is not to say that the poor do not find ways to engage with security tactics. Indeed, Jaffe 
(2012) argues that in Jamaica garrisons and dons are used as methods of securitization for the 
urban poor.  
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In his theoretical and sociological studies of resilience and the city, Peter Rogers 

(2012) argues that resilience “is of growing importance to enquiry” and “this importance 

can be enhanced and meaningfully grounded in a project of spatial theory” (1). Thus his 

goal, using the city as a crucible, is to empirically and theoretically ground how resilience 

has emerged, changed and informed changes around us (1). Of importance is his 

discussion of the ways in which resilience and securitization are tied up in the creation of 

particular types of zones within city spaces in the form of governance and surveillance. 

For instance, pre-zoning tactics are used to globally to demarcate where and when 

protests can occur. Such pre-zoning is so common that Zick (2006) argues that   

The state has moved from regulating place to actually, in 
some cases, creating places for the express purpose of 
controlling and disciplining protest and dissent. This sort of 
spatial sophistication is a recent phenomenon. It represents 
a new generation of spatial regulations…this is a 
substantial extension of the principle that the state may 
regulate the time, place and manner of expressive activity. 
(584 cited in Rogers 2012: 132).  

In the “landscape of protest,” therefore, the generation of zones and routes has become 

more commonplace. However, these zones are not just created for formal events such as 

“a protest” (as it is generally understood). This type of spatial reterritorialization occurs 

via temporary spatial fixes during cultural and entertainment events around the world. As 

Coaffee and Murakami-Wood (2006) explain, within global cities and increasingly in 

provincial or lesser connected cities,  

the development of a ‘resilient city’ has a temporal 
dimension—the construction of short-term ‘resilient sites’ 
for the hosting of often globally significant cultural, 
sporting and political events—which seek to pump-prime 
the local economy and stimulate inwards investment. 
Importantly, the temporary retrofitting of such security 
‘stage sets’ to promote a particular destination as a safe and 
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secure location often leaves a permanent legacy of fixed 
security infrastructure. (511) 

For cities that host large events like FIFA World Cups, the Olympic Games and the NFL 

Super Bowl, resilient cities are often conflated with highly securitized cities35 with costs 

to protect the city, athletes and tourists in the billions of dollars (US). Despite the 

presumed temporary nature of these spatial fixes, many of the security mechanisms (i.e. 

CCTV cameras) are never removed and therefore, the liberty and mobility of the ordinary 

citizens or urbanites is compromised long after the event concludes and the tourists leave. 

In this way, the resilient and safe city is not only about capital accumulation, which could 

be appropriated by a number of actors like the state, corporate interests or elites, but also 

about longer-term surveillance and governmentality.  These security measures begin to 

shape the behaviors of the urban subjects learning to live with ubiquitous surveillance 

and security. Resilience, therefore, is not only about the production of space and surplus 

value but also, as Foucault might argue, the conduct of conduct (Rogers 2012:113).36  

Resilient cities are about the attempted creation, maintenance and securitization of power.  

 Increasingly, resilience discourse has become prevalent in both provincial cities 

and as well as those cities that do not make the Alpha list (or “global” cities) according to 

the Globalization and World Cities Research Network (GaWC).  Emergency 

Management Departments and Regional Resilience Forums across more peripheral cities 

are also involved in disaster and emergency preparedness (Coaffee and Murakami-Wood 

2006: 511). As well, securitization of more peripheral cities,such as Kingston, Jamaica, 
                                                        
35 As previously mentioned, Evans and Reid (2014) would argue against the conflation of 
resilience and security and /or resistance; however these terms are nevertheless conflated in both 
mainstream and critical academic work. The logic is that secure cities make resilient cities. 
36 Rogers (2012), however, does not discuss surplus value here. He’s not particularly interested in 
political-economy in this regard but doesn’t outright dismiss it (see page 6, in particular, of his 
work).   
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has also been studied to some extent (Jaffe 2012). However, the ways in which resilience, 

as well as security and liberty, reveals itself rhetorically and materially through cultural 

events, cultural practices and development in Kingston has not been discussed at much 

length.37 I believe that such a discussion is useful and necessary considering the ways in 

which Kingston specifically and Jamaica more broadly is caught up in both resilience and 

development.   

Unlike the proliferating research framed by Marxian and Foucauldian evaluations 

of resilience, postcolonial contextual considerations of resilience are few and far 

between. While there is work that discusses resistance and resistance movements in 

Jamaica, work that focuses on understanding resilience as an organizing principle on the 

island is limited.38 In his research on disaster management in Kingston, Jamaica, Kevin 

Grove (2013a, 2013b, 2014a) argues that in the politics of resilience there is a 

“contemporaneous multiplicity of different forms of resilience” (2013b: 194). 

Specifically, he focuses on two forms that circulate within Jamaican disaster 

management: neoliberal and subversive resilience. In his case, some forms of disaster 

management conceptions of resilience that necessitate self-organization, de-

centralization, empowerment, responsibilization and importantly, individualization make 

up assemblages of neoliberal governance (ibid:199). Conversely, others are part of a 

particular cultural ethos of empathy and care comprised of assemblages of anti-colonial 

struggle, Rastafarianism and Christianity that hinge on communal or responsibility of the 

other. Moreover, empowerment, recognition and self-determination, Grove argues, are 
                                                        
37 Both Stanley Niaah (2008:350) and Hope (2006) use the word resilience when discussing how 
dancehall operates in Kingston however, resilience is not discussed spatially or vis-à-vis 
neoliberalism or as a form of resistance nor do they define the term.  
38 This is partially due to the fact that understanding and thinking through resilience in the social 
sciences is a rather new development.   
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part of a broader negotiation of Black resistance movements since colonialism. Here 

Grove invokes Scott’s “hidden transcript”39 to show how the hidden transcript 

“foregrounds black resistance as the driving force behind long-term historical 

transformation in Jamaican political economic order” (ibid: 205). He argues thus that 

much of “the Jamaican poor’s self-reliance today is a historically contingent product of 

the neo-liberal counterrevolution” (ibid). Unlike other scholars who suggest that 

resilience has been hollowed out politically, Grove uses assemblage theory as well as 

Scott’s concept to argue that “resilience is a distinct diagram that attempts to organize life 

in relation to an uncertain future: it develops individual and systemic capacities to live 

with surprise and vulnerability through capacity-building techniques such as participatory 

programming, governance reform and adaptive management” (ibid:198). Viewing 

resilience this way “requires that we map how resilience intersects with place-specific 

historical trajectories and force relations to create new capacities for thought and action 

and new possibilities for domination and resistance” (ibid). Accordingly, in Jamaica, 

resilience must not only be understood vis-à-vis neoliberalism but also within context of 

anti-colonial struggle.   

Grove’s criticism of resilience thinking is essential. In Jamaica today, resilience, 

empowerment and self-determination are all concepts that circulate throughout 

development spheres in Kingston both from top-down and bottom-up approaches to 

development. Viewing the multiplicities of resilience then broadens both the scope of 

resilience thinking as well as understandings of the ways in which people manage, fight 

and endure adversity. Where I diverge from Grove is in his understanding of Black 

                                                        
39 Scott, J.C. (1990). Domination and the Art of Resistance. New Haven, US: Yale UP.  
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Jamaican resistance movements as “hidden transcripts,” and this is an important 

distinction: some everyday subversive acts are not seen by the dominant order and 

instead can actually be incredibly overt, public and often contradictory. This distinction is 

often central to understanding how one becomes resilient or performs resilience in 

adverse contexts. Scott (1990), whose work has an overwhelming impact on how popular 

resistance is read and whose work is somewhat useful in discerning that resilience and 

resistance are not so easily separated, elicits some consideration. For Scott, subversive 

acts include ridicule, carnivals, and poorly-completed labour and they are each examples 

of “hidden” forms of resistance against the dominant order. Grove’s argument, similar to 

Scott’s, assumes that historically Black Jamaican resistance or subversive movements 

were not visible, except on occasion, to the dominant order.  He suggests that, “resistance 

circulates throughout the hidden transcript, and has boiled to the surface in periodic 

events such as plantation revolts of the 1867, the worker’s rebellion of 1938 and 

Manley’s democratic socialism” and that “each time, black resistance has been beaten 

back […]” (ibid: 205). I question this reading. First, in the context of colonialism, 

precisely because the possibility to resist was so palpable for colonists (and in a sense 

understood or rendered visible even if registered through the body) that the latter went to 

horrific lengths to discipline, shackle and murder slaves. It is useful to draw on Albert 

Memmi (1967) who argues that it is “impossible for him [the colonist] to not be aware of 

the constant illegitimacy of his status” (8). The illegitimacy, in that the colonizer has 

gained power through usurpation, creates ambiguity however: “accepting his role as 

colonizer, the colonist accepts the blame implied in that role. This decision in no way 

brings permanent peace of mind. On the contrary, the effort he will make to overcome the 
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confusion of his role will give us one of the keys to understanding this ambiguous 

position” (51). To attempt to legitimize his own position, the colonist “endeavors to 

falsify history, he rewrites laws, he would extinguish memories—anything to succeed in 

transforming his usurpation into legitimacy” (52). As such, the anxiety within the 

colonial apparatus, as it attempts and to find legitimacy, destabilizes the “hidden-ness” of 

resistance and makes clear through domination that the “hidden” transcripts are quite 

visible. Certainly, living through a day on the plantation was a political and visible act of 

resilience and resistance.  

Second, some of these subversive acts that Scott discusses were much more 

ambiguous. Slave masters often heavily disciplined slaves and their creative practices 

because it was known just how dangerous or subversive they could be. For example, 

masters created laws to govern when and for how long a dance could be held; they often 

forced slaves to dance for them; and they also ordered punitive punishment for such 

celebrations.40 This is because these dances risked not only the ability for slaves to labour 

the next day thus slowing the cycles of production, but the the possibility that the dances 

would lead to revolts. So, it becomes quite clear that masters understood the power in 

these acts and had to control slaves in order to maintain the projects of capital and 

empire. Saidiya Hartman’s work, Scenes of Subjection, has been formative in drawing out 

the ambiguity of slave celebrations and slave dances. In this work she interrogates the 

double bind created during performance and practice, for example slave dances, by 

questioning how slaves are both exploited and also exceed the limits of domination 

during such practices (1997: 54-55). By being both about domination and resistance, the 

                                                        
40 See Abrahams and Szwed (1983). 
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slave dances’ ambiguity is much more about working through the paradox of such 

practices, instead of romanticizing resistance strategies used during this time.  

Third, the dichotomy of dominant and hidden transcripts of resistance Scott seems 

to create is difficult to maintain given that today Jamaica is a democracy and that it also 

contends with political clientelism. Together these slightly unhinge the hidden-ness of 

resistance from below. In his critique of Scott, Brian Meeks (2000) argues,  

in cases of partial or flawed democracy, while the text can 
hardly be described as hidden, it might be still appropriate 
to speak of a subterranean, veiled, “transcript from below” 
that emerges and provides an alternative world view, 
explaining the harsh realities of life and provides resistance 
across the gamut of possible strategies and tactics. The 
critical thing rescued from Scott is the notion that in such 
contexts, belief or acquiescence to the world-view remains 
minimal. The text, however, far from being hidden, is 
spoken in public every day. (41) 

 

By interrogating how resilience circulates in cultural life we can move away from seeing 

resilience as resignation to seemingly immovable forces, but also seeing it not simply as 

“subversive” and hidden.  Instead, looking at particular case studies and the people that 

work in cultural production and activism expose a more nuanced, observable framework 

of resilience—one that is more robust and considers resilience, instead of only as 

abdication, as part of an intense struggle.  

Postcolonial cultural politics scholarship (Li 1999, 2007; Mitchell 2002, 2008; 

Moore 1999) provides an important contextual element to resilience thinking because it 

can challenge and account for the ways in which neoliberal resilience upholds hegemonic 

regimes, such as white supremacy, neoliberalism and patriarchy. Postcolonial cultural 

politics scholarship provides context specificity that helps us understand resilience not as 
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a universal, “principal true” everywhere (Mitchell 2002), but as a concept mobilized, 

hidden, lost or co-opted in multiple ways. Postcolonial scholars provide important 

research regarding how creative practices or “cultural life,” to use UNESCO’s term, open 

up space in order to (re)imagine new modes of living. This is important because, as sites 

of struggle and contestation, creative practices and cultural life rooted in specific histories 

demonstrate the complexity and potentiality of resilience. For Ford-Smith (2011), 

performance specifically and cultural production41 more generally become sites of 

struggles where engagement with oppressive structures opens up to “acts of possibility” 

(3).  Viewing resilience discourse not as one in which outcomes are guaranteed or 

foreclosed but as conditioned by historical dynamics and context specificity then “shifts 

from an emphasis on a single, monolithic discourse towards the discursive practices and 

micro-techniques through which specific interventions have been imposed, opposed” and 

struggled over (Moore 1999: 673). In the case studies I discuss, cultural production 

provides valuable sites where resilience politics are contested and in one case, different 

philosophical understandings of living are explored. Rustom Bharucha (2000) argues 

that, in the age of globalizing capital, conflict should not be avoided to circumvent 

violence, but rather engaged with critically and dialectically through performance and 

reason while incorporating the opposition (63). That is to say, interrogating the 

complexity of lifethrough performance and other cultural practices vis-à-vis global forces 

is often messy, unequal and contradictory, but this is no excuse to not engage with these 

difficult questions, as these unpredictable, shaky spaces are the very places where 

“possibility” resides. In this dissertation, for example, I engage with Timothy Mitchell’s 

                                                        
41 By cultural production I mean artistic practice only.  
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postcolonial-Foucauldian critique of development discourse. In Rule of Experts, Mitchell 

(2002) examines how Egypt was constructed via a western colonial (techno-political) 

political-economic framework that instituted “principles true in every country,” such as 

private property rights, in Egypt’s “traditional” economy. The effects of this would, 

according to development experts, bring modernity to Egypt. Mitchell analyzes the 

Egyptian case by making visible historical particularities and innovative reliance upon 

customs that became necessary to provide traction for private property laws that are 

considered axiomatic and universal within the episteme of modernity and the discipline 

of economics. Mitchell demonstrates that a mixture of laws, state and class coercion, 

colonizers and banks made the principle of private property law true in this particular 

colonial context. In the realm of international development, he reveals that what is 

thought of as universal is very much a production of a number powerful forces (human 

and non-human) designed to conceal complexities, histories and specificity and transform 

them into a question of proper management of resources (226). Used in the context of 

Kingston, Jamaica, Mitchell’s postcolonial critique allows me to unpack, namely through 

policy, how development expertise has insisted that resilience become a certain necessity 

no matter the context. Further, using his critique, and others in the same vein (namely, 

Hartman 1997; Li 1999, 2007; Moore 1999), I am able to reveal the many contradictions 

at work in particular cases in Jamaica to show the complexity of resilience. Specifically, 

my goal is to demonstrate that people do not simply become resilient because a discourse 

summons them to do so. Rather, they have long been resilient to a number of powerful 

forces and a multiplicity of power relations in the face of which people nurture resilience. 

This suggests there can be a tremendous ambiguity in the meanings of resilience itself, as 
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these meanings emerge in practice and in the course of struggles. And, it is this 

multiplicity and ambiguity of resilience in practice, rather than discursive unity or 

axiomatic principle, that accounts for the power and consequence of resilience in Jamaica 

today. It is the tale of resilience as practice and struggle to which this dissertation is 

dedicated.  

 

Case Studies 

The following three chapters each highlight a particular case for understanding 

resilience as a complex, often contradictory, concept in Jamaica. In Chapter Three, the 

first case study, I ask how historical and contemporary iterations of street dances appear 

as resilience and resistance. I argue that in this case, resilience is caught in a double bind, 

to borrow from Saidiya Hartman (1997), which can simultaneously account for how 

people resist particular forms of domination, like neoliberal economic restructuring, 

while reinforcing hegemonic neoliberal structures and its consequences which bear down 

on individuals in Kingston. Today, street dances, existing since colonialism where they 

appeared as both sites of resistance and domination (Hartman 1997) are fixtures in 

Kingston, Jamaica. Street dances are spaces of entertainment, escape, labour, enjoyment 

and embodied epistemology. They appear nightly in various neighbourhoods throughout 

the city and dance organizers often break the law by contravening licensing laws and 

noise codes in order hold them. I use a historical approach to situate resilience in street 

dances to show how these creative practices are both resilient and resistant. I then move 

to discuss how this doubling manifests in contemporary street dances by looking at how 

they open up spaces of resistance while also acting as a safety net of informal 

employment for marginalized individuals affected by years of austerity. I then situate the 
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government’s recent dance lock-offs and decision to re-zone, effectively removing street 

dances outside the city limits, in their broader development initiatives that focus on 

disciplined citizenry, creative entrepreneurial economies and securitization.  Finally, I use 

the work of both Leda Martins and Diana Taylor to consider how it is that street dances 

remain resilient in Jamaica, suggesting that no matter how many times the police try to 

lock-off and turn off the sound, they will never get rid of the dance.  

Chapter Four, the second case study, looks at how Civil Society Organizations 

(CSO) and their workers, part of what Lester M. Salamon (2003) calls the “resilient 

sector” for their ability to adapt so easily to the market, negotiate and adapt to economic 

instability stemming from neoliberal policy.  This chapter argues that CSOs (and NGOs) 

are not simply extensions of the neoliberal state or funding agencies. Instead there is 

much struggle in trying to remain resilient in this resilient sector and the CSO WMW-

Jamaica helps to show how these struggles manifest in CSO work. Specifically, I look at 

how WMW-Jamaica has tried to remain resilient despite a lack of funding. The 

proliferation of the third sector, particularly in Jamaica, correlates with the rise of 

neoliberalism from the 1980s onwards. Third-sector organizations like NGOs and CSOs 

were meant to be a spatial fix for the retreat of state-led social programming. They are 

also charged with a number of responsibilities in Jamaica’s current development plans. 

Perhaps paradoxically, today mounting levels of austerity coupled with the increased 

professionalization of the third-sector has led third-sector organizations, like CSOs and 

Non-Governmental Organizations (NGOs), to come up with creative ways to maintain 

their operations. In Jamaica, there are an incredible number of third-sector organizations 

and WMW-Jamaica, which began in 1987, is one of the most prolific organizations 
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dealing with gender and development on the island. They are also famous for their 

Drama-In-Education methodology wherein they use theatre and drama games to discuss 

gender rights and development. While over-work and under-pay is practically the 

industry standard among non-profits, the increased lack of funding at WMW-Jamaica 

caused significant stress on the paid office staff. A new organizational model in the form 

of change agents was implemented, in what I call a resilience strategy, as a means to help 

alleviate some of this stress. Using an ethnographic case, I show how tensions regarding 

this resilience strategy play out on the terrain of cultural production during the 2013 

WMW Annual General Meeting, suggesting that cultural production reveals how CSOs 

and their workers are not simply adapting to neoliberalism but are wrestling with it even 

as they are forced to adapt. I also consider why it is that CSO workers continue their 

work even though they are not adequately financially compensated. Each member felt 

there were immaterial rewards gained by working in the non-profit sector that could be 

leveraged in other ways, such as “the ability to make a difference.” Yet, some were 

highly critical of their work and questioned their ability to make a difference at all within 

the so-called resilient third-sector. I consider whether Lauren Berlant’s concept of cruel 

optimism is a lens through which we can understand why CSO workers continue to hope 

to make a difference knowing full well that their ability to actually make a difference is 

nearly always stymied by their attachment to making a difference within the spaces of the 

“resilient” third-sector.  

 Chapter Five, the third case study, looks at the activist space SO((U))L HQ (HQ), 

and argues that while NGOs and CSOs attempt to adapt to limited resources (like space 

and funding), allocating much of what resources they do have to the management and 
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bureaucracy of NGO work, the HQ seeks to redress uneven access to resources by 

prioritizing its political project over the maintenance of a mainstream non-profit 

structure. It does so through its “organic” model, which is anti-NGO and not enmeshed in 

what Dylan Rodriguez (2007) calls the non-profit industrial complex because it refuses to 

take on donor funding. This resistance to donor funding and corporate models of social 

justice work has given the HQ the space to take on projects that respond to the needs of 

its immediate community rather than responding to donor requests. It also allows the 

organization to practice a spontaneous politics that deals with other conceptions of social 

justice such as ubuntu as they emerge in open discussions rather than a pre-packaged and 

contained NGO or development plan message. This resistance to what is often neoliberal-

led NGO development work, however, is not detached from resilience. That is to say, the 

HQ is still entangled in the effects of neoliberal policy and neoliberal capitalism, but it is 

an example of a type of social justice activism that resists mainstream models of 

development in order to explore its own political possibilities. Nevertheless, its ability to 

continue to be persistent with activism relies on, as one of the activists revealed, the 

ability to be resilient, suggesting that resilience is necessary to remain resistant in order 

imagine new political possibilities in Jamaica.   

Chapter Six, the last chapter, offers a brief summary of the dissertation and some 

final conclusions regarding resilience in Jamaica. I then suggest areas of further study.  
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Chapter 3 

Street Dances and Resilience’s Double Bind  

 It was before midnight and definitely too early to head out to a dance. However, 

there were rumors of dance “lock-offs” due to noise violations and lack of proper 

permitting happening across the city so we decided to go somewhat early to Rae Town, a 

fishing village in east Kingston, to catch the “oldies” or “Sunday Night Old Hits” dance. 

The Sunday night Rae Town dance has been a fixture in Kingston’s dancehall scene for 

more than 30 years. This dance in particular had been threatened with lock-offs and a 

twice-monthly limit, despite having their paperwork in order, due to the proximity to 

residential areas and the past-curfew noise violations.  We took our chances and went 

down the road to the Capricorn Inn on Rae Street. We weren’t in Rae Town for more than 

half an hour when the police arrived with one car, one SUV and a heavily-armed team. Tt 

was clear that there would be no negotiating. Patron reactions ranged from 

disappointment to anger. One man kept pacing up and down in front of the Capricorn, 

shouting at the police that the lock-off was unfair, possibly because Rae Town was 

arbitrarily getting an early midnight lock-off time instead of 2 a.m., which would affect 

those whose livelihoods partially depended on the dance. Rae Town’s lock-offs were not 

an isolated event and instead were part of a broader strategy of ensuring that Jamaica is a 

“place of choice to live, work, raise a family and do business” (PIOJ 2009) — in other 

words, to protect Jamaica’s economic resilience and security. 

  The Ministry of Tourism and Entertainment and The Ministry of National 

Securities held a joint public meeting just a few months prior to discuss re-zoning the city 
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into four different areas (A, B, C, and D zones) where D zones would hold dancehall 

events away from residential areas and hospitals. And yet, given that small communities 

like Rae Town depend on dances for generating income for social reproduction, the lock-

offs in the name of national security and economic development actually limit the 

security and the resilience capacities of these residents because they are no longer able to 

use the dances to support themselves. When I asked a member of the Ministry of Tourism 

and Entertainment how these residents and the thousands of other informal workers 

would manage with the re-zoning, they responded with a shrug, “They’ll figure it out.” 42 

As we found out a year later, the proposed D zone located on the Palisado strip is not 

only situated an inconvenient 20 kilometers outside of downtown neighborhoods where 

street dances take place but it is actually an ecologically risky place to hold such events.  

The dance lock-offs then reveal a paradox between the government’s resilience and 

security rhetoric and what this rhetoric actually produces in practice, namely insecurity. 

Moreover, the unpredictable times that dances can be shut down, such as what we were 

witness to in Rae Town, attends to the arbitrary nature of the state’s disciplinary 

apparatus. This demonstrates the unscrupulous and contradictory power of the state over 

the very cultural practices that ostensibly also constitute the basis of creativity in other 

articulations of the state’s resilience discourse. Frustrated with the police at Rae Town 

that night, everyone dispersed into their homes and cars, but even some 400 meters down 

the road I could still hear the man in front of the Capricorn shouting: “You can’t shut 

down this dance! You can turn the sound off but you can’t get rid of the dance!” (2013 

from my field notes). 

                                                        
42 008, interview on May 30, 2013, Kingston, JA. 
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 While the police were able to turn off the sound that night in Rae Town, I 

wondered about the extent to which the authorities were going to be able to shut down the 

dances in Kingston’s streets and how people were going to adapt to or resist these 

changes. This chapter looks at how resilience appears simultaneously as a form of 

adaptation and resistance in historical and contemporary iterations of street dances. Given 

that resilience and creative practices are almost always held in a positive light, how does 

viewing them in a wider understanding of domination and discipline change how we 

understand these terms and their associated practices? 

 In the context of Jamaica, street dances are used as a form of survival and 

adaptation in an increasingly liberalized and uneven economy. They can also be used to 

foster public-private partnerships in order to generate much needed revenue for the state, 

as well as to bolster creative and flexible economies.  They are thus just as contradictory 

now as they were during slavery where slave dances were caught in a “double bind” that 

meant they at once upheld colonial power and emancipation for the slaves. After all, 

dances meant they could “steal away” to celebrate with each other (Hartman 1997). This 

double bind is made apparent in contemporary street dances because they have 

historically been spaces of both resistance and survival. One informant, a former 

government employee who worked in the creative sector, revealed that the use of the 

term resilience vis-à-vis the creative cultural policy underscores how despite “slavery and 

economic depression, Jamaicans created a culture that continues to hold the attention of 

the region and the world—despite all the oppression, [they] manage[d], not just to 

survive, but to live, thrive and create.”43 Resilience is thus about flourishing and engaging 

                                                        
43 006, Interview, May 22, 2014, email correspondence.  
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in creative acts in the face of the most impossible circumstances. In the context of 

colonial Jamaica, for example, Saturday night slave dances have been considered a space 

of “liberation” (Beckles 2002; Stanley Niaah 2010), possibility, and in Grove’s terms 

would be considered a form of subversive resilience.  

Yet, street dances are not only (contradictory) forms of resistance, exploitation 

and subjection, spaces of social reproduction, or resources to be commoditized in creative 

economies and cultural development plans. Dancehall is at once performance and an 

object/process of analysis that is “bracketed off” from other forms of performance “to 

constitute discrete foci of analysis” (Taylor 2003: 2). In these instances, as will be 

discussed, the government will bracket off dancehall (as an object) in the hopes of using 

it as lucrative resource in creative economies. But also, and following Diana Taylor 

(2003), street dances and dancehall as performance can be understood as a “vital acts of 

transfer, transmitting social knowledge, memory, and a sense of identity” (2-3).  

Therefore, dancehall is also a repertoire and performance of knowledge production and 

memories, that along with and bound up with “other cultural practices, offers a way of 

knowing” and being in the world. Dancehall performance must also be considered an 

epistemology. Doing so has important implications for both the historical continuity 

(uneven as it may be) from slave dances to street dances and also understanding how it is 

that street dances, in all of their contradictions, remain and will continue to remain 

resilient in Kingston. 

The complex and contradictory nature of dancehall means that there is a need to 

complicate Grove’s dichotomy between neoliberal and subversive resilience which is, to 

a certain extent, superficial. Cultural practices such as street dances highlight just how 
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imbricated these supposedly contradictory understandings of resilience really are.44 

Indeed one explicitly capitalizes on the other, and yet that does not render the cultural 

practice itself bereft of its historical memory and embodied knowledge as subversive 

practice. In other words, resilience becomes a much more slippery and uncertain concept 

when we begin to take up how resilience works its way through cultural production and 

the people who perform and work in these creative practices.  The politics of cultural 

practice are much more ambiguous making it difficult to fully compartmentalize cultural 

production, especially street dances and dancehall, into the categories of resilience or 

resistance. I argue throughout this chapter, therefore, that resilience expresses a “double 

bind,” to utilize Saidiya Hartman’s conceptualization of the afterlife of slavery.   

Resilience simultaneously accounts for the ways in which people and states protect 

themselves against dominant or hegemonic regimes while reinforcing the very same 

regimes that exhaust the everyday and institutional resources of a nation and its people.  

 In this chapter, divided into three sections, I look at how resilience’s double bind 

manifests in the context of Jamaican street dances. First, and to provide the relevant 

historical and cultural context, I look at dances that occurred during slavery. Closely 

                                                        
44 Grove (2013b) would not necessarily disagree. He argues that subversive resilience may utilize 
categories of neoliberal development to advance alternative visions of sustainability and 
resilience (196). In another instance, he argues that subversive resilience can be cast in the same 
language of neoliberal resilience and be operationalized at the same time. However, he argues 
that subversive resilience “mirrors” neoliberal resilience at the level of content, but is “founded 
on an ethos attuned to the co-presence of difference and multiplicity” (204). Whilst I agree with 
the idea that multiplicities of resilience exist, resilience thinking has operated much longer than 
neoliberalism to justify the idea that the former “mirror’s” the latter. Rather than subversive 
resilience “mirroring” neoliberalism, in fact, neoliberal policies actually co-opt the language of 
Black resistance towards other ends. Moreover, his articulation of resilience in terms of a 
“hidden-transcript” is not exceptionally useful considering a broader political economic history of 
Black resistance movements, wherein, even everyday struggles, are not and have not always been 
“hidden” (See Meeks 2007; Saidiya Hartman 1997). Indeed, Black resilience is the norm in the 
face of slavery and post/colonial capitalism.  
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following Hartman’s conceptualization, I show how adaptation and resistance can occur 

at the same time and in the same body, thereby opening up possibilities that frustrate the 

smooth function of slavery under a colonial capitalism. Second, I move to contemporary 

Jamaica and discuss how dancehall, often considered low-brow, vulgar or “slack” is a 

space of resistance and counter-culture. It is also a space of immense resourcefulness on 

the part of the poor and working class in the form of informal labour. And yet, despite 

being an archetypal site of Jamaican resilience, and this connects to my third point, that 

the state aims to shut down street dances in the name of security and economic resilience 

as outlined in the state’s cultural and development policies. In so doing, the state is 

complicit in deepening conditions of insecurity rather than facilitating its purported goal 

of resilience in Jamaica. This contradiction is evidenced in the state’s intentions to re-

zone the city, via changes to the Noise Abatement Act, and remove street dances out of 

Kingston’s urban downtown core to the Palisadoes, 20 kilometres out of downtown 

Kingston, a considerable distance from the neighborhoods and garrisons where many of 

these dances currently take place. I show this contradiction by first situating this decision 

in a broader discussion on Jamaica’s national development plan and national cultural 

policy that uses the rhetoric of resilience to bolster enthusiasm for national development. 

As such, attempts to shut down the dance are part of Jamaica’s emphasis on creating ideal 

citizenry, formalized creative economies, and securitization as outlined in their 

development plans and policies. I conclude with questions on how performance, as 

embodied epistemology, remains, circulates and refuses to be shut down or shut out the 

poor. How might we be able to understand the ritual of street dances in Jamaica as an 

epistemological practice that is resilient and can never be shut down? That is, I 
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demonstrate in what sense resilience exceeds the very terms of survival assigned to it 

within neoliberal policy discourses on cultural production as resilience.  

 

Roots of Street Dances and Dancehall Culture 

 Street dances, closely associated with dancehall culture, are ubiquitous in 

Jamaica. Predominantly held outside, on streets and sidewalks in city neighborhoods, 

these events occur nightly, lasting until the early hours of the morning. From DJs, sound 

systems, vocalists, dancers and vendors to patrons, tourists, international media and local 

communities, the ecology and economy of street dances and dancehall are complex, 

involving formal and informal labour of thousands of people. Considered nomadic 

because the dances occur in different locations from week to week, these popular culture 

practices have been a fixture in Jamaica since 18th century colonialism.  

While it is relatively easier to define a street dance, it is more complicated and 

difficult to define the associated dancehall culture.  Some scholars place the origins of 

dancehall culture in the twentieth century and more specifically in the 1980s (Hope 2006) 

when electronic music and MIDI technology was trending. Associated with the lower 

classes, dancehall music and culture was said to arise as a critical response to the “social, 

political and economic constraints of the 1980s” (Hope 2006:9). Still, others place it 

much further back. Norman Stolzoff (2000), Carolyn Cooper (1995, 2004), and Sonja 

Stanley Niaah (2006, 2010), to varying degrees, all acknowledge a historical trajectory of 

dancehall culture that is rooted in colonial Jamaica. For instance, Stolzoff looks at earlier 

musical genres, like Jamaican mento (akin to Trinidadian calypso and Cuban rhumba) as 

well as the creolized contradanse, that appeared among the whites and black slaves alike 
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in Jamaica, as part of the early roots of dancehall culture. Cooper (1995) undertakes a re-

theorizing of marginality and power through her analysis of popular and “slack,” or 

vulgar and low-brow, cultural practices, like dancehall, and argues that these practices 

must be located in larger structures of domination, racism and sexism. In Soundclash 

(2004), she suggests that forms of contemporary Jamaican popular culture are akin to a 

type of “remembering” that dates back to the middle passage and Africa. In Dancehall: 

From Slave Ship to Ghetto, Sonja Stanley Niaah (2010) explores the genealogy of 

dancehall’s physical and cultural geography. Dancehall’s marginality is constituted by 

the fact that it is largely done by the working class and poor. She argues that it also has 

roots in the fringe spaces that black Africans were forced to take up on slave ships during 

the middle passage en route to the Americas. In terms of performance practice, Stanley 

Niaah suggests that the limbo (or “slave ship dance”) is a common thread that can be 

traced from the slave ship to plantation slave dances through the contemporary dances, 

such as street dances, and therefore dancehall culture is part of a larger process of ritual 

memorializing of the old and new performative aesthetics of the New World, and in 

particular Jamaica (18).45 Likewise, I understand dancehall culture’s roots as located in a 

colonial past.46 In terms of understanding how resilience operates through cultural 

                                                        
45 In this book Stanley Niaah also connects dancehall to other popular global practices like Cuban 
reggaeton and South African kwaito. In her (2007) chapter in the edited collection Black 
Geographies and the Politics of Place, she traces the connections between dancehall, and 
American Blues (as well as kwaito). This more complex analysis I believe lends itself to a more 
vibrant reading of dancehall than Donna Hope allows (Hope (2013) for example does not agree 
with Stanley Niaah’s connection of dancehall to slavery [see her review of From Slave Ship to 
Ghetto]) which can help to bring a more nuanced understanding of Jamaican dancehall 
performance that is rooted in historical struggle.  I therefore tend to lean toward Stanley Niaah 
more than Hope in this work.  
46 Defining dancehall culture is difficult because when one speaks of dancehall they are also 
simultaneously speaking about genre of music, space, type of dance, and a style. Similarly dances 
can also be informal, free of cost and in neighborhoods or it can be in sports stadiums with 



 82 

production, articulating how practices of domination and power work to discipline people 

in Jamaica would only be partial if I did not address Jamaica’s history of slavery and the 

accompanying practices.  

 

Slave Dances: Acts of Domination and Survival 

 Colonial diaries provide an archive of colonists’ interpretations of slave 

“amusements” and other creative practices, namely the Saturday night slave dance. They 

also reveal how everyday practices or forms of play were used to “cultivate hegemony, 

harness pleasure for productive forces and regulate modes of permitted expression” 

(Hartman 1997: 44) even if at the same time these dances were spiritual and liberatory 

practices to escape enslavement (Beckles 2002: 224). Here, a contradiction or double 

bind of practice exists because these practices create and animate forms of action, 

creativity and resistance for those considered sub-human and socially dead (Hartman 

1997: 55). In this way, cultural production, in this case Saturday night dances, 

demonstrates how resilience constitutes both protecting oneself, through everyday acts, 

against the totalizing effects of slavery (where possibilities that extend beyond 

domination exist) while at the same time revealing how slaves had to succumb to a form 

of adaptation through the very same creative acts—acts that were heavily controlled—in 

order to survive. The politics of resilience is caught up in a similar “double bind” that at 
                                                                                                                                                                     

security, and million dollar sponsorships. Dancing and other forms of entertainment have been 
known to reinforce colonial and imperial power, however dancehall culture is also considered a 
form of resistance from the margins. Most of the time any number of these attributes can occur 
simultaneously. This multiplicity should be understood as a way to highlight dancehall’s 
complexity, contradictions and thus as a way to broaden the term as it includes various forms of 
meanings, rituals, acts and histories. In this light it might be useful to think of the concept of 
dancehall as rhizomatic wherein multiple understandings of dancehall occur concurrently though 
one definition is not necessarily more correct than the other.  
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once “account[s] for the state of domination and the possibilities seized in practice” 

(Hartman 1997: 55). It is the context within which particular performances, creative 

practices and cultural production take place that helps to determine how resilience 

operates to foreclose possibility whilst simultaneously revealing its potentiality.  

In Scenes of Subjection, Hartman (1997) scrutinizes romantic notions of slave 

agency, in order to understand the ways in which everyday slave practices surpass the 

constraints of domination (54). Despite being considered “socially dead,”47 by the law 

and wider colonial society, slaves were both person and property and so slavery 

complicated the concepts of agency and will for slaves (ibid: 80). This is so even in the 

mundane scenes of the everyday and in times of so-called leisure. In slave-era America, 

Hartman reveals how pleasure and performance (e.g. dances and music) were posed in 

contrast to labour and often described in a bucolic fashion where these acts were 

“rendered as little more than scenes of revelry and good times that lighten the burdens of 

slavery […]” (ibid: 54). Time spent engaged in pleasure, celebration and dance were 

viewed as categorically separate from time spent in other activities, such as fieldwork and 

more spectacular performances of violence and domination. Hartman significantly 

challenges this prevailing distinction, which assumes that pleasure and leisure activities 

exist outside of relationships of domination and capital accumulation.  

 This ontological separation is also revealed in the writings of Caribbean colonists 

who recorded their whimsical view of slave dances and celebrations.  For instance, in 

Manners and Customs in the West Indies, J.B. Moreton (1780) writes, 

Notwithstanding all their hardships, [the slaves] are fond of 
play and merriment; and if not prevented by whites, 

                                                        
47 See Orlando Patterson’s Slavery and Social Death (1982). 
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according to a law of the island, they will meet on 
Saturday-nights, hundreds of them in gangs, and dance and 
sing till morning; nay sometimes they continue their balls 
without intermission till Monday-morning […] When 
dancing, they form themselves into a circular position, 
adjoining some of their huts, and continue all in motion, 
singing so loud, that on a calm night they may be heard 
about [two] miles distance[…]. (cited in Abrahams and 
Szwed 1983: 290)  

Likewise, in Notes on the West Indies, George Pickard (1806) recalls, 

 

Sunday is the day of festivity among slaves. They are 
passionately fond of dancing, and the Sabbath offering 
them an interval from toil, is, generally, devoted to their 
favorite amusement; and, instead of remaining tranquil in 
rest, they undergo more fatigue, or at least more personal 
exertion, during their gala hours of Saturday night and 
Sunday, then is demanded from them, in labor, during any 
four days of the week. They assemble, in crowds, up on the 
open green, or in any square or corner of the town, and, 
forming a ring in the centre of the throng, dance to the 
sounds of their beloved music, and the singing of their 
favorite African yell. (cited in Abrahams and Szwed 1983: 
294)  

 

And, in A View of the Past and Present State of the Island of Jamaica Scottish colonist 

James Stewart (1823) writes, 

 

The slaves have little time to devote to amusement, but 
such occasions as offered they eagerly embrace. Plays, as 
they call them, as their principle and favourite one. This is 
an assemblage of both sexes, dressed out for the occasion, 
who form a ring around a male and female dancer, who 
perform to the music of drums and the songs of the other 
females of the party, one alternately going over the song, 
while her companions repeat the chorus […] Near at hand 
this music is harsh and clamorous, but at a distance it has 
not an unpleasant sound. When two dancers have fatigued 
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themselves, another couples enters the ring, and thus the 
amusement continues. So fond […] of this amusement that 
they will continue for nights and days enjoying it, when 
permitted. (cited in Abrahams and Szwed 1983: 300) 

All three entries engage with a dichotomy between labour and pleasure both indirectly 

and directly. The former occurs when Moreton compares hardships as oppositional to 

merriment and when Stewart separates out time devoted to amusement from other usages 

of time. The latter arises when Pickard describes Saturday night dances as an “interval 

from toil” or in other words dances appear as an interruption of space and time from daily 

slave labour. Indeed, by emphasizing the dance’s inclusiveness—their circular nature, 

their adjoining of huts—and the sometimes days-long celebrations of dancing to their 

favorite music, these colonists communicate a sweeping generalization based on race as 

well as a sense of harmony across the plantation. However, in doing so they expose their 

incredibly chimerical assessment of celebration and leisure time of slaves on plantations.  

In fact, dances were often performed at the behest of the slave master and thus 

sometimes these “intervals” of amusement were bound to the same time and space of the 

slave’s daily slave labour. James Smith (1840/1983), who traveled through St. Croix (US 

Virgin Islands), Tortola (UK Virgin Islands) and St. Thomas during the mid 19th century 

reports that,  

 

On Christmas day we visited the house of an eminent 
physician, who was the proprietor of one or two 
plantations, and whose slaves, according to custom, on that 
day visited their master in a body, shook hands with him, 
and received an entertainment given by him, after which 
they danced for his amusement, or that of his friends, for 
several hours. We were much entertained, as well by the 
music as the dancing of these people […] Christmas day 
and the day thereafter, are days of recreation for the slaves. 
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Our boarding-house was visited by several hundreds, who 
danced for our amusement. (cited in Abrahams and Szwed 
1983: 312)48  

Equally, in A Short Journey to the West Indies (1890/1983) an anonymous source writes 

that “Philantropos was beginning to grow warm in delivering his sentiments when the 

overseer came to tell me that the negroes were dancing in honor of my arrival, and we 

went to enliven them with our presence” (cited in Abrahams and Szwed 1983:325).  And, 

Thurlow Weed (1866/1983) writes, “the first privilege (or duty as they esteem it) of the 

slave, on Christmas and New Year’s days [in the West Indies], is to pay their respects, in 

a body, to their master, before whom they Dance [sic] for an hour or more, paying tribute, 

in their songs, to his liberality [and] generocity [sic]” (cited in Abrahams and Szwed 

1983:273).  

 Indeed, the false dichotomy was not lost on slaves. In A Narrative of Events, since 

the First of August, 1834, by James Williams, an Apprenticed Labourer in Jamaica, 

Williams (2001) a former slave, describes the punishment he receives for running away 

as “danc[ing] the mill” in a workhouse in St. Anne’s Bay: 

 

There was about thirty people in the workhouse that time, 
mostly men; nearly all have to dance the tread-mill 
morning and evening; six or eight on the tread-mill one 
time, and when them done, another spell go on, till them all 
done; every one strap to bar over head, by the two wrists, 
quite tight; and if the people not able to catch the step, then 
hang by the two wrist, and the mill-steps keep on batter 
their legs and knees, and the driver with the cat keep on 
flog them all the time till them catch the step. The women 
was obliged to tie up their clothes, to keep them from tread 
upon them, while they dance the mill […] (10). 

                                                        
48 Italics mine.  
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Although not part of the creative practice associated with slave dances or amusements, 

“dancing the mill” plainly refutes the suggestion that dancing was merely for pleasure 

and outside of the daily struggles for survival.  

 It is not a surprise that December is cited in many of the colonists’ passages, as 

this was a time when slaves were given a “holiday,” plantations ceased work for several 

days and Christmas celebrations took place. But dances and holidays away from their 

regular slave work were often calculated acts and not acts of “generosity” on behalf of 

the slave owners because December has historically been the month when slave 

rebellions and attempted uprising occurred. Rather than an autonomous act of “paying 

respect” for the slave master as Weed describes, during these few days off slaves were 

often forced to dance for the masters, under security and surveillance, as a way to quell 

the possibility of revolt. And thus, labouring for the slave master continued despite these 

intervals away from the field. As the Jamaica Gleaner (1878) reports, the indulgence of 

the slave master in these events as well as providing slaves with days away from the 

fields amounted to “good policy” as “their [slave masters’] observance tended to keep the 

slaves from insurrection, to which they were prone during this period” (3).  

 In the event that there was no physical presence of authority, colonial law 

provided a way to ensure that dances were limited and controlled to the liking of the 

master and white authority. To what extent these laws were enforced, however, remains 

uncertain. For example, H.T. De La Beche (1825) writes that in Jamaica dances were 

often held “contrary to law [and] continued to day-break” (cited in Abrahams and Szwed 

1983: 302). The uncertain application of the law should not necessarily be read as an act 

of benevolence, generosity or ambivalence. Rather, read alongside legal mechanisms 
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silencing the music and getting rid of dance, more likely it appears to be an arbitrary and 

beguiling act of domination. Moreton’s diary entry above articulates the ways that 

colonial authority continued to mediate slave life inside the confines of dances and 

celebration. That is to say, in some ways the “if” in his account is the axis on which 

whether or not a dance happens, but the ability to tilt the “if” in one way or another is in 

the hands of the colonial apparatus. This colonial need to control celebration and dance is 

re-emphasized when in 19th century Jamaica slaves had to “apply” for leave from the 

plantation overseer in order to hold and attend dances (H.T. De La Beche 1825 cited in 

Abrahams and Szwed 1983: 302).  

 Further, the anonymous colonists’ account of “enlivening” the slaves with their 

“presence” at these dances calls attention to the ways in which securitization and 

surveillance of slave celebration were utilized as a threatening method of discipline and 

domination. Reading “enliven” as surveillance rather than simply positive stimulation, 

reveals more nefarious consequences. It shows how slaves were sometimes arbitrarily 

visited by masters, who could choose to join in on the dance, and thus slaves had to be 

enlivened or on alert continuously (rather than inspired) in order to contend with future 

threats from the master. Surely having to be on watch for the master49 and engaging in 

forced “revelry” with the same person who also owns the whip, must have muted forms 

of joy as well as revolts.  

 Therefore, disciplining the dance by ensuring that slaves were never unaware of 

the limits to domination was also part of the dance’s productive (disciplinary) function in 

plantation Jamaica. By presiding over and indeed enforcing dances, slave masters, as a 

                                                        
49 Slaves also had to secure themselves from each other because slave masters would also make 
slaves turn on each other in exchange for “better” treatment. 
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result, could maintain order on the estates. In addition to safeguarding against 

insurrection, surveillance, securitization and punitive discipline by way of the whip, slave 

amusements were also a way to sustain primitive accumulation for capitalism. As fixed 

capital, slaves were theoretically a risky investment and a risk that had to be mitigated by 

any means in order to secure profits. To guarantee their own safety, C.L.R James (1963) 

writes of San Domingo, it was necessary for masters to institute a “regime of calculated 

brutality and terrorism” and “where slaves received the whip with more certainty and 

regularity than they received their food” (12). Nevertheless, despite being a risky 

investment, slaves were replaceable, making them an “unusual spectacle of property” 

(12). Therefore, the regime of terror, surveillance and spectacles of violence maintained 

domination because one either adapted to domination or was replaced.  

 For the most part, these forms of domination were effective in Jamaica. During 

slavery, Jamaica was considered the most valuable colony in the empire both for strategic 

and economic purposes (Burnard 2001: 506). The island, also known as “a constant 

mine” (Leslie cited in Burnard 2001: 506), was one of the most successful enterprise 

zones in the British Americas, where business interests prevailed over civic interests 

(Brown 2008:16). Wealth for property holders on the island was six times that of their 

counterparts in the North American colonies and because of this immense wealth, few 

plantation owners lived on the island, preferring instead to lobby for colonial interests in 

London (ibid). Indeed, upholding the sugar and slave economy as well as white 

supremacy were some of the most important, if not the only, objectives for both Jamaican 

slave masters and the largely absentee plantation owners, and they did so with ruthless 

vigour. Deborah Thomas (2011) writes that these spectacular forms of violence amounted 
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to “ever increasing levels of shock and disbelief but that nevertheless are quickly 

enfolded into the realm of imaginable possibilities” (110). These acts, then, were not one-

offs; they existed in the everyday and they increasingly shifted the reference of 

acceptability to which slaves had to quickly adapt. Slaves were thus forced to consistently 

become more resilient to dangers and unimaginable levels of domination at every 

moment. They were also consistently forced to maintain an “enlivened” state in order to 

negotiate immanent threats. These methods of adaptation and resilience include 

participating in acts of merriment and celebration—from the limbo on the slave ship to 

the December dances on plantations—if they were to survive; in fact, unless they chose 

death,50 resilience was one of the only forms of security they had.51 And yet, in revealing 

how domination necessitates resilience, domination also uncovers struggle and 

transgression.  

If both legal and extralegal mechanisms of control were used to curtail 

amusements, then these dances threatened both individual planters and the colonial 

project. Memmi (1957) describes how, aware of their own mediocrity and anxious state, 

“the colonizer guards against [revolts]” or transgressions “in many ways: by continuous 

incapacitation of the leaders and periodic destructions of those who, despite everything, 

manage to come forward; by corruption or police oppression, by aborting all popular 

movements and causing their brutal and rapid destruction” (127). And while celebration 

                                                        
50 As C.LR. James (1963) points out, suicide among slaves was common and death meant a 
release from enslavement (see pgs. 15-16). I am differentiating between “socially-dead” (See 
Orlando Patterson 1985) and physical death.  
51 Vincent Brown (2007) also discusses the ways in which during their capture Africans had to 
constantly form and re-form social bonds and connections even prior to making it to Jamaica and 
the rest of the Americas. This continual adaptation to the unknown and loss or “spiritual 
cataclysm,” as Vincent Brown writes, was “perhaps the most horrifying aspect of the experience 
of enslavement” (43). 
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and dance may not, at first glance, seem to be on the same level of transgression as a full 

blown slave revolt or revolution, the lengths to which these celebrations were debased, 

infantilized and punished suggests “the terror that is part and parcel of the everyday 

landscape of slavery” and how difficult action was in such circumstances (Hartman 

1997:63). More poignantly, it also highlights how slave masters were unhinged by them 

even at the same time as they authorized them. In secret or to the knowledge of masters, 

dances provided instances, as Hartman (1997) argues, for slaves to “steal away” from 

masters’ time, space and property (namely themselves) and appeared like “small-scale 

battles with owners, local whites and the law” which could only conceive slaves as 

property, as things, and as such, pointedly not human (68). So, as much as these acts of 

cultural practice may be seen as “everyday forms of resistance” (Scott 1990) or even 

“less obvious ways” to fight back (Hebdige 1987:8)52 they were also acts and sites of 

extraordinary refusal of the vision of the law of slaves’ time, space and the body which 

had the capacity to facilitate occasions of violent resistance and outright rebellion. 

Stolzoff (2000) writes of an occasion when “a planter was killed for making his slaves go 

back to work on the third day of festivities” (31) emphasizing the strength of the refusal 

of the dominated to continually be denied the possibility to engage in repertoires of 

practice that affirmed and thereby liberated their humanity.  In other words, at the very 

same time and in the very same space that domination and resilience circulated, 

transgression occurred. This troubles the dichotomy of resistance and resilience that 

Evans and Reid (2014) suggest because it means that resistance and resilience can occur 

at the same time, in the same place and enacted by the same bod(ies) perhaps folding 

                                                        
52 Hebdige here is talking specifically about music. 
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onto each other but not always into (or being conflated with) each other.  This troubling 

is partly due to the fact that slaves are excluded from liberal notions of subjectivity. 

Evans and Reid critique liberal subjectivity for its (always already) inability to resist 

oppressive regimes and its constant adaptation to them, thus forcing a dichotomy between 

resistance and resilience. By contrast, resilience for the enslaved is not bound (and cannot 

be) to this fissure because liberal notions of sovereignty and freedom do not include the 

enslaved. To be fair, slavery and colonialism are outside the scope of Evans and Reid’s 

work. However, what my analysis shows is that when we attend to a historical context of 

slavery and its afterlife (through dancehall), and refuse the de-historicized and abstracted 

approaches of neoliberal conceptions of resilience then, resilience and resistance are 

emphatically not diametrically opposed.    

  Further, the ability to steal away time, space and the body through participation 

in dances marks the dance as an important site where unmaking and remaking occurs. By 

reclaiming oneself as well as appropriating space, in Lefebvre’s sense where space is 

understood as a set of social circumstances and relationships that both produce and 

maintain space, at least momentarily from the slave-owner, captive slaves tugged at the 

threads of blanketed domination. In these instances, they upended domination to remake 

the spaces and their bodies to their own ends rather than those of plantation capital. 

However, this tugging or redress, as Hartman calls it, is not exactly resistance tout a fait, 

because its ephemerality means that total transformation is almost always thwarted. This, 

instead, is a type of resilience or adaptation to circumstances that at the same time (and 

for only a time) exceeds the very same domination that attempts to hollow out and render 

humans as socially dead. Here, then, adaptation or resilience acts that allow one to steal 
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back what has been taken cannot be completely intellectualized away as merely the 

survival of bare life, in Agamben’s terms. Rather, they are an adaptation that opens up 

and circulates what is possible. By being neither fully about adaptation nor a fully-formed 

resistance movement, resilience’s double bind and ambiguity, bound up in cultural 

productions, is displayed as pronounced.   

 

‘Slack’ States: Resistance and Resilience in the Dancehall 

 Scholars (Stanely Niaah 2010; Stolzoff 2000) trace the connections between slave 

dances and celebration in post-Emancipation dancehall’s street dances. These are 

contemporary spaces of ambiguity expressing another site of the afterlife of slavery. 

These spaces of cultural practice emphasize how vulnerable citizens use the dancehall as 

a space of resistance to “rigid social conventions of the everyday” and state regimes 

(Cooper 2005:1). But these spaces are also sites of resilience such as an access point to 

community, (embodied) knowledge and celebration in spite of ongoing struggles in the 

form of structural inequality (i.e. global neoliberalism, racism etc.). Further, these spaces 

provide the means for social reproduction because they offer work for thousands of 

informal labourers, a labour trend that seems to be rising. Crucially, the 2009 Cultural 

Development Policy and the proposed changes to the 1997 Noise Abatement Act, a 

consequence of which are the increased lock-offs, place the dancehall space at the 

crossroads between the state and the people. While the dancehall space is often used as a 

site to resist government and state control, through these policies the state attempts to 

further police these spaces in the name of creative and resilient economies in the hopes of 

securing Jamaica’s development by 2030. And yet, these policies actually undermine 
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their own objectives because by buying into free-market entrepreneurialism they serve to 

intensify the vulnerabilities and insecurities of the informal labourers in the dancehall.    

As Carolyn Cooper (2005) argues, “Jamaican dancehall music is the site of an ongoing 

struggle between respectability and riot, propriety and vulgarity, slackness and culture” 

(1). In the form of “rebel music,” dancehall music often incorporates an overt defiance 

and/or resistance to particular conservative social codes as well as institutionalized state 

authority. A sample of resistant characteristics of the dancehall space53 show dancehall’s 

ability to be a “potentially liberating space for working class and their more timid middle 

class sisters to assert the freedom to play out more eroticised roles that may not ordinarily 

be available to them in the rigid social conventions of the everyday” (ibid: 2). Other 

scholars (Ellis 2011) have argued that its ambiguity has meant that a queer performance 

hermeneutic is possible in the dancehall space despite dancehall’s notoriously 

homophobic lyrics and Jamaica being given the dubious distinction as the “most 

homophobic place on earth” (Padgett 2006: np).  Further, the conservative view that 

dancehall culture is low-brow, vulgar and “slack,” can be seen to represent “a radical, 

underground confrontation with patriarchal gender ideology and the pious morality of 

fundamental Jamaican society […] For slackness is potentially a politics of subversion [ 

...] it is not mere sexual looseness though it certainly is that” (Cooper 1995: 141).  

As a “potential politics of subversion,” slackness in the dancehall operates as “a 

metaphorical revolt against law and order” (ibid) and middle-class respectability and it 

often operates to challenge the state.  For instance, the inability for the government to 

support its own citizens is what Lady Saw addresses in her 1996 song, “What is 

                                                        
53 Following Angelique V. Nixon (2009) I consider the dancehall space to include music, youth 
culture, DJs, dances and fashion but not exclusively all of those.  
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Slackness?”  Not only a response to her conservative critics, including municipal 

officials54 that claim she is too slack or overtly sexual and low brow, the song directly 

undermines this criticism to argue that the state’s neglect of its own people is the true 

definition of slackness: 

 

Do you want to know what slackness is? 
Let me be the witness 
You all just get off my back 
There are lots of other issues to be dealt with 
And you all are not seeing that 
[…] 
But take the beam out of your eye 
Before daring to say something to me 
Because slackness is roads needing to be fixed 
Slackness is the government breaking its promises 
Slack is politicians issuing guns 
And letting Party supporters shoot each other. (Lady Saw 
cited in Cooper 2004:113) 

 

As a former Free Zone worker, Lady Saw has first-hand experience of the consequences 

of liberalization in Jamaica. As such, she calls out state support of violent partisan 

politics and its inability to fix basic infrastructure as boorish practices. She argues, “guns 

being issued out to youths in the ghettoes, killing each other; sufferation [sic] and 

hardship; people can’t get a job when they finish school. That’s slack, that’s the meaning 

of the word” (cited in Jelly-Schapiro 2010: np).  As such, dancehall in the city can be 

read as near nightly55 performance of protest, a form of embodied knowledge, reacting 

against both “pious morality” and economic liberalization as much as it is a celebration of 

sexual promiscuity.  Dancehall—that includes performances of protest, resilience and 

                                                        
54 The mayor of Montego Bay tried to have her banned from performing in Montego Bay (Jelly-
Shaperio 2010: np). 
55 Dances occur nightly in Kingston. 
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celebration—circulates and “transmits its own expressive language or meaning-making 

that forms meaning across space and time” (Marino and Cuellar 2015:130). These 

performances, whether that of protest or celebration or both, are shaped by space and 

time while simultaneously shaping space and time in and through embodied 

epistemology. 

   A more direct example of how the slack state undermines its vulnerable 

populations, Buju Banton’s 1993 song, “Operation Ardent,” explicitly addresses dance 

lock-offs:  

 

What’s di motive? Why dem keep meddling around the 
poor people dem business? 
What more? What oonu want di massive fi do? 
Every dance wey wi keep oonu meh dem curfew 
Wid helicopter inna air, bright light a shine a ground… 
Mi see mattick an SLR gun, soldiers corral di place from 
head to the ground… 
Like a fire drill dem part di dance inna two 
While two officers up a di fron one search an one a screw 
(qtd. in Stanley Niaah 2010: 63) 

 

 

By questioning the authorities’ motives for locking off dances in poor communities 

Banton highlights the discriminatory state vis-à-vis the poor and working class. He draws 

attention to the fact that it is the entertainment and business of the poor that gets policed 

over that of the wealthy, asking the state “what oonu want di massive fi do?” or “what are 

the poor going to do [without dances]?”. After all, street dances are not simply 

entertainment: they are also important sites for social reproduction, in the form of 

informal labour, especially in contemporary Jamaica where the state does not have the 
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means to support formal job creation. Like Lady Saw, Banton’s song provides a voice for 

marginalized populations (poor, youth, garrison members etc.) and resists or at least calls 

into question the state and state authorities (the military and the police) that are elected 

and hired to protect Jamaican citizens.  As a genre associated with the lower and poorer 

classes, dancehall highlights the contradiction in the Jamaican state because by locking 

off street dances thereby limiting people’s social reproduction capacities or issuing guns 

for the preservation of partisan politics, the state serves to make Jamaican citizens’ lives 

more vulnerable and more insecure.   

 And the dancehall space, as ambiguous, is already insecure because it is a space 

of a large amount of informal and insecure labour. Therefore, dancehall spaces are not 

just spaces where resistance resides but also resilience. One vendor I spoke with outside 

of Stone Love said that she worked three to four dances a week, in addition to her regular 

day job, to make up the necessary funds needed for her three children’s expenses. This is 

not uncommon. A similar case was made in 2009 when Rae Town residents argued that 

the dance lock-offs were causing “suffering” in the community because for many 

residents, the dance was their main source of income (Lee 2009: np). 

 In Jamaica, informal labour has risen over the last 20 plus years (Wedderburn, 

Chiang and Rhodd 2012: 3). The growth has been attributed to high unemployment in the 

formal sector, personal economic survival in a stagnant economy, and conscious or 

subconscious opposition to inefficient tax systems (Wedderburn, Chiang and Rhodd 

2012: 4). Buehn and Schneider (2012) estimate that between 1999 and 2007, Jamaica’s 

informal economy made up approximately 34.8% of the country’s GDP (162). Aside 

from Haiti, Jamaica had the highest percentage of informal markets making up their GDP 
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out of the Caribbean countries evaluated by Buehn and Schneider. Much of the 

unemployment in the formal sector has been due to the liberalization of the economy, 

including the retreat of the state from its roles in social reproduction, and to the increased 

downsizing since the 1980s brought on by IMF-led SAPs. Today’s IMF conditions have 

not made it any easier.  As Johnston (2015) points, in 2014, Jamaica’s GDP fell by 

almost 2% and poverty has remained higher than it did during the 2009 world recession 

(np). As an important sector of the economy, the informal work available through 

dancehall to thousands of people in the city presents itself as a survival strategy in an 

increasingly unforgiving economy and liberalized state. These dances are a resource, 

although an insecure56 one, into which people need to tap in order to meet daily needs 

and maintain their social structures and social order. In this case, resilience appears, 

instrumentally, as a form of adaptation to austerity in order to meet day-to-day forms of 

social reproduction.  

 Resilience as instrument or tool necessary for development is used frequently 

throughout both Jamaica’s 2003 cultural policy and the 2009 development plan. The 

cultural policy, for example, capitalizes on the historical resilience of Jamaica, in 

particular the persistent and informal ways that Africans survived and struggled with 

colonial capitalism and slavery in order to bolster support for more flexible creative 

economies. To my mind, there is thus a (uneasy) merge between historical forms of 

survival with contemporary forms of neoliberal austerity. In particular, the government 

asks Jamaicans to embrace resiliency at the very same time that it capitalizes on and 

makes more insecure the spaces which many poor Jamaican use to be resilient. To be 

                                                        
56 Informal labour as insecure labour.  



 99 

sure, vulnerable populations have learned how to be resilient and do not necessarily need 

an interventionist and instrumentalist approach from international development regimes 

or the state to remind them about imminent disaster and how to equip themselves. They 

utilize local forms of self-governance to equip themselves for survival already—and have 

been for some time now. As Lady Saw might say, it is the state’s own slackness that 

conditions vulnerability in Jamaica.   

 In this way, the street dance is also a space that makes visible the resourcefulness 

of citizens in spite of (and because of) neoliberal austerity, and this resourcefulness and 

resilience may actually be empowering (see Chapter Four). In contemporary Jamaica, 

individuals and communities attend public dancehall events for a variety of reasons. They 

are spaces of work, celebration, resistance, survival and embodied knowledge. They 

cannot be viewed through a single interpretation of resilience. While they provide 

potential for possibilities from everyday struggles and push back against the state, they 

also resonate with consequences of neoliberal adaptation and insecurity.      

 

Insidious Resilience: Creative Economies and Urban Zoning 

 Since independence, Jamaica has focused on utilizing culture and creative 

practices to bolster the creation of a national identity. Like many countries today, 

Jamaica’s investment in creativity and cultural economies has become more pronounced. 

Over the last 20 years, advanced economies have been profoundly culturalized, citing 

creative economy as a force capable of righting any number of social ills (Florida 

2005:172). Conceived as flexible, lean and sustainable, creative industries are presumed 

capable of weathering the worst economic downturn (Felton et al. 2010: 622); they have 
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become choice avenues of investment for neoliberal economies. In the realm of 

development, culture and creative industries are a key component of social and economic 

development. In particular, heritage is said to constitute “a source of identity and 

cohesion for communities disrupted by bewildering change and economic instability,” 

while “[c]reativity contributes to building open, inclusive and pluralistic societies” 

(UNESCO 2015d “protecting our heritage”: np). Together, “heritage and creativity lay 

the foundations for vibrant, innovative and prosperous knowledge societies” (ibid). Both 

Jamaica’s 2003 cultural policy and 2009 development plan encourage these creative and 

flexible practices, citing Jamaicans’ historical resilience and entrepreneurial skills as the 

means to realizing a “developed” state status by 2030. However, under the rhetoric of 

creativity, culture and agency, resilience becomes a form of neoliberal governmentality. 

This becomes clearer when taken in the context of the proposed changes to the Noise 

Abatement Act. Appearing as an important and innocuous cultural development 

initiative, the changes to the act include the creation of a much-needed entertainment 

space that could alleviate some of the bureaucracy that communities currently endure to 

secure entertainment licenses.  However, in connection with the wider national 

development initiatives, shutting down street dances and removing them from downtown 

communities looks to be part of a larger project of citizenship, the creation of the creative 

and resilient economies, governmentality and urban securitization.  
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Cultural Development and Disciplined Citizens 

 With neoliberalism in the backdrop, the call for more resilient human capacities 

has meant generating a flexible economic foundation wherein the creative economy is a 

marker of resilience. Part of Jamaica’s cultural development strategy is aimed at 

developing Jamaica’s creative economy through culture and heritage. Under the slogan, 

“Jamaica: a place to live, work, raise a family and do business,” Vision 2030, the 

country’s comprehensive development plan aims to make Jamaica “developed” by 2030.  

One of 15 national outcomes, National Outcome #4 “Authentic and Transformational 

Culture,” links together creative industries with national cultural values. The Cultural, 

Creative Industries and Values Sector Plan argues that “culture, inherently, affects all 

aspects of human life and forms the basis of our core values, objectives and outlook for 

the future” and that “the formation and promotion of values is, therefore, inextricably 

linked to the promotion of our cultural expression, the construction of identity, and the 

capacity for our people to sustain themselves economically through their cultural 

creations” (Culture and Creative Task Force (CCTF) 2009: 6-7). In doing so, culture is a 

“main strategic building block for crafting the development of the country […]” (ibid:8). 

Citing UNESCO, the plan reiterates that cultural development “harnesses and promotes 

factors which enhance cultural life of a population” and that “culture has to be used 

positively to motivate community action and encourage persons to participate in nation 

building in order to achieve sustainable development” (ibid: 21). Similarly, Jamaica’s 

national cultural policy, Towards Jamaica the Cultural Superstate, stresses that, “culture 

is the only means to sustainable development” (MEYC 2003: 25). Cultural sustainability, 

according to UNESCO, is a significant factor in developing “the future we want” (2015b: 
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np). Furthermore, developing “the future we want,” according to Rio 20+ the UN 

conference on Sustainable Development (2012), includes instrumentalizing people’s 

capacities to be resilient in order to adapt to emerging challenges and crises (2). 

However, at the same time as “getting what we want” suggests the possibility to recreate 

and imagine new ways of living, thereby exceeding instead of adapting to our current 

circumstances, UNESCO also argues that creative industries “contribute significantly to 

the objectives identified by stakeholders in the wake of Rio+20,” from green jobs and 

sustainable consumption and production, to resilient communities (“Key Ideas” 2015a: 

np). This suggests that creative industries and cultural productions provide the resources 

necessary to sharpen one’s resilience to deteriorating environments. Wrapped up in the 

context of “community” and “creativity,” resilience emerges as a form of “active 

agency,” but following Jonathan Joseph (2013), “this is an illusion of autonomy” and is 

in fact “a social construction of the subject that works through policies to establish a 

particular institutional framework” (49).  

 This ambiguity surrounding the ability for creative capacities to develop Jamaica 

is apparent in Jamaica’s CCTF report (2009) as the report understands cultural production 

and creative industries as a resource that can help foster sustainability at the same time as 

it transforms society (ibid: 7, 23). In contrast, Jamaica’s 2003 cultural policy presents 

“culture” as a “tricky” site upon which to hinge development goals because it cannot 

possibly do all the work that cultural policy makers in Jamaica want it to do (Thomas 

2005). Crucially, however, the cultural policy is much more explicit with its use of 

resilience in the creative sector than the CCTF.  
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 Although this term is never explicitly defined, the national cultural policy’s vision 

aims to make the country a “Cultural Superstate.” This policy further claims that, 

Jamaica’s capacity to become a “Cultural Superstate” is rooted in the “historic courage 

and resilience of [its] people” (MEYC 2003: 5). As such, the policy seeks “to garner 

support for the vision” by recalling Jamaica’s resilience during slavery in order “to foster 

participation of all in national life and to promote investment in national cultural 

development” (ibid: 5). Here it is assumed that recalling past acts of resilience provides 

the enthusiasm necessary for national cultural development programming.  

 When I discussed the use of resilience in national policy with a former 

government employee who worked in the creative sector, resilience was seen as two-fold, 

cultural and economic, and more ambivalent than neoliberal interpretations. They stated: 

 

Culturally, [resilience is] the ability and history of 
Jamaicans holding on to culture (especially African 
retentions) and innovating in the most harsh circumstances 
- slavery and economic deprivation. Yet, Jamaicans created 
a culture that continues to hold the attention of the region 
and the world - reggae, athletics, dance, fashion and just 
generally - the Jamaican 'swag'. Despite all, we manage, 
not just to survive, but to live, thrive and create. 
Economic[ally] [resilience is] the ability, through our music 
and other creativity and talent, to create a livelihood. Many 
have little idea of the ecosystem that music (for example) 
has here in Jamaica and the multiplier effect [and this is 
done] with little official (public) financial support or even 
understanding.57  

Thus, in the cultural context, recalling resilience as it manifested during slavery is a real 

source of inspiration for cultural practices as well as individual and national identity. 

Resilience is not, by default, adaptation but instead about exceeding the limits that have 
                                                        
57 006, Interview, May 22, 2014, email correspondence.  
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been drawn around you by others. Resilience is a stimulus and encourages people to 

continue to press on regardless of their environments. And yet, at the same time, being 

resilient in this economic context appears as a cruel triumph because it reveals the 

insistence of the capitalist state, despite its policies that claim otherwise, to produce 

insecurity for its citizens.  

 The policy is decidedly forthcoming about the ideal Jamaican citizen. Described 

as self-sufficient, taking responsibility for themselves, national development as well as 

becoming “competitive in the global economy,” the resilient subject citizen par 

excellence is clearly delineated (MEYC 2003:10). In the current context of neoliberal 

policies, wherein individual creative capacities to adapt are praised and markets created 

out of individual entrepreneurialism become the goal, the policy becomes less of a vision 

rooted in emancipation and more a form of liberal governmentality and discipline. It 

amounts to an “internal reorganization that, once again, does not ask the state what 

freedom it will leave to the economy, but asks the economy how its freedom can have a 

state-creating function and role” (Foucault (1979/2004): 94-95). Indeed, the strong 

emphasis on entrepreneurship, self-sustenance and self-reliance suggests that one’s 

capacity to flourish or be “empowered” in Jamaica is mainly about embracing insecurity 

and, just as importantly, the market (MEYC 2003:34). This is evident when the policy 

states that in order to “promote as a means of priority in our Caribbean and African 

international identity […] the government will: continue this trend of ‘reverse 

colonization’ of our people, through strategies for positioning our cultural products, like 

our people, in the global markets of the world, to national economic, social and cultural 
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advantage (ibid: 13-14).58 An informant revealed that “reverse colonization” was 

referenced significantly during their time working with the government. In describing 

reverse colonization they stated, 

 

The history of the fight against slavery and treasuring our 
freedom is very strongly felt in the cultural and social sides 
of the government and within those sectors within the 
wider society. I suspect this is so because culture and 
creativity was a way in which many of the slaves retained 
their identities as Africans, which has been imbued to 
modern Jamaica. In the way [that] vestiges of British 
colonisation is present all over the world – tea-time in 
Jamaican public service, Vegemite in Australia, cricket etc. 
It has led to a familiarity and consumptions of things 
British. Witness the Opening Ceremony of the Olympic 
Games, the continued fascination with the Royalty.  How 
much do we even know or care about other royal families?  
In the same way, we want people to feel Jamaican cultural 
creativity is familiar enough to consume by all […] It is 
also culturally a way to show the worth and power of our 
culture, especially in comparison to that of our former 
colonisers. This is part and parcel of the national branding 
project.59 

 

As part of the broader post-colonial struggle to distance themselves from British legacies, 

Jamaica’s policy and subsequent market strategy could be read as a counter-hegemonic 
                                                        
58 Although not explicit in its reference, the excerpt of the policy calls to mind Jamaican poet 
Louise Bennet’s 1966 poem, “Colonization in Reverse.” Bennett’s poem, however, is satirical. 
When she writes, “Jussa pack dem bag an baggage/ An tun history upside dung” (ln 15-16) she is 
not suggesting that the mass migration of Jamaicans to Britain during the 1950s is somehow on 
par with or equal in weight to British imperialism and colonialism, nor is it actually a kind of 
“reverse colonization” (or decolonization)– an undoing of hundreds of years of oppression and 
slavery. Instead, Bennet, as Carolyn Cooper (2009) points out, “gleefully celebrates the 
dislocation of Jamaican culture as it implants itself on British soil in a parodic gesture of 
‘colonization’” (4). Moreover, the satirical element of the poem is that massive out-migration, in 
fact, stems from hundreds of years of oppression and that there is no reversal of colonization at 
all. There are only consequences and mechanisms of maintenance of such systems, as people 
become uprooted in various ways.  
59 006, Interview, May 22, 2014, email correspondence. 
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practice that aims at “reorienting national sensibilities away from European colonial 

aesthetic hierarchies toward a valuation of that which is seen to be indigenously 

generated” (Thomas 2005:99). As my informant made clear, reverse colonization “is not 

an attempt to devalue other cultures as was done under the original colonisation 

project.”60 On the one hand, and certainly read through their analysis, the policy is about 

finding a way to adapt to and share part of the global creative economy by making the 

most of their cultural advantage in order to generate what some might say is desperately-

needed economic growth as much as it is about positioning Jamaica away from their 

former colonizer as well as their “underdeveloped” state. On the other hand, there does 

seem to be an uneasiness, for me, about the use of “colonization” as a metaphor for 

success in global marketplaces and creative economies especially when the use of this 

metaphor is in connection with “positioning […] our people[…]in the global markets to 

national economic, social and cultural advantage” (MEYC 2003: 14). More than 600,000 

slaves were transported to Jamaica from Africa during the period of British rule in 1655 

to Emancipation and in that period Jamaica was the largest importer of slave labour in the 

world (Klein 1978: 25). Moreover, Kingston was also a port, which saw the re-export of 

up to a quarter of the total slaves entering the island to Central America, the French 

islands, Cuba and other parts of the British West Indies (33).  Thus the policy’s 

positioning of Jamaican people into the global market for national economic, social and 

cultural advantage in a form of “reverse colonization” relies upon the very same 

mechanisms of capital accumulation which exported bodies into Trans-Atlantic slave 

trade for British economic, social and cultural advantage. This cultural policy that seeks 

                                                        
60 006, Interview, May 22, 2014, email correspondence. 
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to strengthen Jamaica’s position in the global creative economy thus reworks the sale of 

bodies under slavery at the mercy of colonialism to bolster Imperial wealth to position 

people at the mercy of the free-market to bolster creative economies.  

 Marx (1954 [1887]) elucidates the relationship between slave labour economies 

and free-market labour economies and argues that the wage-labourer, as opposed to a 

slave, must preserve their labour power (both physically and socially) in order to 

maintain efficiency (223). Most societies need to adhere to specific rules (labour laws) 

that prevent not only punitive mechanisms of control but also eschew the notion of “body 

as property” to be controlled by its owner. That is, unlike the slave, the wage labourer has 

agency to sell his/her labour power. However, the body is not necessarily a bound entity; 

instead it is “porous” and a relationally-produced “thing” [entity] (Harvey 2000: 98). As 

Foucault (1984 [1977]) articulates, today we understand the relationships of power 

exercised over the body “as a strategy” (174). In what Foucault calls microphysics of 

power,  

 

The political investment of the body is bound up, in 
accordance with complex reciprocal relations, with its 
economic use; it is largely as a force of production that the 
body is invested with relations of power and domination; 
but, on the other hand, its constitutions as labour power is 
possible only if it is caught up in a system of subjection 
[…]; the body becomes a useful force only if it is both a 
productive body and a subjected body. This subjection is 
not only obtained by the instruments of violence or 
ideology; it can also be direct, physical, pitting force 
against force, bearing on material elements, and yet without 
involving violence; it may be calculated, organized and 
technically thought out; it may be subtle, make use of 
neither weapons nor of terror and yet remain of a physical 
order. (173) 
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To be sure, Marx 1954 [1887]) goes to great lengths to describe how capitalism exploits 

the working people, even comparing capital to a vampire that only lives on by sucking 

living labour out of the lives of labourers (224). This analogy is important because it 

highlights how labour power (people) and the value of labour power are disciplined and 

exploited in order to transfer value (abstract labour) into commodities in order to achieve 

a higher surplus value. The power over people and populations therefore is not 

necessarily violence and domination but instead a system of exploitation that is 

“calculated, organized and technically thought out” (Foucault (1984 [1977]: 173) for the 

creation of accumulation of capital (and relatedly, social reproduction), and for 

development. As Li (2007) argues, “calculation is central, because government requires 

that the ‘right manner’ be defined, distinct ‘finalities’ prioritized and tactics finely tuned 

to achieve optimal results. Calculation requires, in turn, that the processes to be governed 

be characterized in technical terms. Only then can specific interventions be devised” (6). 

 In neoliberal Jamaica, the government’s encouraging of cultural industries and 

creative and resilient economies facilitates the “calculated, organized and technical” 

positioning of its people into global flows of capitalism because creative industries are 

part of a broader development strategy that promotes entrepreneurship, self-sustenance 

and self-employment (MEYC 2003: 34). Human beings thereby turn into human 

resources. The Jamaican development strategy upholds entrepreneurial and creative 

industries as they are seen as a “viable alternative” (i.e.: flexible, low-overhead) in a 

“struggling economy” (ibid). Despite the various “positions” the policy says the 

government takes to foster cultural development and creative capacities, the policy 

effectively positions Jamaicans to embrace a life at the mercy of the free-market; in short, 
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a life of insecurity. By repeatedly referencing instances and iterations of Jamaican 

entrepreneurship, adaptation and resilience during slavery, in an attempt to create what 

seems like an empowering quasi-national cultural narrative, the policy does not just 

obfuscate the role the government plays in Jamaica’s development processes but also 

attempts to absolve itself from responsibility of development. This is the insidious side of 

resilience.  

 

Zoning Cultural Practice: Creating Creative and Resilient Economies and 

Securitizing space 

 In 2013, the government made visible efforts to discuss the future of the creative 

industries in Jamaica.  In particular, The Ministry of Tourism and Entertainment and the 

Ministry of National Security held a public meeting to discuss noise abatement as it 

related specifically to dancehall street parties. This was an exceptional event where the 

Jamaican state tried to reconcile the need to produce calculated and technical data to 

achieve “optimal results” in the creative economy through dancehall and street dances.  

The meeting took place at the Jamaica Conference Centre, one of, if not the most, 

technologically sophisticated buildings in the Caribbean. It is located in Kingston’s 

downtown business district near the waterfront. It hosts large government and multilateral 

organization meetings and is heavily securitized. The Noise Abatement meeting was held 

in a very large conference room where the tables were made of a rich wood and featured 

microphones at each seat. The room had a large raised stage where the Ministries and 

other speakers sat whilst, I along with the other attendees, faced this stage. For a “pubic 

consultation” it felt oddly formalized where there seemed to be less consultation with the 
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public and more presentation to a particular public. Present at the meeting where officials 

from the Ministry of Entertainment and Tourism including Damian Crawford as well as 

Courtney Brown, Director of Crime Prevention with the Ministry of Security. Outside of 

the Ministries, other meeting attendees included Jamaica Promotions Corporation 

(JAMPRO), academics, students, IRIE FM (radio station), at least one entertainment 

lawyer, a number of event promoters, and a few citizens. Noticeably absent were 

members from the small communities in which dances and the subsequent lock-offs take 

place. Crawford made note of this during the meeting when he lamented that not many 

people from the communities had turned up. Quite likely, the choice of venue might have 

had something to do with this absence. The Jamaica Conference Centre is not a space 

where the lower middle class and poor communities frequent or are invited regularly. 

Thus class-based exclusions shaped a meeting attempting to include the lower class into a 

formalized economy.  

Although acutely aware of the dancehall culture’s lucrative potential as well as its 

function in social reproduction, especially for small urban communities, in 1997 the 

Jamaican government instituted The Noise Abatement Act. The Act effectively 

criminalizes Jamaican’s street dance scene for being a public nuisance as well as a 

perceived hot spot for criminal activity due to dancehall’s association with the lower 

class and urban poor. Until recently, the law was arbitrarily followed which made public 

dances subject to the whim of the authorities. However, in 2013 a public meeting was 

held to discuss changes to noise abatement and city zoning laws that help to concretize 

efforts to ensure that the licensing process and noise laws were followed so that events 

could be formalized. According to the Minister of Entertainment and Tourism, Damion 
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Crawford, through proper permitting, zoning laws and noise abatements, street parties 

could be formalized into “business” for “mechanizing” and “selling” (Crawford 2013 

from my field notes). However, given that dancehall events are already businesses61 

(informal and formal) and are already popular transnationally, meaning that they generate 

capital both nationally and internationally, it is clear that these new measures are meant 

to formalize dancehall for the state’s economic, creative sectors. 

 The zones effectively divide the city in four areas. A zones are near hospitals 

where permits for parties and dances will never be allocated;62 B and C zones are in 

residential and industrial areas and their lock-offs will vary depending on the space; D 

zones or “party towns,” as Crawford named them, would be spaces wherein dances, or 

other events, can run as loudly as they want. Coupled with a promise to streamline the 

licensing process as way to incentivize people to actually apply for one, the zones and 

licenses allow the government to keep tabs on what dances are being held, when and 

where. By allocating D zone activities where dances can take place, the state aims to 

generate revenue in the form of rent while also generating data to inform future policy 

regarding dancehall. When I spoke with a member of the Ministry of Tourism and 

Entertainment, they63 argued that these new proposals would better allow the ministry to 

lobby on behalf of the entertainment sector (as they would have hard data) for more 

resources instead of having the majority of resources allocated under the broad scope of 

tourism, which is already the biggest contributor to Jamaica’s GDP.  And this makes 
                                                        
61 In “Urban Governance, Ethnicity, Race and Youth,” Mullings and Habib (forthcoming) also 
identify the dancehall as a space where Kingston youth “represents one of the few opportunities 
for racialized young people to make money” (12).  
62 Some dances have occurred near hospitals. The Kingston Public Hospital and the Victoria 
Jubiliee Maternity Hospital are, for example, located half a kilometer (500 meters) from Spanish 
Town Road in Tivoli Gardens, where Passa Passa took place.  
63 This person wished to remain anonymous. 007, interview, May 31, 2013, Kingston, Jamaica.  
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sense: data-driven indicators are necessary to forecast economic growth for the country, 

especially in a creative economies market (i.e. dancehall and entertainment more broadly) 

where data is severely lacking.64  

 As Mitchell (2002) argues, data generation is an important facet to development 

regimes and the process of development because data (in his case maps and descriptions 

of Egypt created by the WB and USAID) can be used to bring objects of analysis into 

being. Technological, managerial and scientific apparatuses such as data collection are 

seen as a natural part of development. Indeed, the collection of data and information has 

been a necessary enterprise since colonialism in order for imperial forces to 

“understand,” “know” and “develop” the “backwards” civilizations. One only need to 

look at the data and surveys produced by colonists in Jamaica on the climate, geography, 

Estates and Pens, slave trade, education and commerce (Vacianna 2002) to see how the 

technical “experts” shaped Jamaica into one of the deadliest and most profitable colonies 

in the British empire (Brown 2008).  These “experts” however were concomitant in the 

creation of Jamaica’s “underdevelopment,” demonstrating that expertise based on 

apparent rationalism, calculability and freedom of modern capitalism was often a failure 

in many respects. Paradoxically, this failure has meant the summoning of more data 

production, more technical and scientific fixes and more experts, deepening the “breadth 

and depth of expertise” (Kohlbry 2013: 479). The creation of deepening expertise 

includes a form of global institutionally (IMF, WB, UN) supported structural adjustment, 

poverty reduction strategy papers, or resilient economic initiatives like creative 

economies. Like Li (2007), I am not suggesting that the “outcomes of improvement 

                                                        
64 Both the 2003 cultural policy and the CCTF report remark on the insufficient data regarding 
Jamaica’s creative sector. 
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schemes are always bad” (1). Instead what I am trying to show is how these technical 

solutions, in the name of resilience and creative economies, intersect with other 

historical, social and cultural forces that make such development processes and resilience 

itself much more complicated, contradictory, and interconnected rather than exogenous to 

the social and political. As Mitchell (2002) argues, “the discourse of international 

development constitutes itself in this way as an expertise and intelligence that stands 

completely apart from the country and the people it describes” (210). As such, creative 

economies’ data production activities, like the creation of the D zones, supported by 

institutions supposedly outside of the problem (IMF, WB, UN), appears as a technical 

and universal fix to paradoxically both the failure and creation of a resilient and creative 

Jamaican economy. However, data production and the subsequent analysis of the data 

also shape the type of solutions, programs and policies that will follow (Mitchell 2002: 

210). The solutions brought about by the data are not just straight-forward, rational, 

universal and technical development schemes, but are also political and social (ibid.). For 

instance, data collection in the D zone appears to be innocuous and natural (a universal 

truth even), but is already “shaped by power, technology, expertise and privilege” (ibid.) 

that exist in the expert knowledge of global Western-centric creative economy and 

development discourses. Indeed, countries such the US, the UK and Australia were cited 

by Jamaica Promotions Corporation (JAMPRO)65 representative and the Noise 

                                                        
65 JAMPRO is an Agency of the Government of Jamaica’s Ministry of Industry, Investment and 
Commerce. Its goal is to “promote business opportunities in export and investment to the local 
and international private sector” (JAMPRO 2016: np). Further they are responsible for 
“facilitating the implementation of investment and export projects, the organization is a key 
policy advocate and advisor to the Government in matters pertaining to the improvement of 
Jamaica’s business environment and the development of new industries” (ibid: np). 
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Abatement Meeting moderator, Kim-Marie Spence, as inspirations for the changes to 

Jamaican policy regarding creative economies (2013 from my field notes). The expert 

solutions, which include turning dancehall into a “business” for “selling”—a resource—

are an attempt to follow the supposed exogenous pre-existing logic of the creative 

economy by hiding the technical solutions and scientific data generation that shape the 

creation of the creative economy itself. The economy Mitchell (2008) contends, has 

historically not been “a calculus that exists in advance, which then determines the success 

or failure of different technologies” (1118). Only within the period of neoliberalism, 

beginning in the mid-twentieth century, is “the economy” no longer seen just as a way to 

exercise power and accumulate knowledge; “it is now referred to as an object of power 

and knowledge” (1117). As an object, the economy is understood as a free-standing 

entity and a self-regulating system against which data, calculation and “improvement 

schemes” (Li 2007) are tested.  However, such assumptions assume that the economy is a 

“pre-existing sphere, into which technological innovation introduces changes” (1118).  

Following Mitchell (2008), the data, calculation and improvement schemes necessary for 

incorporation into global creative and resilient economies actually build networks across 

time and space between culture, creative practice, people, technology (infrastructure for 

the D zone for example), that exceed the rationalization of the economy as either free-

standing (de Soto 2000) or socially embedded (Polanyi 1944). Instead, data, calculation 

and improvement schemes are “simultaneously a demonstration [of creative and resilient 

economies] and the thing [creative and resilient economies] being demonstrated, 

something virtual and something real” (1119). In essence, these data and programs both 

create and maintain creative and resilient economies. For Mitchell (2008), it is useful to 
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see the economy “as a project, or a series of competing projects, of rival attempts to 

establish metrological regimes, based upon new technologies of organization, 

measurement, calculation, and representation” (1120). Nevertheless, Jamaica’s cultural 

policy articulates the global creative economy as an object of power and knowledge; it is 

an entity into which Jamaicans need to “position [their] cultural products, like [their] 

people […] to national economic, social and cultural advantage” (MEYC 2003: 13-14).  

In the policy, the economy is understood in such a way that the networks of power, 

privilege (including colonialism and neoliberalism) and the connections between the 

human and non-human as they relate to the creation of the economy are rendered 

invisible. The consequences of viewing the creative economy as exogenous and as an 

object to position oneself into, means that any failures in the implementation or 

actualization of creative economies initiatives are externalized by creative economies 

experts and their discourse. Not only are failures externalized as failures of the Jamaican 

state to properly manage their resources but, with the increased responsibility of 

economic development placed on the shoulders on the entrepreneurial Jamaican subjects, 

it is a failure of the Jamaican people to properly manage their resources or execute their 

policy.  

 If data is used to bring objects into being as Mitchell (2002) maintains, then 

Jamaica’s lacking data is not simply a detriment to Jamaica’s creative economy (because 

data generation does not merely represent Jamaica’s capacity for creativity) but the 

lacking data means that their creative economy does not exist. Without the existence of a 

creative and resilient economy, which is nearly universally upheld for spurring and 

supporting development, Jamaica will “fail” (again) to reach a “developed” state. 
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Therefore, the proposed zoning laws that were outlined at the 2013 noise abatement 

meeting, are a calculus that attempts to capture the necessary data to help Jamaica 

position itself into the creative and resilient economy and towards development.  

The proposed zoning is a tool that helps to measure and map the dancehall 

industry’s impact (calculations), ensure significant bureaucratic control (expertise) for the 

state, and provides the infrastructure (technical) so that the government can invest in new 

areas of growth. As outlined by the CCTF, “Jamaica possesses the potential to develop its 

cultural and creative industries into a major economic sector based on the demonstrated 

comparative advantages and the projected long-term growth of the global creative 

economy” (2009: 25).66 As an issue of concern, the CCTF highlights Jamaica’s lack of 

built infrastructure to house creative performances and other cultural events. Despite the 

high number of events held in the country each year, Jamaica, the report claims, “does 

not have adequate numbers of properly equipped indoor and outdoor venues to support 

music festivals, shows and other creative performance” (ibid: 33). These D zones then, 

address a number of concerns with regards to both the economic and cultural sectors 

found in the CCTF report and as articulated by my informant at the Ministry of 

Entertainment and Tourism.  

 Dancehall’s association with the lower classes has often meant that dances are 

met with increased police presence and attention. Moreover, the association that some 

street dances have with garrison communities means that they are also a matter of 

                                                        
66 The report estimates that Jamaican music sales are $1 billion US annually but because of poor 
local infrastructure and international management of artists, Jamaica only receives 25% of this 
sum (CCTF 2009: 25). As well the fragmentation of the public bodies that govern creative 
industries in Jamaica has meant that there is limited effectiveness in tracking down revenues 
generated through intellectual property rights. At the time of this report, there were an estimated 
$20 million US unclaimed public performance royalties due to Jamaica in France (ibid: 29).  
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national security. Jamaica’s National Security Policy (NSP) (MNS 2014) identifies 

garrisons, gangs and intra-state crime as its largest threat to national security (15). It is 

worth noting that before the public meeting began, that a representative from the MNS 

jokingly warned the audience that police were outside of the building in case things 

became “too heated” during the ministries’ presentations. Situated inside the conference 

centre, secured by fences, guards and police, the warning certainly drove home the idea 

that we needed to “behave” ourselves (2013 from my field notes). Among many things, 

focusing on active response, becoming adaptive, monitoring and surveillance, 

strengthening resilience in social and economic systems in order “to withstand shocks” 

are part of the strategies to combat crime and violence in the country (MNS 2014: 5-6). 

Re-zoning the city provides an active response because it amounts to a pre-zoning tactic 

with the purpose of disciplining and controlling the perceived threat of criminality, 

including gang violence and drug trafficking. If we take seriously the notion that street 

dances are public protests, then this amounts to a form of kettling and a “substantial 

extension of the principle that the state may regulate the time, space and manner of 

expressive activity” (Zick 2006: 584 cited in Rogers 2012: 132).  

 On June 12, 2014, the Ministry of Tourism and Entertainment released the 

announcement in The Jamaica Observer that the Urban Development Corporation (UDC) 

had located seven possible sites for a Jamaica’s “first Entertainment Zone” (or D zone) 

(Brown: np).  According to Minister Crawford, who delivered the news at a press 

conference, all of the sites are located along the Palisadoes strip in Kingston on the way 

to the city’s Norman Manley Airport, about 20 kilometers from downtown Kingston. The 
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choice location seems logical, as it is almost residence-free and because it is close to the 

airport, it is not subject to noise constraints.  

While Crawford’s enthusiasm seems well placed the Palisadoes is actually a very 

ecologically precarious area: it is a 14-kilometer strip of land that almost completely 

encloses Kingston Harbor. It begins at Harbor View, jettisons out west to Port Royal and 

was created by two major natural processes, the waves along the shore that erode the 

shorelines and the freshwater river system that flows towards Harbor View bringing with 

it river sediment (Robinson, Rowe and Khan 2006a:np). Despite the sediment’s ability to 

form a concrete-like substance called Beach Rock the Palisadoes has become its own 

island on a number of occasions (Robinson, Rowe and Khan 2006a:np). In the last 10 

years alone the Palisadoes has been affected numerous times by overwash during 

hurricane season including 2004’s hurricane Ivan; in 2006, when overwash made an 

island out of the strip (Robinson, Rowe and Khan 2006a:np); in 2007, hurricane Dean 

and hurricane Felix both completely blocked the roads with debris and also flooded over, 

which closed off access to the airport (The Marine Geology Unit (UWI, Mona) 2007: 2-

3). In 2010, the government partnered with China Exim Bank to launch the Palisadoes 

shorelines and rehabilitation works (Roach 2010: np). Yet in 2012, when the eye of 

hurricane Sandy ripped through Kingston, The Jamaica Gleaner reported that “over on 

the Palisadoes strip, waves rose high, menacingly on both sides of the peninsula, still 

under construction, the water blasting its way through the massive boulders which serve 

as storm barriers” (2012: np). More pressingly, with climate research showing hurricanes 

only getting stronger and more intense (Elsner et al. 2010; Elsner et. al. 2008; Emanuel 
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2005; Webster et al. 2005) and that oceans levels are rising (Robins, Rowe and Khan 

2006b:np), the Palisadoes have yet to weather the worst of storms.  

 At the same time that the environmental concerns seem to confound the choice to 

place D zones on the Palisadoes, the entire zoning project seems to defeat the purpose of 

these dance events. Just a year prior to the 2013 public meet regarding the Noise 

Abatement Act, Crawford was careful to state that “Many of these [street] events, they 

depend on the residents, and so the same problem we are trying to solve is the market for 

many. Removing the product from the market is, within market theory, 

counterproductive” (cited in Luton 2012:np). However, the removal of these street dances 

out of the streets and situating them into a zone that is outside of the neighbourhoods 

where these dances have emerged seems to undo the important work that dance events do 

for individuals, communities and the city in general. Although it is not exactly clear who 

will fund this so-called “soft-development” initiative, it seems that the Tourism 

Enhancement Fund (TEF), which seeks to boost the country’s economic prosperity and 

promote Jamaica’s culture and heritage will at least partially fund it.67 While 

administered by the government, the TEF also solicits part of a public-private partnership 

so long as the projects fall under their mandate. Therefore, D zones are public-private 

venues and can be subject to corporate interests, such as cover fees. This significantly 

reduces the accessibility of the venue for many of the city’s constituents.  

                                                        
67 I say this because the TEF’s mandate includes tourism initiatives, to which the D zones hopes 
to cater. But, I also say this because the TEF is involved in a variety of Entertainment initiatives 
that fall under the government’s purview, including creative economies and intellectual property 
rights. The D zones and the artiste registry are part of the government’s plan to collect and study 
the data on Jamaica’s creative economy.  
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At best, the zoning project appears as a lackluster and even bizarre attempt at 

harnessing creative capacities.68 At worst, it is part of a broader urban strategy of capital 

accumulation and securitization in which zoning or quarantining dancehall provides the 

structure necessary for the authorities to both generate revenue by collecting rent off of 

public space but at the same time may serve to undermine the very vitality and dynamism 

of dancehall spaces that might generate rent. It will, however, serve as a space to survey 

potentially illegal activities. Indeed, the number of people circumnavigating the licensing 

process to hold a dance has led to accusations of robbing the government of millions of 

dollars annually (Jones 2015: np). This has led to a growing police presence in order to 

shut down those deviants who thwart the system and as well to monitor any other 

illegalities that are thought to circulate at street dances. In the context of the National 

Security Policy, the zoning becomes part of an adaptive managerial and governance 

strategy meant “to identify cost-effective ways to reduce exposure and build resilience” 

(MNS 2014:10).  

 

What Remains and Towards Street Dances as an Epistemology 

 Throughout this chapter I have argued that in the context of popular practices like 

street dances, resilience is caught up in a “double bind” that at once accounts for the ways 

that domination and power are reinforced while at the same time accounts for the ways in 

which people are able to resist or antagonize the same dominating and hegemonic 

                                                        
68 By Crawford’s own admission, the location choice poses problems for transportation as the 
current public transport system does not all night. Moreover, due to the coastal environment (this 
area is home to over 300 various species) permanent infrastructure, such as sewerage and 
embedded walls for the buildings are out of the question, and instead shipping containers will be 
used as the construction material. At the time of the press conference Crawford was still soliciting 
investors in order to break ground on the new “Party Town” (Brown 2014:np).   
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regimes. In this way I try to avoid rooting resilience into a particular political trajectory. 

As much as resilience is caught up in controlling and insidious acts it is also bound up in 

acts of resistance. This resistance or grinding against authority is demonstrated in the 

vignette at the beginning of this chapter by the words “you cannot shut down this dance.” 

At the same time as this warning to police seems to say that shutting down the dance will 

not stop it from reconvening the next week, it also seems to suggest that the dance has 

never actually stopped. In this last section then, I would like to briefly question the ways 

in which performance always remains or circulates. That is to say, is there something 

about the street dances in Jamaica that always survives, bounces back, remains resilient 

or at the very least remembers? Certainly, stealing back what was once yours during 

these acts involves remembering what one once was (i.e. life before slavery) or what 

people never were (free) and then reassembling it during performance. Likewise, more 

contemporary forms of cultural production, like reggae have been called “the noise of 

remembering” becoming a “bridge of sound” that links the past with the present (Cooper 

2004: 241). In terms of performance and dance practices, Stanley Niaah (2010) suggests 

that there are continuities between dancehall from slave ship to ghetto via her analysis of 

performance, namely the limbo dance.69 My intention here, however, is not to trace some 

kind of linear path by recounting all the similarities that exist throughout the various 

iterations of performance in slavery’s afterlife, dancehall culture. Instead, it is to leave 

open questions about how embodied practices lend themselves to what remains or what is 

                                                        
69 As well, Kumina drumming, originally brought over by Bantu slaves, has been traced to both 
Rastafari culture as well as popular culture, namely reggae music—a precursor to contemporary 
dancehall. For example, in “Jah Live” Bob Marley uses a repeater drum, which is a derivative of 
the Kumina drum. 
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resilient (and can’t be shut down) that opens up avenues of potentiality, in the form of an 

epistemology.  

 Stanley Niaah (2010) argues that the Bakhtinian carnivalesque offers a superficial 

reading of dancehall. Instead, she insists that because of dancehall’s everyday-ness and 

“non-seasonal nature” (98), the boundaries of liberation are not confined to “carnival 

periods” (92).  She further supports this claim by arguing that for those whose job is in 

the dancehall “there is really never incorporation back into everyday life, since what is 

everyday becomes the entire ritual of [dancehall] preparation, communion, withdrawal 

and rest, then back to preparation all over again” (98). So, for her, liberation is actualized 

in that dancehall’s boundaries move from ephemeral to everyday. While I broadly agree 

with this sentiment that dancehall is contradictory, both bounded and boundary-less 

depending on the context, I suggest that there might be another way to read the contested 

ritual aspects of dancehall.  If one considers how dancehall’s ritual acts of bodily memory 

can function as an epistemology dancehall can be read as always boundary-less in that it 

can circulate across space and time in the form of embodied and transmittable 

knowledge, privileging non-western dominant spoken and written epistemologies. 

 Like Stanley Niaah, but using Latin American fiestas as a site of inquiry, Marino 

and Cuellar (2015) challenge Bakhtin’s carnivalesque (although they do not discount it) 

and argue that it is not “just that fiestas upturn or potentially subvert an order surrounding 

or in the context of the event, they actually restore and regenerate an order of another 

kind” where they can “create, fuse, and recalibrate various forces in the world” (131). 

This reading of performance and cultural practice is different than Stanley Niaah’s 

because it moves from contesting the idea of boundaries that contain acts that Bakhtin 
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understands as subversions of dominant order to asserting the constitutive nature of 

performance and cultural practice, even with all its contradictions. 

 This is similar to the ways in which “stealing away” disrupted narratives of 

property and labour. Ritual performances and dances, Leda Martins (2015) argues, create 

“gaps in the social tissue disrupt[ing] the hegemonic and cultural-social tissue” and where 

“it [performance] therefore makes it possible to visualize the alternatives of power” such 

as worldviews, social organization and the ways in which one senses and experiences life 

(cited in Marino and Cuellar 2015: 124). The ritualistic aspects of street dances and 

dancehall culture have been read as part of an expanded concept of ritual that is “action 

wrapped in webs of significance”70 (Stanley Niaah 2010; Kertzer 1988: 9 cited in ibid: 

90) where “experience of dance in this New World context has enabled the rereading of 

status, cosmos, sense of space, especially among dancers, and this is tantamount to a 

counterintervention of the self as a cultural and political strategy” (Sylvia Wynter 1977: 9 

cited in Stanely Niaah 2010: 90) As components of a political and cultural strategy, 

features of dancehall culture generally, and street dance more specifically, are not 

arbitrarily chosen but are instead part of a prescribed order of things that are either 

“imposed by some external source or inherited from social conditions” (ibid: 89). The 

ritual in street dances appears in its naming, timing, spatial arrangements, dress, dance 

moves, themes and importantly in its ability to appear as communitas (Stanley Niaah 

2010).71  

                                                        
70 Stanley Niaah (2010) argues for an expanded concept of ritual, one that takes into consideration 
not only the spiritual but also the in the everyday potential, through which people can pass in and 
out of spaces that serve to maintain them in a particular social position (91).  
71 For Turner (1969), communitas is created during heightened forms of sociality that are often 
brought on during rites of passage and other ritual acts. During these acts, typical social structures 
are often negated and/or suspended which can lead to a sense of social cohesion or a 
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 But how does this ritualistic aspect, this “external source,” “prescribed order of 

things” or inheritance arise? While Stanley Niaah’s work does not investigate the 

constitutions of such occurrences, performance studies scholars do provide a possible 

avenue to think this through. Joseph Roach (1996), for example, argues that cultural 

practices reproduce themselves through surrogation and, in the life of the community, 

“surrogation does not begin or end but continues as actual or perceived vacancies occur 

in the network of relations that constitutes the social fabric” (2). For Roach, in 

surrogation there is a continuous ritualizing and memorializing of loss at the same time as 

a replacement arrives to take the place of the disappeared. Yet, the replacement or 

surrogate rarely succeeds and so, “performances often carry with them the memory of 

otherwise forgotten substitutions—those that were rejected and those that have 

succeeded” (ibid: 2). Comparably, Diana Taylor (2003) argues that repertoires consisting 

of ephemeral and non-reproducible acts (like dancing, singing, performance etc.) enact 

embodied memories where “traditions are stored in the body” and that like the written, 

performances can be thought of as “forms handed down from the past are experienced as 

present” (20, 24). As such, “the body remembers” (Martins cited in Marino and Cuellar 

2015: 125) and becomes a site of and “conduit of knowledge” (ibid: 131). In this way, 

performances like the Jamaican street dances discussed in this chapter, are as much about 

subverting a dominant order as they are about reasserting or establishing a new one. They 

bring to light a set of practices that are about place-making and identity formation for 

both the dominant and dominated in Jamaica, across time and space. They are both 

                                                                                                                                                                     

transformative potentiality. In contemporary dancehall culture, as I have already stated, street 
dances have the ability to bring together people, carving out different articulations of space and 
social organization in the city. 
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resistant and constitutive. It is where “the past is painted over, but it re-emerges 

imperfectly to mix and reclaim the present in new ways” (Ford-Smith 2011: 13). In some 

ways then, the man in Rae Town was right: the dance cannot be shut down because it 

never ends. It remains resilient.  

 

Conclusion 

 This chapter looks at how resilience’s double bind manifests in the context of 

Jamaican street dances. First, I look at dances that occurred during slavery. Closely 

following Hartman’s conceptualization I show how adaptation and resistance can occur at 

the same time and in the same body, thereby opening up possibilities that frustrate the 

smooth function of slavery under a colonial capitalism. I then move to contemporary 

Jamaica and discuss how the dancehall, often considered “slack,” is a space of resistance 

and counter-culture, and it is also a space of immense resourcefulness on the part of the 

poor and working class in the form of informal labour. And yet when the state aims to 

shut down the street dances, in the name of security and economic resilience as outlined 

in the state’s policies, the state is complicit in creating conditions of insecurity in 

Jamaica. This contradiction is evidenced in the state’s intentions to re-zone the city, via 

changes to the Noise Abatement Act.  I show this contradiction by first situating this 

decision in a broader discussion of how Jamaica’s policy uses the rhetoric of resilience to 

uphold enthusiasm for national development. Attempts to shut down the dance, I argue, 

are part of Jamaica’s emphasis on creating ideal citizenry, formalized creative 

entrepreneurial economies, and securitization. I conclude by addressing questions about 

how performance, as embodied epistemology, remains, circulates and refuses to be shut 
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down or shut out the poor by moving them out of the city. I consider how we might be 

able to understand the ritual of street dances in Jamaica as an epistemological practice 

that is resilient and can never be shut down. I question in what sense resilience exceeds 

the very terms of survival assigned to it within neoliberal policy discourses on cultural 

production as resilience.  

 The next chapter turns to Civil Society Organization (CSO), WMW-Jamaica, and 

looks at how an organization charged with helping Jamaica become a developed state by 

2030 must itself adapt to neoliberal austerity in the form of funding cuts. While some 

scholars argue that third-sector organizations, sometimes called “the resilient sector,” are 

merely extensions of neoliberalism and the state, I argue, once again, that becoming 

resilient in neoliberal Jamaica requires struggle.  
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Chapter 4 

The Resilient Sector: CSO Work in Neoliberal Times 

 “We’re not in the 1980s anymore,” my informant reminded me during our 

interview.72  We were discussing the benefits and challenges of working in what Lester 

M. Salamon (2003) has called, “the resilient sector,” otherwise known as the third-sector, 

whose resilience recently can be attributed to its ability to adapt to increased 

marketization.  My informant’s comment referred to some of the challenges she faced 

while working at WMW-Jamaica (formerly Women’s Media Watch, Jamaica), a civil 

society organization (CSO) and a veritable institution for gender-based advocacy work in 

the country. Namely, she wanted to push for a more radical approach to gender and 

development work but felt that it was very difficult to do so under the economic 

conditions in Jamaica and the restraints she felt she had in the mainstream non-profit 

sector. Ultimately, she was worried about “becoming another cog” in the wheel of the 

thousands of non-profits in the country.73 For her, the 1980s specifically, but also the 

second half of the 20th century more generally, represented a period of important and 

palpable change in Jamaica. Indeed, the 1960s saw a rise in global anticolonial resistance 

movements as former colonies, including Jamaica, sought independence.  The 1970s was 

a time when women’s movements, which included solidarity of women across party lines 

in Jamaica, demanded “greater attentiveness to the question of gender relations and 

women’s work [and] strong critiques of Western feminism for its bias toward the 

struggles of bourgeoisie white women” (Ford-Smith 2011: 9).  In 1970s Jamaica, both 
                                                        
72 004, Interview, June 18, 2013, Kingston, Jamaica. 
73 004, Interview, June 18, 2013, Kingston, Jamaica.  
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Sistren Theatre Collective and the Committee for Women for Progress were formed, 

gaining a stronghold in the development and women’s movement arenas. Sistren gathered 

global recognition throughout the 1980s. It was also the UN Decade of Women and a 

time when both radical women’s movements and more liberal second-wave movements 

were making strides globally.  And, at the end of this decade, WMW had its humble 

beginnings on a member’s back porch. In particular, this informant singled out this 

“Sistren era” as a time when people “were pushing to the fore and creating their own 

spaces and saying ‘ok we’re reconstructing our narratives, you all better listen’.”74 

Despite the fact that she was barely two-years old at the beginning of the 1980s, she had a 

sense of nostalgia for a past that, to some extent, wasn’t even her own. It was an era that 

for her felt as though it had more appropriate and legitimate modes of making third-sector 

work more transformative. Romanticized or not, this nostalgia for the past circled an 

important point about the restrictions she faced working in the “resilient sector” in the 

Jamaican neoliberal present.  

So what was it about the present that restricted her ability to do the kind of work 

she wanted to do, I wondered? Having completed previous fieldwork with WMW, 

knowing some of them for seven years, I often found myself anticipating the complexities 

of their positions as CSO workers. She explained,  

 

My sense is that because of global economic shifts, very 
often the people with the big money and big megaphones 
give the impression that there is one dominant kind of story 
[here in Jamaica]. So we hear about how some company 
sent 50 kids to high school and somebody gets all these 
scholarships. This is good stuff and I would say it’s 

                                                        
74 004, Interview, June 18, 2013, Kingston, Jamaica.   
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keeping Jamaica afloat but we lose sight of what [others are 
doing] especially, in terms of communities and in terms of 
how people are using art and culture in spaces that are less 
formal.  But, nobody with the big megaphone and the big 
bucks is going to them and instead what gets featured are 
the corporate models and their investments and what great 
work Digicel did today.75   

 

Her frustrations highlighted the increasing trend to transform the third-sector towards a 

more market-led approach as opposed to a collective welfare approach to social justice, 

philanthropy and development. Indeed, this turn towards the market is partly what has 

made the third-sector so resilient, according to Salamon (2003).  Nonprofits have always 

occupied precarious and strenuous spaces (and indeed the 1980s were part of the 

economically and politically turbulent “lost decades”). 76  However, non-profits, 

including Non-Governmental Organizations (NGOs) and CSOs, increasingly have had to 

revise themselves along the lines of more market-oriented business models within a 

neoliberal capitalist epoch (Dart 2004; Dees and Anderson 2003; Eikenberry and Kluver 

2004; Sanders 2015; Sanders and McLellan 2014). This phenomenon emerged for a 

number of reasons, including incorporating the demands of competition for donor 

funding and donors that now often demand substantial and clear ROIs (return on 

investments) (Eikenberry and Kluver 2004:133). Moreover, the post 2008-09 financial 

crisis period has meant that many NGOs and CSOs have been scrambling to find ways to 

maintain their viability. Third-sector organizations must adapt to new protocols and 

expectations of “venture philanthropy” that requires them to apply economic business 

                                                        
75 004, Interview June 18, 2013, Kingston, Jamaica.  
76 M. Sanders (2015) argues that nonprofits are, by definition, locked into various mission-market 
tensions, where tensions underlying the goal of pursuing a social mission must also compete with 
a need to engage with and meet the demands of the market (206). 
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principles such as  “collaboration, unconventional modes of giving and volunteering and 

a focus on issues rather than institutions” in order to achieve both social change and 

significant returns to their “investors” whether it be an ROI, SROI (social return on 

investment), FROI (financial return on investment), or EROI (emotional return on 

investment) (Greenfeld 2000; Gringold 2000 cited in Eikenberry and Kluver 2004:134).  

 If the third-sector is “a story of resilience,” something that can adapt to the 

contexts around it, then it is important to understand the complex interactions between an 

organization’s social mission and the decisions it makes in order to sustain itself. The 

critique that Evans and Reid (2014) and indeed all those scholars skeptical of resilience 

wager is an important one. And yet I find when waged in the realm of the living and 

breathing it is not always a livable critique. Such “hermetically sealed” readings of 

resilience and “familiar binaries [like] accommodation and resistance” (Li 1999, 315-

316) assume that discursive resilience practices confront docile bodies rather than the 

“cultural practices and sedimented histories of people and place” (Moore 1999: 658). 

That is to say, the nihilist aesthetic with which Evans and Reid (2014) read resilience 

does not always make room for what appears on the ground and felt in everyday life. This 

chapter and its ethnographic case expresses the ambiguities, the messiness, resistance and 

the making do that characterize resilience in neoliberal postcolonial Jamaica. That is to 

say, what work is done to ensure an organization’s resilience? How does being a part of 

this “resilient sector” and doing resilience work in addition to social justice goals affect 

the third-sector workers in these spaces? And, what emotional work is needed to 

reconcile these adaptations by subjects committed to social justice in CSOs? Lauren 

Berlant (2011) has recently coined the phrase “cruel optimism” to refer to the affective 
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attachments to objects that “actively impede the aim that brought you to it initially” (1). 

In what follows, I will analyze the work done in the resilient CSO sector and consider the 

degree to which and ways in which such work often amounts to cruel optimism.   

This chapter, divided into two parts, looks at how WMW and its members 

negotiate, adapt and become resilient to economic instability and unevenness stemming 

from neoliberal policy.  First, I open by briefly reviewing three lines of inquiry regarding 

third-sector work:77 the mainstream, the anti-institutional stream or what might be called 

the more skeptical stream, and a more ambiguous stream that sees NGOs as “working the 

spaces of neoliberalism” (Power 2005). I then move to discuss how neoliberal austerity, 

in the form of funding cuts to CSO and NGO work, has been a global phenomenon and 

has unevenly affected the South.  These cuts dramatically affect the Jamaican third-

sector, especially in work involving women (Robinson 2015: np). Thus neoliberal policy 

which on the one hand brought to the forefront the spaces of NGO and CSO work has, on 

the other hand, stifled their ability to be the spatial fix they were designed to be. These 

cuts are costly at Jamaica’s national level because the third-sector is integral to the 

achievement of the country’s development goals. Therefore, while these organizations are 

part of the “responsible agencies” for ensuring goals are met, they are undermined.  

Turning to WMW, this next section looks at how one organization grapples with 

the lack of funding. By rebranding and changing its organizational model, WMW took on 

a more entrepreneurial model in an attempt to recapture a waning membership and 

increase its fundraising efforts. It thus engages in a resilience strategy in order to 

maintain the organization.  The results of the change have been ambiguous (perhaps even 

                                                        
77 For the purposes of this chapter, I only refer to NGO and CSO work when I talk of the third-
sector although I am aware of the variety of groups and organizations within this sector. 
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a failure), but this cannot and should not be read as failure of the entrepreneurial model 

but rather as an example of how one organization attempted to adapt although the results 

were not entirely desirable. There is thus instead much struggle that goes into maintaining 

resilience as a model, in the resilient sector. This struggle was made clear through 

cultural production, in this case of a drama exercise, during the 2013 AGM. In this next 

section, my ethnography demonstrates how the politics of being resilient is met with 

resistance on the terrain of cultural production.  

Finally, I demonstrate why women continue to work at WMW and hold steadfast 

to the promises that the work in NGO/CSO spaces offer when all informants told me how 

challenging it was to work within this sector. My informants revealed that many of the 

benefits were in the form of cultural and social capital: attachment to (the promise of) 

making a difference, professionalization and personal empowerment. Yet, nearly all of 

them were highly critical of their work. Some even questioned their ability to make a 

difference, citing the lack of funding necessary to do the more radical work that might 

fulfill their ability to make a difference, as other women’s organizations like Sistren and 

WMW had been able to do in the past. I therefore consider Lauren Berlant’s concept of 

cruel optimism as a lens through which we can understand why CSO workers continue to 

hope to make a difference, knowing full well that their ability to do so is nearly always 

stymied by their attachment to the spaces of the “resilient” third-sector.  

What these sections all reveal is the messiness, conflicts and ambiguities within 

the resilient sector. Filled with contradictions and frustrations, the workers within this 

case study reveal that there is tension and resistance to becoming resilient within 

neoliberalism as much as there is sometimes a reluctant embrace of it. These 
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consequences and the ambiguity of resilience then do not repeat the universalizing and 

dominant narratives of neoliberalism. Neoliberalism is not all–consuming in its efficacy. 

Rather, CSO spaces and workers play out contestations and struggles with neoliberalism 

even at the same time they are forced to adapt to it.  

 

Debates on the Third Sector  

A cursory review of the literature tends to place the third-sector generally and 

NGOs and CSOs more specifically in three different and yet sometimes overlapping 

trajectories. First, there is the mainstream approach that understands the third-sector, at 

least as far as NGOs and CSOs, as non-government and non-private organizations that 

are not driven by personal profit (otherwise known as non-profits). As such, they are 

meant to represent the communities within which they are embedded and are able to 

advocate for myriad issues on behalf of the public. In liberal and mainstream approaches 

to civil society associated with John Locke, civil society is seen as the separation of 

society from the state wherein society has the ability to resist and challenge the state on 

any variety of issues including transparency, accountability, and rights. This 

conceptualization follows the liberal notion that civil society can keep the state, and 

specifically its reach, in check. This mechanism of checks and balances is important for 

liberalism (and neoliberalism) that favours free-market economies over state-regulated 

economies. Civil society, and to a large extent NGOs, were thus conceived as a 

politically powerful “voice of antistate oppositional forces” (Howell and Pearce 2001:6). 

NGOs and CSOs are argued to have become a major development phenomenon in the 

1980s in order to fill the gaps created by the withdrawal of the state towards a more 

marketed-oriented approach under neoliberal reform policies (Hilhorst 2003: 3). Civil 
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society groups, community groups, NGOs and voluntary organizations’ increased 

emergence in the 1980s was, in part, out of the need to maintain, or in the very least 

survive, the shocks put forth by neoliberal policies in the form of structural adjustment in 

most parts of the global South. NGOs and CSOs fit into discourses of resilience as the 

rise of these community-based or civil society organizations was because of the need to 

adapt to consequences of market-oriented liberalization led by larger institutions like the 

IMF and WB. On the one hand, many grassroots and civil society organizations were 

formed in order to preserve levels of social reproduction during heightened liberalization 

through local level networking or linkages. Some also maintained an alternative approach 

to both civil society and development by supporting critical dispositions towards the 

global economy. In these instances, organizations believed that the right set of policy 

prescriptions was not sufficient and that rather “another set of values and priorities should 

guide the economy and development processes within it” (Howell and Pearce 2001: 17).  

Because of their ability to be accountable to constituents as well as appeal to the 

government, NGOs and CSOs are frequently cited in mainstream development programs 

and policies as integral to the achievement of development goals.  The UN for example 

has The Non-Governmental Liaison Services (UN-NGLS) dedicated to helping foster the 

partnership between the UN and third-sector organizations in order to achieve the UN’s 

agenda as well as “facilitating meaningful civil society engagement in UN processes” 

(UN-NGLS 2015). In Jamaica, the third-sector was essential in the creation of the diverse 

development goals in Vision 2030 and is cited as essential to the achievement of the 

goals. For instance, the third-sector, including NGOs, Community Based Organizations 

(CBOs) and Faith Based Organizations (FBOs) are part of the “responsible agencies” to 
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ensure that a number of key development goals are met including programs on health, 

culture, security, economic infrastructure, industry and the environment. In this way, 

third-sector organizations are seen as a necessary part of a healthy and vibrant democratic 

and developed nation. 

The second line of inquiry on NGOS and CSOs is much more skeptical. After the 

emergence of civil society and the multitude of NGOs in the 1980s in response to the 

disastrous IMF and WB led SAPs, the WB began strengthening its embrace of non-

profits like CSOs and NGOs78  in the late 1990s and 2000s, as part of their PRSP 

program—a program that was arguably created in an attempt to re-legitimize not only the 

WB but also the IMF in the eyes of the global community (Whitfield 2005: 658-569; 

Lazarus 2008: 1216). Incorporating the swell of civil society into what they called a 

“Comprehensive Development Framework” (CDF), the WB tried to foster “country-

owned,” uniquely tailored, holistic development schemes for its client countries that 

included input from NGOs, local communities, the private sector as well as the poor 

(Wolfensohn 2000). The WB began to capitalize on a base of resources (CSOs, NGOs, 

donor agencies etc.) generated by restructuring in the 1980s through participatory 

development in order to devise new ways to maintain its market-oriented approach to 

development that embraced liberal tenets including democracy, antistatism and individual 

                                                        
78 I am not suggesting that CSOs and NGOs are easily differentiated. Certainly, organizations can 
be both and often at different times they will say they are one or the other in order to appease 
funders. For example, WMW uses the word interchangeably in everyday dialogue and in my 
interviews although they explicitly call themselves a CSO on their website. This fluidity (between 
CSO and NGO) or slippage of language probably gives them significant traction in grant writing 
and/or helping them to continue their work, but I did not investigate the instrumental uses in these 
slippages at the time. For continuity I use CSO even though my informants would sometimes call 
WMW an NGO. 
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freedom.79 Incorporating the language of Freire’s Marxist-oriented Participatory Action 

Research and utilizing the already existing infrastructure and networks created by civil 

society, private enterprise and NGOs, the WB was able to co-opt the ways in which 

people survived shocks in order to further an agenda that, in the end, had mixed results 

and failed to be participatory for many states.80 What the superficial rhetoric of 

participation was able to do was alter the perceptions of development programming. 

Instead of empowering individual states, actors and civil society through country-led 

ownership of development the WB “further empowered [itself], by increasing the 

effectiveness of programs through raising national enthusiasm for [these programs] and 

increasing the perception they [were] homegrown strategies” (Stewart and Wang 2003: 

28). In essence, the WB devised a scenario where it could orchestrate and maintain its 

neoliberal approach to development, freeing itself of accountability, while CSOs were 

left in and are still dealing with a quagmire of increased responsibility, bureaucracy and 

competition for donor funding. To a large extent, the problems created for CSOs in the 

1990s are still very much relevant today and have forced Jamaican third-sector 

organizations into challenging positions suggesting, as some scholars believe, that these 

organizations have simply become extensions of the state.  Such views are held by those 

who are highly critical and suspicious of NGOs and contend that they are extensions of 

                                                        
79 As Lazarus (2008) notes, “the stark similarity in the macroeconomic policy components of 
PRSPs worldwide has led to conclusions that the standard neoliberal macroeconomic policies at 
the core of every PRSP remain non-negotiable” (1207). 
80 Stewart and Wang (2003) point out that participation among groups and population was uneven 
and some population was completely left out of the participatory process, including women, the 
poor, and parliamentarians and trade unions (10-11). Lazarus (2008) writes, “participation is, at 
best, consultation—evidence from across the globe suggests that the level and nature of 
participation in the PRSP processes has been largely shallow and narrow” (1207).  
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the state and/or their funders viewing NGOs as “vehicles for state-oriented, reformist 

politics” (Hodžić 2014: 226).  

This critical analysis of this third-sector also aligns with the criticism of 

development. Post-development scholars like Arturo Escobar for example understand the 

professionalization of development as part of the apparatus that continues to call the 

“third world” into being through a knowledge power nexus promulgated by the West. 

Using a Foucauldian analysis of power and knowledge, Escobar (1995) makes the case 

that “the invention of development necessarily involved the creation of an institutional 

field from which discourses are produced, recorded, stabilized and modified and put into 

circulation. This field is intimately imbricated with processes of professionalization; 

together they constitute an apparatus that organizes the production of forms of knowledge 

and the deployment of forms of power, relating one to the other” (46). Similarly, as Saida 

Hodžić (2014) points out, many feminist scholars argue that there has been an increased 

emphasis on the professionalization of women’s movements into bureaucratic 

organizations through processes of NGOization. In a German context, Sabine Lang 

(1997) for example writes that “NGOization entails a shift away from experience-

oriented movement politics towards goal- and intervention-oriented movement strategies” 

which includes strong ties to the state, leading to ambivalent consequences (ibid: 116, 

102). Contending that “feminist NGOs are in danger of adapting to the vertical structure 

of current political life even if their ideological focus remains a participatory and 

horizontally orientated political structure in which gender-conscious polices have become 

part of every level of decision making” (ibid: 114), she maintains “the lack of 

mobilization is […] a result of specific forms of institutionalization in the women’s 
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movement (ibid: 111). The “‘NGOization’ of the feminist movements […] occurs […] in 

response to developments within German social and political institutions and tends to 

reduce feminist NGOs to marginalized forces within corporatist civil society” (ibid:111).  

She questions to what extent NGOs can both be dependent on the state (for funding) and 

also work with the state for institutional change: “if NGOs don’t only want to engage in 

social repair work, but actually want to change structural features of a certain political 

agenda, how successful can they be when they are dependent on exactly the same 

structures that need to be transformed?” (113). She does not renounce dependency on the 

government per se but instead advocates that these dependencies be made transparent and 

turned into collective bargaining power for a broader collective feminist agenda (113). 

Sangeeta Kamat (2004) argues that “within the neoliberal framework, democracy is re-

defined as the free and full expression of each specific constituency, with little regard for 

the uneven relations of power that characterize the different interest groups” (169). This 

means that, in a neoliberal capitalist system, market imperatives of privatization and 

deregulation are assumed to be more or less non-negotiable whether it is at the corporate 

level or the local NGO level (ibid:170). Adoption of this marketized strategy embodies 

NGOresilience to global economic shifts;NGOs are able to adapt and adopt corporate 

models. However, this often means that at the local level “the scope of NGO activity is 

restricted to managerial and administrative tasks directed at improving the capacity of the 

poor to compete in the marketplace” (ibid). A consequence of this is the privileging of the 

particular over the well-being of the collective. Therefore, instead of “deepening the 

gains made on the basis of popular democratic struggles, NGOs are being re-inscribed in 

the current policy discourse in ways that strengthen liberalism and undermine democracy 
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[and] given this trend, it is unlikely that NGOs can be the honest brokers of people’s 

interests” (ibid).  The Sangtin Writers and Richa Nagar take the criticism of NGOs 

“further by casting NGOs as hegemonic organizations that prevent feminist oppositional 

politics” (Hodžić 2014: 224). Their collective analysis “confirms that the compromising 

of radical political agendas and the domination of local priorities by the agendas of 

funding agencies have been the heaviest costs that many local activists have had for the 

NGOization of grassroots politics” (Nagar and Sangtin Writers 2006: 147). This 

domination takes place even within dominant feminist agendas that cannot be 

operationalized within their own communities and they contend that this is “not a usable 

feminism for the collective” (Ibid:147).  

A third trajectory regarding NGOs forces a closer look at the inner dynamics of 

NGO work and demonstrates that NGOs are much more unclear and perhaps much more 

contentious. Scholarship has made us well aware that neoliberal restructuring and 

development has often targeted women. Indeed, the coupling of neoliberal policy and 

resilience, in recent years, brings to light an important line of inquiry that investigates the 

the intersections of neoliberal resilience and gender. And, while not denying that NGO 

work is part of the professionalization and bureaucratization of development work — 

indeed my informants are well aware of this fact — there is much at stake in assuming 

there is no room for progressive feminist politics within the NGO and CSO model. As 

Victoria Bernal and Inderpal Grewal (2014) show through their edited interdisciplinary 

collection, “neoliberal conditions do not dictate everything that an NGO does or practice” 

(2). Moreover 
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like capitalism, neoliberalism has not eliminated all the 
desires and projects that might be associated with goals of 
social justice, equality, and democracy that might be 
imagined outside of its capitalist and consumer-oriented 
framework. Feminist struggles may be altered, but they 
continue to proliferate—shaped by, but not completely 
governed by, states, neoliberalism, and the rise of NGOs. 
(ibid)  

Hodžić (2014), suggests that NGO work is fraught with tensions and contradictions but 

that this can be productive, breathing “new life into feminist organizing, helping foment 

new spheres of political activism” (232). Within a Ghanaian context, she argues that 

often activists “in and out of NGOs get things done by working with, not against, the 

state [and] this is the case even when their work involves challenges to the state order or 

the ruling government” (233). Therefore, not only is the distinction between civil society, 

NGO and state blurred but the power dynamics are not strictly unidirectional.  

Similarly, Mark Schuller (2009) argues that women’s NGOs in Haiti are often the 

“glue” or intermediaries that glue globalization in a number of different ways, but that the 

glue can be stickier than others. That is to say, sometimes the NGOs may teeter closer to 

donor driven agendas and sometimes they are much closer to those they are supposed to 

represent, concluding that “NGOs are as likely to maintain as change the status quo” 

(ibid:97). This kind of scholarship calls for grounded attention to the histories and 

practices of particular NGOs in particular contexts.   

In the case of WMW, there are several instances where its work is much more 

ambiguous than an anti-institutional lens may allow.  But, for instance, working with the 

Jamaican state on projects should not immediately foreclose the possibility that WMW is 

able to influence the state regarding gender issues or that in working with the state it is 

simply an extension of it.  While it has provided seminars in government-sponsored 
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events like the 2013 Way Out Project, which heavily focused on entrepreneurship and 

women’s skill-building for entering the market, the WMW has also lobbied the 

government for the Domestic Violence Act and Jamaica’s National Sexual Harassment 

Policy. Equally, WMW’s rebranding and new organizational model does not necessarily 

represent complete acquiescence to its financial predicaments (or lack thereof). That is to 

say, people struggle to remain resilient in the “resilient sector” and this is partially played 

out in the terrain of using cultural production as an organizational methodology. My 

multivalent reading of NGO work therefore refuses the expectation of some kind of 

purity in the work that WMW (or any NGO for that matter) does. Ultimately, we cannot 

entirely dismiss the possibilities available in NGO and CSO work because of their 

attachment to organizations and institutional structures, like the state, to which they are 

supposed to be oppositional. Such dismissal furthers disingenuous readings of NGO and 

CSO work because dismissal hides the struggles (rather than simply highlighting the 

accommodations they make) that these workers face when working within environments 

that are engulfed by neoliberal policy.  

 

Undermining Development with Austerity: Adaptation at the Broader Level  

In 2003, the Inter-American Development Bank estimated that there were 

approximately 5,700 CSOs, more than 200 NGOs81 and 30 umbrella organizations in 

                                                        
81 Spencer Tracy’s 2001 research estimates that there are over 500 NGOs and community based 
organizations in the country (40). This discrepancy is due to the fact that there are no complete 
databases containing all the non-profits in the country. For instance, Do Good Jamaica, a website 
listing NGOS only lists 196 and The Commonwealth Network lists approximately 60. The 
Association of Development Agencies (ADA), whose objective includes facilitating information 
sharing and networking among NGOs in Jamaica does not have a website nor an online database.  
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Jamaica82 (cited in Association for Development Agencies (ADA) 2006: 10) suggesting 

that the third-sector in Jamaica is relatively deep, with approximately one third-sector 

organization for every 420 Jamaicans. Third-sector organizations play a central role in 

Jamaica’s Vision 2030 development plan insofar as they are partially responsible for one 

half of the development goals in the plan. With such a concentration of third-sector 

organizations, contracted funding can have detrimental consequences and in recent years, 

financial constraints on NGOs have become more prominent. In 2015, CIVICUS: The 

World Alliance for Citizen Participation, an international organization of national and 

global foundations and NGOs dedicated to strengthening citizen action and civil society 

globally, acknowledged that funding was scarce, with very few resources reaching 

Southern-based NGOs. In 2013, for example, only about 1% of all Official Development 

Assistance (ODA) or aid went directly to Southern NGOs, while the rest went to 

Northern organizations that then “pass on an unknown share of their funding to CSOs 

based in developing countries”83 (CIVICUS 2015a: 2).  And while it is true that donor 

funding wanes based on its own agendas, many cite the 2008-2009 financial crises as 

compounding the contracted donor funding (CEAAL 2010; Fung 2009; IRIN 2008; Wax 

2008). However, most organizations cite a changing disposition towards funding. Donors, 

with increased businesslike acumen, focus on project-based funding (as opposed to 

broad-based funding) that can guarantee measurable outcomes (CIVICUS 2015a; 

Eikenberry and Kluver 2004: 133). For instance, at WMW, one informant suggested that 

relying on donor funding meant that: 
                                                        
82 These numbers do not include Faith Based Organizations (FBOs) or CBOs (community based 
organizations).  
83 CIVICUS blurs the lines between NGO and CSO, often using them interchangeably. I am not 
necessarily in pursuit of teasing out the differences between the two for this project and so for the 
sake of expediency, I have kept CIVICUS’s exact words.  



 143 

 

We have an obligation to the donor to report to them on 
how we’ve been spending the money, what we’re doing 
and so at the end of a three month or a six month period or 
at the end of the project we have to give them a report that 
entails the financial details and the narrative which entails 
what kind of workshop we were targeting and what was 
done and what was the outcome from it.84 

So in addition to the anemic funding where competition is heightened, organizations are 

also under pressure to produce measureable or tangible results that can be synthesized 

into multiple interim reports and a final report. Organizations are therefore under 

increased surveillance, in the form of report writing and results management, in order to 

prove to their donors that the investment will be worth it. The added surveillance only 

increases the workload of WMW and yet there is not enough funding to compensate for 

the added labour. My informant revealed that  

 

administrative aspects aren’t really covered by donor 
funding and so the organization has to—we have bills to 
pay basically and so we have to find creative ways to pay 
the bills and so we have to do fundraising and so 
sometimes it is that we [have] a film night and we sell the 
ticket or sometimes we have events; [and] that’s a part of 
what I have to do.85 

Increased competition among organizations and increased surveillance from donors often 

means that organizations must find creative ways to maintain their viability (i.e. pay their 

bills) and in addition to funding their programming. The lack of funds for overhead costs 

is not something new in CSO work. According to Donna Baines (2010), “the move from 

block or core funding to project funding has been a major achievement of the neoliberal 
                                                        
84 002, Interview on May 14, 2013, Kingston, Jamaica.   
85 002, Interview on May 14, 2013, Kingston, Jamaica.   
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era” (12). As she notes, this funding model often “fails to cover the costs of overheads for 

most non-profits, by speeding dependence on private fundraising and other precarious 

solutions to maintain facilities and operations” (ibid:12).  

While historically third-sector organizations were meant to be a spatial fix for 

neoliberal policy, more recently in Jamaica, they have been met with increasingly 

shallow resource pools. In Jamaica, donor funding and loans have declined over the 

course of 2013 and 2014 according to the Jamaica Social Investment Fund (JSIF), a 

component part of the Government of Jamaica (GOJ) created as part of the country’s 

poverty alleviation strategy in the1990s to mobilize large grants and loans to fund 

community based socio-economic, infrastructure and social service projects (JISF 2014). 

Procuring most of its funds from GOJ, the WB, the Caribbean Development Bank, the 

Venezuelan Government, the European Union and the Japan Social Development Fund,86 

JSIF reported a decline of approximately 7% in funding from the previous year.87 Even 

the Digicel Foundation, a private sector donor, has reduced its donation rates; they fell 

from $4.4 million (USD) in 2010 to $1.63 million for 2013 (USD) (Digicel 2010: 1; 

Digicel 2013:37).  Organizations that had relied on decades of steady donor funding from 

both within Jamaica and abroad have started to feel the pressure due to the relative 

change in funding. Some organizations in the country felt that their loss in funding had to 

do with the shifting priorities of some donors. For instance, Jamaica’s Women’s 

Resource Outreach Centre (WROC) found that its donors were moving away from 

funding gender-based projects to projects that focused on education and sports (Robinson 

                                                        
86 In the past, JSIF has also received funds from CIDA (now housed under the Department of 
Foreign Affairs, Trade and Development) but did not during 2013-2014.  
87 Initially they had a loss of 10% but after a request for addition financing this 10% reduction 
was decreased to 7%. It is not stated where the additional funding came from.  
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2015). In other circumstances, organizations received little to no funding. At the WMW 

2013 AGM, it was reported that WMW had not received any funding for the year ending 

2012 and was forced to rely on their reserve funds. Contrast this to its 2008 budget when 

it received $6,357,103.00 JMD (approx. $54,000.00 USD) in project funds88 and another 

$876, 872 JMD (approx. $7500 USD) in other sources of income (workshop fees, 

fundraising, local donations, material sales etc.) and still only managed to break even 

(WMW 2008). This (sharp) decline sheds light on how and why organizations, like 

WMW, end up making strategic (“creative”) decisions based on economics as they try to 

achieve their socially conscious goals.  

  Recently, one of the strategies organizations are asked to use in order to adapt to 

the lack of funding and increased competition is collaboration.  In 2014, the Jamaica 

Observer reported that NGOs should consider collaborating on projects in an effort to 

adapt to the shortage of funding coming from donors (Dewar 2014: np). At the 2014 

Digicel Foundation’s Community Development Forum, a working group of 23 CSOs 

recommended that a “well-promoted” donor registry or platform be created in order that 

CSO could “consolidate their efforts in sourcing funding” (ibid). In doing so, it was 

hoped that, at least according to Sherry-Anne Grey, a technical specialist with the 

Planning Institute of Jamaica, the platform  

 

[could] be used to track donors, the type of projects that 
they are willing to finance, and at what value. This, along 
with the establishment of network and support groups, will 
better enable members of the third-sector to communicate 

                                                        
88 By no means was WMW turning out a surplus in 2008. In fact, they were only able to break 
even but this reveals the stress on the organization when they have to rely on reserve funds for an 
entire year, like they did in 2012-2013.  
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with each other about the work that each is doing, best 
practices and shared objectives. (cited in Dewar 2014: np)  

As Dewar (2014) reports, CSOs are becoming increasingly aware of the potential for 

overlap among their projects and this, combined with an overall shortage of funding, 

means increased rivalry for donor support. Both the PIOJ and the CSOs hoped that with 

the transparency of donor objectives on a donor registry, along with increased 

collaboration and information sharing between organizations, CSOs and NGOs would be 

more successful at generating financial support.  While collaborative work is often 

championed in feminist scholarship because it provides a multitude of perspectives, in 

this case, collaborative labour is invoked and coopted in order to do more work with 

fewer resources.  

Just a year later, in July of 2015, the Jamaica Gleaner reported that “the tough 

economic climate” forced the scale back of several gender focused non-governmental 

organizations (Robinson 2015: np). Among those affected include Women’s Inc., WROC 

and WMW. For close to 20 years, Women’s Inc., an organization to support victims of 

domestic violence, rape, incest and other forms of abuses, had flourished with cash and 

donations, and now despite the large volume of calls to its only shelter, Women’s Inc. 

was forced to close the centre because it could not afford its upkeep (ibid: np). Ingram-

Hall, an outreach counselor for Women’s Inc., revealed that the lack of resources for the 

organization has meant that prior to the closing of the shelter she was forced to “find 

excuses whenever individuals call[ed] asking to stay in the shelter” (ibid: np). In addition, 

the NGO was forced to leave its office in order to access a cheaper shared space. 

Similarly, WROC, an organization that has traditionally held twice-weekly family and 

pap smear clinics in the Kingston areas, was unable to pay its staff and doctors their 
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stipends for their time dedicated to the centre. It had to cut back its clinic hours to once a 

month. Receiving no government support, WROC has had to rely on donor agencies; 

however, as previously mentioned, it has seen a steep decline in support due to what they 

saw as donors shifting their focus away from women and gender (ibid). The article also 

reported that WMW has had to make some strategic fiscal decisions89 in order to cope 

with the struggling finances despite having received a programming grant from UN 

Women in 2013.  However, as Judith Wedderburn, a WMW board member reported at 

the time, WMW did not have to stop offering its services unlike other organizations, but 

still had to find money for rent and could not “honour [their] commitment to their 

volunteers” (ibid).90  

While these organizations all work in gender and development, their work is 

drastically different, suggesting that the collaboration strategy supported by the PIOJ 

would not work in these instances. What these losses signal is a deeply troubling climate 

for gender-based CSO work in the country. This is also contradictory because the 

country’s National Development Plan, Vision 2030, has slated Community Based 

Organizations (CBOs), Faith Based Organizations (FBOs), and NGOs as agents 

responsible for ensuring the development of Jamaica by 2030. Not only was the third-

sector consulted on the development plan aiding in the creation of a comprehensive and 

diverse set of development goals but it is also partially responsible for six of the 12 

national outcomes including areas in health, culture, security, economic infrastructure, 
                                                        
89 In 2015, WMW had to begin renting out half of their new office space. Eventually they were 
forced to move to a new location, sharing an office with Sistren. They currently have no paid 
regular office staff.  
90 This includes not being able to pay out honorariums like paying taxi money and/or bus fair. It 
also, as one informant clarified during their review of this chapter, includes not being able to host 
member meetings, social gatherings and member trainings. (002, Interview, Oct. 15, 2015, 
Skype) 
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internationally-competitive industry and the environment (PIOJ 2009: 263, 270, 272, 287, 

300, 302).  Moreover, there is an entire sector plan in the Vision 2030 document 

dedicated to gender (“The Gender Sector Plan”) that emphasizes that “the achievement of 

gender equality, equity and women’s empowerment are accepted development goals and 

essential planks for Jamaica to become a developed country by 2030” (PIOJ 2010: 5). 

This sector plan emphasizes that the involvement of non-state stakeholders like NGOs, 

CSOs, CBOs, and FBOs “is fundamental to the successful implementation of the 

National Development Plan and the Gender Sector Plan” (ibid: 72). Yet the lack of 

resources for three prominent gender-based NGOs and CSOs does little to help ensure 

some of these goals are met and there is still much work to be done.  A 2008 

Reproductive Health Survey found that 20% of women surveyed aged 15-49 (years) 

reported having experienced sexual violence (Serbanescu, Ruiz and Suchdev 2010: 377). 

Amnesty International (2015) reports that in 2013 there were 814 incidents of reported 

rape and 128 murdered women. Additionally, there were numerous recorded attacks on 

LGBTQI persons including the brutal murder of Dwayne Jones, a trans teen, at a 

dancehall event. Moreover, there were setbacks with regards to LGBTQI rights when 

Javed Jaghai withdrew his constitutional challenge to the country’s criminalization of sex 

between men (i.e. the buggery law) following threats against him and his family 

(Amnesty 2015: np). The closure of offices and centres, the cutback on programs and 

support staff, in an environment where these resources are needed means that 

organizations are forced to adapt or risk stopping their operations altogether. All of this 

ultimately affecting how and to what extent Jamaica’s development goals are met. The 

reorganization and often protracted funding at the global level, as a result of neoliberal-
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led privatization, liberalization and marketization of third-sector work, has meant that 

organizations are making do with less, and in the case of Jamaica, it may end up 

undermining the ability to meet national development targets.  

At the level of the organization, adaptation also reveals contradictions. At WMW, 

a rebranding strategy, in the form of social entrepreneurship, was used in order to re-

engage the membership and bring in more funding for the organization. But the politics 

behind implementing this program, as well as the results, revealed more frustrations, 

suggesting that WMW cannot be understood as only an extension of liberalization but 

instead show the struggles with trying to remain resilient.  

 

WMW-Jamaica: Adaptation Through Change Agents  

WMW-Jamaica, formerly Women’s Media Watch, Jamaica, was established in 

1987 as a local, non-governmental, non-partisan civil society organization (CSO). Its goal 

was to increase the awareness of violence against women and girls as well as to monitor 

the media’s representations of women by making connections between violent media 

images and sexualized violence. Like many CSOs and NGOs that emerged in the 1980s, 

WMW and other third-sector organizations in Jamaica materialized during a period of 

dissatisfaction with formal institutional structures (i.e. the government) as well as intense 

economic restructuring. Edward Seaga’s JLP government negotiated a number IMF and 

WB loans with the goal of stabilizing Jamaica’s economy, which was deteriorated by 

both world economic crises as well as high spending by Manley’s PNP government on 

social works. By returning much of the control previously held by the government back 

to the market, Seaga redefined the role of the state as well as its responsibilities. In order 



 150 

to fight budget deficits, Jamaica was forced to claw back Manley’s 1970s social 

programming that had made Jamaica a leader in education and healthcare for lower-

middle income countries. And so from topping the charts with some of the highest rates 

of schooling and health spending in the early 1980s, by the late 1980s Jamaica was below 

the Caribbean average for both (World Bank 1996: 80). This prompted third-sector 

spaces to mushroom not only in Jamaica but globally in order to help sustain levels of 

social reproduction and to fill in the social gaps created by the state’s reorganization.  

However, at the same time as NGOs and CSOs have historically appeared in order 

to fill a particular gap (i.e. they focus on gender, or the environment or education) in 

social reproduction rendered precarious during neoliberal reform in the 1980s, as Hilhorst 

(2003) observes, NGOs often have multiple roles that vary depending on the stakeholders 

and even among the members of the NGO itself (4). In this way, NGOs are not 

homogenous, static entities but instead they are processes that even within a single 

organization have multiple realities and ways of doing NGO work (ibid: 5). WMW fits 

this dynamic definition because its emphasis on particular issues changes to reflect both 

what it sees as emerging issues at the time as well as to reflect the changes in the broader 

development field more generally. That is to say, the organization’s dynamism, also a 

source of tension, is a combination of what it (WMW) sees as important issues emerging 

on the island as well as those that are reflected in the larger donor agencies.  

WMW has, throughout the last 28 years, established itself as an important and 

standout civil society organization in a landscape saturated by NGOs and CSOs in 

Jamaica. It has provided over a thousand workshops and trainings on gender advocacy 

and media literacy to tens of thousands of participants both across the island and 
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internationally. It collaborates with local organizations such as the Broadcasting 

Commission, Panos, Jamaicans for Justice, 51% Coalition, JFLAG, Sistren, Bureau of 

Women’s Affairs as well as international organizations like UN Women, UNESCO, 

UNICEF, Caribbean Institute of Media and Communications (CARIMAC), Friedrich 

Ebert Stiftung, Canadian International Development Agency (CIDA), World Association 

of Christian Communication (WACC) and Match International. Over the years, the 

organization has transitioned from working primarily on women’s issues and violence 

against women and their families to include a more comprehensive approach to gender-

based violence and equity among genders.91 Accordingly, WMW’s repertoire aims to 

help provide a platform that provides other marginalized groups (poor, rural, non-

heterosexual, differently abled) a voice in order to make communities safer, healthier and 

more inclusive. It conducts research on violence in the media,92 runs an undergraduate 

course on gender and media at the University of West Indies (UWI), Mona, and 

advocates for legislative reform regarding gender, participating in the development of 

Jamaica’s National Gender Policy and the country’s National Gender Sector Plan (WMW 

2008: 2).   As well, it provides a gendered lens on a variety of disciplines outside of 

                                                        
91 I bring up this change because this is a significant shift in their work from 2009 where 
sexuality, outside of hetero-normative relationships, was not a significant (if it existed at all) part 
of their repertoire. Moreover, given that Jamaica was considered the most homophobic place on 
Earth less than a decade ago, I think its very significant that, despite the fact there is a global shift 
and has been for decades in some places, to talk about LGBTQ rights, WMW now incorporates 
this into their work. Technically sex between men is illegal.    
92 In 2010, WMW published their findings based on a survey of national news organizations in 
Jamaica to report on the representation of men and women in the media. They found that less than 
30% of stories are about women and most of the stories (either about men or women) reinforced 
stereotypes (WMW 2010: 9). This research appeared in the 2010 Global Media Monitoring 
Project Report (GMMP) organized by WAAC; in 2011, WMW conducted a baseline study titled 
“The Attitudes of Youth Towards TV Violence” and concluded that it was necessary for schools 
to introduce programming that discussed media, in particular internet, exposure when developing 
measures to address awareness and preventative measures against sexualized violence (WMW 
2011: 31).  
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violence, society and the media, including public health (i.e. HIV), the environment and 

leadership. While it has broadened some of its focus over the tenure of the organization, 

its methodology, for the most, remains steadfast. WMW uses a participatory and active 

methodology that involves the use of drama and theatre— “drama in education” or, 

D.I.E—to engage its audience with its message. For instance, it often uses plays written 

and acted by volunteers and interactive theatre games to discuss dynamics of power 

between men and women in the workplace as well as in intimate relationships, the role of 

the community in the environment, and representations and stigmatization of people 

living with HIV. Moreover, its creation and use of cultural production also extends past 

its own workshops and those in attendance to reach the wider community on its own live 

radio show, Equal Spaces, on the community radio network Roots FM. 

The organization is known throughout the island and is frequently called by the 

media to comment on gendered-based issues. Although not necessarily part of their 

mandate, I have also witnessed victims of gender-based violence arrive at the office to 

seek out personal advice of WMW members. The latter offer support and resources so 

that the individual can seek out the proper and immediate help,93 revealing the extent to 

which it has become somewhat of a household name. The amount of work that the 

organization has produced and its outreach, which extends to children, adults, rural and 

urban communities, private and public sector organizations, churches and other NGOs, 

over its nearly 30-year existence is staggering considering that the organization is almost 

                                                        
93 By this I mean that WMW-Jamaica does not, nor is it equipped to, provide shelter for gender-
based violence victims. 
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entirely run by volunteers, of which it currently has approximately eight,94 but this 

number fluctuates from year to year. WMW’s organizational structure has changed over 

time to reflect a more business-oriented and mainstream model and includes, depending 

on resources available at any given moment, the two to four paid staff members95 who 

work in office on the administration, financial and programming aspects of the 

organization; a board of directors that oversees the approval of budgets and the overall 

operations of the organization; and a small membership that has voting rights on 

organizational decisions. During the interview process, informants also expressed the 

connection between their sustainability and taking on more mainstream approaches to 

CSO work. As a staff member recalled: 

 

So I think the rhythm of the office has been determined by 
what’s being funded [and] when. My sense is, too, that 
there are […] probably phases of Media Watch [WMW] 
and organizations like Media Watch in terms of formal 
kinds of institutionalization. So we’re registered Ltd. 
Company. We have AGMs. We have business meetings, 
you know? That structure? I came into that but that’s not 
where we started and, you know, the group started on 
[name’s] porch and […] people were kind of looking at 
newspapers and trying to figure out what to do together and 
I think that [institutionalization] has also affected the 
rhythm of how we work as an organization. So you know 
you come in and you do office stuff, your check email, you 
answer calls, you make sure bills are paid.96 

                                                        
94 This number was given to me by an informant when she reviewed this chapter in September 
2015. The website however, lists many more members and at the 2013 AGM 14 members were 
present. This number may represent the number of members (and paid staff) that consistently 
work with WMM but I do not know for certain.  
95 In 2013, there were three paid staff members however, by 2015, the organization had no paid 
staff due to budget constraints. This chapter focuses primarily on the data and information 
collected in 2013.  
96 004, Interview June 18, 2013, Kingston, Jamaica.  
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Like many third-sector organizations, as WMW evolved it took a more professionalized 

approach to development work but it was not until 2013 that it went through a re-

branding phase. During this year WMW made considerable changes in its structure and 

mandate, some of which had to do with its financial situation. As one informant told me, 

“our sustainability has become so closely connected to donor funding.”97 By instituting a 

new participatory Change Agent model, the goal was to capture the membership 

(rebranded as “agents”) and have them contribute to the fundraising. Additionally, the 

move to the name “WMW” (away from Women’s Media Watch), which also occurred in 

early 2013, was to emphasize its inclusive focus on gender (rather than only women) and 

be “less alienating.”98  

The move from member to “change agent” coincided with a need to generate 

income to maintain the organization’s function. Although it had project funding coming 

in for 2014 it would not be enough to cover the overhead costs of the organization’s day-

to-day operations. The lack of funds for overhead costs is not something new in CSO 

work. Indeed, in 2008, WMW highlighted the need for “human and financial resources 

for a sustainable secretariat to administer [their] wide ranging programs” (WMW 2008: 

3). Change agents, or changemakers,99 were meant to help fill the gap in funding because 

some of the fundraising would fall on the shoulders of the change agents rather than 

being solely the responsibility of the office staff.  

                                                        
97 004, Interview on June 18, 2013, Kingston, Jamaica.  
98 004, Interview on June 18, 2013, Kingston, Jamaica. By alienating she meant that often the 
public was under the impression that WMW only focused on women’s issues.  
99 Ashoka has this as one word.  
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Change agents are a relatively new phenomenon that fall into a category of social 

entrepreneurialism—a type of entrepreneurship that gained traction in the context of 

1980s neoliberalism through the work of William Drayton’s Ashoka Foundation. 

Broadly, change agents act as entrepreneurs within an organization. Advocates of this 

organizational model claim that it allows individuals to express their creativity in order to 

make impactful social difference in their communities. In essence, change agents, 

changemakers and social entrepreneurs re-orient the subjectivity of individuals, and in the 

case of CSO workers, by blending what might be considered traditional CSO and NGO 

work with an entrepreneurial framework, with the goal of creating systemic change (for 

WMW, this means gender equity in Jamaica).100  At WMW it was hoped that this model 

would re-engage the membership of the organization who seemed to be waning in their 

participation and for those who felt like they had no place in the organization anymore 

(more on this later).  

                                                        
100 Change agents, also known as changemakers, stem from social entrepreneurialism that has its 
roots in the work of William Drayton’s Ashoka Foundation that was founded in the early stages 
of neoliberalism emphasizing the role of individuals and civil society, as opposed to the state. 
Since 1980, the Ashoka Foundation provides start-up financing in form of fellowships, 
professional support, and connections to global networks for social entrepreneurs, so as to allow 
the fellows to immerse themselves full-time into their social initiatives some of which include 
programs in education, agriculture, health care, the arts and technology. Social entrepreneurs, 
according to Ashoka, are agents of change that seek to make system-changing solutions for the 
world’s most urgent social problems and are evaluated based on their “knockout” ideas, 
creativity, ethical fiber and entrepreneurial qualities (Ashoka.org.; Dees 1998:5). Accordingly, 
change agents must, 

Adopt a mission to create and sustain social value (not just private value) [r]ecognize and 
relentlessly pursuing new opportunities to serve that mission, [e]ngage in a process of 
continuous innovation, adaptation, and learning, [a]ct boldly without being limited by 
resources currently in hand, and [e]xhibit a heightened sense of accountability to the 
constituencies served and for the outcomes created. (Dees 1998: 4) 

This pursuit of new opportunities or this “new school of innovation,” Partzsch and Ziegler (2011) 
argue, stems from the Schumpeterian theories of entrepreneurship that focus on 
entrepreneurialism as the driving force behind economic development and economic evolution 
and thus “views innovation as the core of entrepreneurship” (66-67).  
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Prior to the move towards change agents, WMW members were accepted based 

on merits such as their service and commitment to the organization. Almost all of the 

members were located in Jamaica but the organization did and still continues to have 

several international members. From my perspective, membership with WMW did not 

denote a simply individualistic pursuit. While individually, one was a member, many of 

the words used to describe WMW, from both new and long-standing members, included 

family, friendships, community and connection suggesting that membership had more to 

do with a network based on close relationships between members coalescing around a 

common goal rather than merely inclusion in an organization and access to its 

resources.101 However, during an interview, one informant disclosed that the 

“membership piece102 of the organization had weakened over time” and that the 

membership as a whole was not as strong or active as it was in previous years. In some 

ways, this informant felt that the membership was not as galvanized as it was in the 

1980s and 1990s when gender, especially in the field of international development and 

aid, was a particularly urgent concern. This, she felt, was partially why members were 

vocal about feeling purposeless in the organization during the 2013 AGM. She continued, 

“one of the big things that I want to encourage and foster is a more membership driven 

organization that has that energy of people feeling connected to each other and connected 

to a cause or achieving objectives.”103  

The move from member to the change agent model was to provide flexibility for 

individuals while also creating opportunities for WMW agents to connect and collaborate 

                                                        
101 By this I mean, that membership with WMW is markedly different than say a membership to 
another sorts of clubs or organizations (like a fitness centre).  
102 By “membership piece” she means the membership aspect of the organization.  
103 004, Interview on June 18, 2013, Kingston, Jamaica.   
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with each other on a particular goal or project that contributes to both WMW’s 

sustainability as well as its overall goals (gender equity). According to both its website 

and one of the members during the AGM, WMW “wants to phase out the [member] 

concept” because as change agents, “[their] primary focus is on getting things DONE104 

for the organization and producing positive change within ourselves” (WMW 2014: np). 

Within WMW’s change agent model, there are three levels of volunteerism from which 

to choose: Full Change Agent, Full Flex Agent and Partial Flex Agent. Time and 

monetary commitment descends from the former to the latter. Additionally, perks or 

rewards at the different levels are different (there are more rewards if you put in more 

time).  

As change agents, there are three “agencies” to choose from within the wider 

WMW structure: Education and Training; Media; and Research and Advocacy.  These 

three agencies broadly reflect the three major areas of work done by WMW. Although 

the organization has always worked in these areas, streamlining (and separating) them is 

meant to provide clarity and prioritize particular areas. Streamlining also allows agents 

the choice to pursue what interests them the most within the mandate of WMW. 

Moreover, the agents are not expected to work alone. As WMW (2014) states, “we 

encourage Agencies to work as teams, kind of like sub-committees. You can collaborate 

[…] [and] collectively determine the priorities for your Agency. […] The Agency that 

contributes the most to the Resource Bank and gives the most time will be awarded a 

special prize for the year” and thus there is a collegial competitiveness to this new 

structure (np). This competitiveness and reward system, similar to an incentive system 

                                                        
104 WMW emphasis.  
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used in private and for-profit businesses in order to attract /retain employees as well as 

increase productivity, built into the change agent model was not in the membership 

model and reflects a more entrepreneurial liberalized approach to CSO work.  With the 

exception of the flex agents, change agents are asked to commit to one agency for a full 

year. With only two to three women running the day-to-day operations, help with 

outreach, advocacy and up to date research was seen as essential to the maintenance and 

function of the organization.105  

 

Creativity, Flexibility and Accountability: The Benefits to Change Agents? 

The discursive move from member to change agent makes strategic sense both at 

the broader activist level as well as at the organization level. The change agent model is 

supposed to create an environment for flexibility and creativity that takes advantage of 

different people’s embeddedness in communities that supposedly allows for increased 

accountability. In this way, change agents gain their authority and legitimacy within the 

organization through their ability to be innovative (i.e. they have big ideas that can 

change lives) but also in their embeddedness within the context (or communities) they 

work. Inasmuch, their embeddedness may lead to an increased accountability to their 

communities which allows the change agent to take on the role as advocate to seek 

institutional change (Partzsch and Ziegler 2011: 69). In the case of WMW I can only talk 

of Deleuzian incompossibles.106 That is, the model cannot be deemed a success or a 

failure. It is an example of a strategy of neoliberal resilience that had ambiguous results. 

                                                        
105 004, Interview June 18, 2013, Kingston, Jamaica.   
106 When I say an incompossible I mean this in a Deleuzean sense where contradictory elements 
exist in making up the whole. Contrary to Leibniz, rather than seeing the two different results as 
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The phasing out of “member,” as someone who acts as an extension of the 

organization, to a “change agent” – someone who does something—also changes worker 

and member subjectivity. By emphasizing an (social) entrepreneurial spirit, the change-

agent model reinforces the liberal atomization of organizations into individuals rather 

than understanding individuals as part of a collective. However, some mainstream 

scholars argue that, whereas member implies that one adheres to the ethic of the 

organization as if it were an extension of it, change agent suggests that individuals 

themselves can have an effect on the group depending on the strength of their influence 

within the network of the organization. In this sense, there is a supposed to be a de-

centering and subsequent re-centering of power. As Battilana and Casciaro (2013) argue, 

informal influence that is not necessarily from the top down in a linear fashion can come 

from organizational networks within a given group (64). And, the effectiveness and 

success of the change agent depends upon the centrality of their influence within the 

organization and not whether they are a low-level employee or the high-ranked manager 

(ibid: 64). In the case of WMW, this model would create a network wherein the ideas 

would have to come from the membership. Whether or not a democratizing effect 

actually occurs with the use of this model is rather ambiguous. In a follow-up interview I 

asked about the success of the change agents at WMW. My informant explained that with 

this model, ideas regarding how and when to fundraise did arise from individuals outside 

of the staff themselves. This to her seemed to be a significant example of the model at 

work because it meant that the staff was not being asked to come up with the fundraising 

ideas. Yet, although ideas were put forth from outside of the day-to-day staff, “the change 

                                                                                                                                                                     

separated Deleuze sees these contradictions as existing within a contemporaneous existence 
(Rodowick 1997: 98). So at once there is success and failure in this model as will be shown.  
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agent model hasn’t really brought about much change in members’ participation for 

reason unknown to [her].”107 While individually people felt enabled enough to bring forth 

new ideas to the organization these amounted to surface changes to the organization and 

not a shift in the ability to “get things done.”  And so, although WMW was adapting in 

the ways that made the resilient sector resilient, the model did not elicit the action 

necessary to see either new and innovative ideas through nor did it actually provide a 

systemic change to relieve the office staff of the extra work. In fact, by 2015 just two 

years after WMW moved into a larger office, it was forced to move again due to lack of 

funding. I am not suggesting that this case is representative of how the change agent 

model is a failure. Instead, this organizational rebranding was a resilience strategy created 

partially out of the austerity in the third-sector because it was meant to draw the 

membership back into the fold of the everyday work (i.e. fundraising) at the organization. 

As such, it highlights the ways in which CSOs are being forced and struggling to adapt to 

austerity in order to maintain organizational integrity while also holding on to their 

broader social justice causes.  

 

Adaptation and Resistance on the Terrain of Cultural Production 

Although WMW appears to have adopted a typical mainstream NGO structure, in 

some of its organizational style it operates with an atypical approach to leadership and 

management. For example, its AGMs in the past (2009) have included a theatrical 

interlude that broke up a mainstream-style board meeting to include an oral history of 

WMW. In this instance, one member and actress, Afolashade, took the meeting out of the 

                                                        
107 002, interview Oct 15, 2015, Skype.   
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boardroom and into the hallway, where she had placed pictures of the organization 

throughout the years on the walls. Along the “WMW History Trail,” she sang songs she 

had created about WMW and the work they had done. In 2013, those in attendance were 

asked to actively engage in the meeting through a drama exercise. These active, as 

opposed to passive, meetings for members provide opportunities for all attending to not 

only participate in the meeting (by simply attending) but also contribute to the meeting 

and to the organization. By sharing stories about WMW prompted by particular words or 

via a theatrical experience, WMW’s institutional memory grows and knowledge about 

how the organization functions according to its own members also increases.  The 

Drama-In-Education (D.I.E.) methodology does not just apply to their workshops; it also 

applies to the internal organization of the group. Interestingly, despite the austere budgets 

and growing audit culture that eats into precious resources, WMW remains steadfast to its 

methodology signaling that its work has not entirely been compromised (a perhaps easy 

assumption given that tightened budgets has meant that organizations are literally being 

asked to make compromises via collaboration efforts). Other compromises have also been 

made, as we shall see, in order to ensure the integrity of the organization, but its 

innovative and creative methods have been able to adapt, without losing integrity, to the 

consequences of neoliberal policy.  

Nearly every informant mentioned WMW’s drama-based and interactive 

methodology as either a reason why they participate in the organization or as one of the 

most important strengths of the organization’s work. “As you know,” an informant who 

once played more of a role in the workshops prior to working in the office told me, 

“WMW is famous for its participatory technique and more specifically for its D.I.E […]it 
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is basically role playing and being in character so persons [workshop participants] can 

interact with us in character and I absolutely loved that aspect of it.”108 This type of 

methodology can use up lot of resources because it requires script writing, costumes, 

props, rehearsal time and usually needs more than one facilitator. Yet, as my informant 

continued, 

 

  

we always try to make the workshops participatory. So 
from the very start we design we develop activities that will 
get people moving and get people involved because we 
believe that by doing you learn more rather than just sitting, 
having people present to you and saying this is it. We don’t 
do it that way!109   

 

Her defiant “we don’t do it that way” is significant. Given her tone, it suggested that not 

only does WMW not “do it that way” but it also did not plan to change the core principles 

of this method. Of course, it updates and amends given the audiences and themes it 

addresses, but its active method has not fundamentally changed in close to 30 years. 

Moreover, its funders, according to her, tend to “love it.”110  However, despite funder’s 

love for the method, this has not necessarily translated into more donor funds or 

resources. Instead, in order to ensure that WMW does not lose this integral piece of its 

organization and what so many workshop participants love about its work, members 

voluntarily participate without a stipend that WMW has normally paid their members for 

their work: if you recall above, Judith Wedderburn lamented that the lack of funding 

                                                        
108 002, Interview. May 14, 2013, Kingston, Jamaica. 
109 002, Interview, May 14, 2013, Kingston, Jamaica. 
110 002, interview, Nov 28, 2015, personal electronic communication.  
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meant they could not “honour [their] commitment to their volunteers” (Robinson 2015: 

np). This lack of stipend, as will be explained later, did not always bother individuals 

because they were able to rationalize the extra work in terms of other forms of capital. 

Nevertheless, what it does reveal is that within WMW there is a struggle between 

resisting and adapting to neoliberal policy and it takes place within the terrain of cultural 

production.  

WMW’s methodology and refusal to give it up highlights the ways in which 

organizations may hold onto that which is integral to its members and its participants, 

making compromises along the way when necessary. So, at least in the case of WMW, 

there is certainly not a totalizing effect of political compromise. Even with demoralizing 

effects of neoliberal economics that require the organization to adapt or be resilient in 

ways that ask members to make sacrifices, the refusal to compromise on the methodology 

and use of cultural production, which members express as one of the most important 

aspects of the organization, remains strong. This insistence however is not without 

contradictions. At the same time that WMW insists on staying true to its methodology it 

must balance this with (more) self-exploitation. Balancing self-exploitation with 

maintaining the integrity of the organization was brought up through an interactive and 

creative exercise that occurred during a WMW Annual General Meeting (AGM). Thus, 

aside from the struggle with the consequences of neoliberal policy over cultural 

production, there is also struggle over the consequences of neoliberal policy (one 

consequence is that of figuring out how to remain a resilient organization) that arises 

within cultural production at WMW.  
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One of my informants explained that the membership involvement at WMW had 

been waning over time which resulted in an increased workload on the office staff. The 

necessity to offload some of the fundraising work onto the membership (through the new 

change agent model) rather than have it fall solely on the shoulders of the staff members 

was a source of tension. At the AGM a long-standing member pushed back on the office 

staff’s proposal regarding the question of membership engagement, which required more 

unpaid volunteer work on the part of the members. 

In the spring of 2013, I was invited to attend the WMW Annual General Meeting 

(AGM) held at their office near Constance Spring Road. Like nearly every other 

mainstream non-profit, WMW holds AGMs for which reports are produced, budgets are 

passed around and an update on the work the organization has done is presented. As with 

most AGMs, it is a social time where members and staff come together to discuss not 

only the organization but also what they have been up to in their personal lives. 

Officially, of course, it is a way for the staff or board to keep accountable to the rest of 

the members regarding the organization’s work and finances.  

 In attendance were many of the long-standing and founding members, the three 

office staff and several new members who were at their first AGM.111 The meeting took 

place in the boardroom, a large room that WMW shares with all the other small offices in 

the building. Along with the boardroom, the entire building shares a bathroom and a 

kitchen. The WMW office itself is a very small room with a few desks and computers. It 

has the capacity to accommodate approximately five people relatively comfortably.  It 

                                                        
111 For the purposes of clarity, when I refer to “member” I am referring to unpaid volunteer 
workers for WMW. When I refer to “staff” I am referring to those (under)paid workers for 
WMW.  
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also has an adjoining room they call the “Doc-Centre” that houses much of their 

institutional memory as well as props, costumes, research materials, and other items like 

a small fridge and cleaning supplies.112 

In total, including me, there were 15. After the initial hellos, the meeting was 

called to order. Immediately, the group started with an interactive and creative exercise. 

The words, purpose, courage, success, passion and forgiveness had been taped above the 

boardroom door and each member was to pick one or more of the words and discuss how 

this word represented something in his/her personal life and how it represented something 

they felt at WMW. A number of members picked the word purpose. In the first few 

narratives, purpose was passionately and positively discussed. Some members felt they 

had a passion for social justice and a passion for gender equity, which is why they felt 

they had a purpose and role to play at WMW. Others described their purpose in WMW as 

a journey they were on, discovering gender advocacy work and rights in Jamaica.  

However, this exercise came to a halt when one long-standing member revealed 

that she felt she had no purpose at WMW and indeed was very vocal about the lack of 

purpose she had in the organization. The lack of purpose she felt partially stemmed from 

the initiative the organization took in its rebranding, where the (unpaid) membership 

would take on a larger role fundraising for the organization. At the time, most of the 

fundraising initiatives were left to the office staff that was already overburdened with 

work.  However, this member was upset that, as an unpaid volunteer, she would have to 

now take on this role. So the lack of purpose she felt was not so much a disagreement on 

the new change agent model as much as a disagreement about her new role as unpaid 

                                                        
112 Half way through the summer of 2013, WMW moved offices to a bigger space on Goodwood 
Terrace. 
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fundraiser. (The disagreement with the new role of the membership, however, did stir the 

possibility that the change agent model was not embraced entirely.) “That’s why you’re 

paid [i.e. office staff],” she reminded everyone, meaning that the office staff is paid to 

organize and fundraise for WMW.  An office staff member responded by explaining that 

they only had three people working in the office, none of whom were paid for their full-

time commitment, and they could not take on all the work necessary to keep the 

organization sustainable. Some of the labour was “going to have to come from the 

membership.” There was disagreement with this sentiment. “It’s too hard to engage the 

membership,” one member explained and then went on to suggest that a percentage of the 

paid staff needed to be dedicated to fundraising. “We do [that already],” responded one of 

the paid staff, “but there needs to be more ideas [regarding funding opportunities] 

[coming] from the membership” in order to bring in more money and alleviate the stress 

on the office staff. There was a brief pause after this exchange that signalled that both 

women understood each other’s complaints even if they were both frustrated. It was clear 

that WMW needed to fundraise in order maintain operations, which included adhering to 

its famous methodology, but that (further) self-exploitation on the part of either the paid 

staff or the volunteer members in order to do so would not go unchallenged.  

This impasse marked a moment in which this creative exercise served as the 

site—a catalyst even—within which struggles over resources, including fundraising and 

labour, within WMW played out.  That is to say, this creative practice, intentionally or 

not, animated the tensions and contradictions that arise within WMW as they struggled 

with how to remain sustainable. This conflict reveals that organizations wrestle with 

becoming resilient, rather than accepting blindly new strategies that undermine labour 
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due to anaemic resources at all costs. At the very same time that they accommodate their 

lack of resources through self-exploitation (which at WMW takes a gendered form), they 

question the costs of conforming.  

 

Mainstreaming Professionalization and Making a Difference  

  This questioning continued when I spoke with WMW agents about the costs and 

benefits of CSO work. All the informants agreed that the immaterial rewards such as 

professionalization, empowerment and feelings of making a difference were part of the 

draw to working in the CSO sector despite the low pay. The professionalization of third-

sector organization, and in particular NGOs and CSOs, has been part of the larger 

response to neoliberal economic restructuring of third-sector work. With increased 

competition for resources, NGOs and CSOs have had to increase their professional skill-

building, transforming CSO workers into “experts” and “who possess professional 

experience and expertise that are legible and marketable in a variety of national and 

transnational circuits” (Bernal and Grewal 2014:306). And while the era of NGO 

professionalization has also ushered in the salaried NGO worker (as opposed to work 

being done solely by volunteers), the monetary compensation does not always reflect the 

amount of work completed. Often CSO and NGO workers are underpaid and 

overworked. Thus, this resilient sector not only relies on resilient organizational re-

structuring and rhetorical devices but also resilient workers who are both able to see and 

use the non-material rewards, such as professionalization, as part of their compensation. 

In other words, being a resilient worker in the third-sector means that one has the 
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wherewithal and the means to adapt to decreased resources and funding but also maintain 

enthusiasm for the social justice cause.  

As WMW informants reveal, non-material benefits were rationalized over a 

higher salary because of the perceived benefits, in the form of social and cultural capital 

gained. This is an interesting result as NGO work is often associated with empowering 

those the work is for rather than the NGO workers themselves. As Bernal and Grewal 

(2014) suggest, this means that third-sector work empowers people in unexpected ways 

whereby it has “given rise to a new class of experts and helped create a group of skilled, 

organized, and professional middle-class women who are the leaders and arguably the 

main beneficiaries of the NGO sector” (306). Importantly, these immaterial benefits were 

factors in deciding why WMW workers continued to hold sometimes multiple paid jobs 

in order to continue with their social justice work at WMW. The office staff that was 

employed by the organization, for instance, was employed on a part-time basis and yet I 

witnessed them working full-time (or more) hours. This work pattern was the rule rather 

than the exception at WMW. In 2009, those who were paid staff at the office worked 

more than they were compensated and this pattern continued when I returned in 2013. 

Despite having particular job titles, everyone had multiple roles to play within the 

organization. For instance, “Administrator” duties often meant being part of script 

writing, becoming a fundraising consultant, and performing radio announcing. And 

“Workshop Coordinator” also meant workshop facilitator, workshop designer and 

archivist.  

The multiple jobs, overwork and under-payment, were seen as part of the 

everyday experience for staff at WMW that helped to ensure the organization production 
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was maintained.  As one staff worker explained, “we have to do it [take on multiple roles] 

because of our lack of funding.”113 Depending on my informant’s workload that week, if 

they were facilitating workshops, had grant deadlines, meetings, or reports due, they 

would work long after they were supposed to wrap up for the day. Some would also go to 

a night class at UWI after their workday at WMW was over. And, although technically 

they are allotted one hour for lunch, from what I witnessed none of them took a full lunch 

hour break if they took one at all. One informant told me that although she often worked 

full-time hours, her salary from WMW only made up one third of her household income 

and she was therefore dependent on a partner and other sources of income.114 In order to 

make up or adapt for the lack of material benefits most of my informants had other jobs, 

their own businesses or were hired as consultants on other projects within the Jamaican 

NGO and government sectors. Having a second or third job allowed them to keep 

financially solvent so that they could maintain their position with WMW. For instance, 

one informant had her own catering business, another was a social worker, one was a 

consultant and worked on other activist and social justice projects. In this way, part of the 

work at WMW included learning to be flexible and adaptable in an environment that 

demanded most of your attention but did not necessarily provide the resources necessary 

to pay living expenses. So working in the CSO sector, becoming an agent for social 

change, in organizations like WMW, is also about learning to be personally and 

individually resilient amidst financial insecurity.  

When I asked them why, they continued to do the work despite being overworked 

and underpaid, they all expressed commitment to a wider social goal such as making a 

                                                        
113 002, Interview May 14, 2013, Kingston, Jamaica. 
114 002, Interview, May 14, 2013, Kingston, Jamaica. 
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contribution or making a difference beyond material compensation. This work was done 

earnestly and always with the hope that they were contributing to important systemic 

change in communities. For some there was a focus on the organization’s ethical115 role, 

meaning that there was an attachment to the promise that WMW could contribute to the 

wider society. One informant explained, 

 

women that participate in the organization […] because 
they recognize that there is basic inequality in terms of 
opportunities for women and because we are living in a 
predominantly patriarchal society. So these women they 
participate in the organization to create a change. They 
participate because they recognize that woman are 
oppressed and woman are a part of an unequal society and 
because they see the opportunity in the organization and 
being part of the organization to effect and create change 
towards getting a more equal society […]. Being able to 
effect change into the minds and lives of other people is a 
very primary benefit for me because it means that we’re 
taking strides to create equal spaces in society and it means 
that we’re taking strides in fulfilling the mandate of the 
organization.116 

Another informant explained that generosity and reciprocity was a necessity in Jamaica: 

“I think a big part of our culture is about giving and is about helping each other despite 

the fact that there is so much violence in society but I feel like a big part of us […] is 

giving and helping each other.”117  

One of the newer agents to the organization had a similar response revealing that 

the reason she got involved with WMW came from the “love of her people” which she 

defined as the country’s capacity for resilience: 

                                                        
115 By ethical role I simply mean the organization’s contribution to wider social morals regarding 
what is good, fair and just.  
116 001, Interview, May 01, 2013, Kingston, Jamaica.  
117 002, Interview, May 14, 2013, Kingston, Jamaica.  
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It’s the resiliency of the people [in Jamaica]. I would be 
lying to you if I told you I know exactly the moment that 
this love came from I don’t […]. It’s just because I know 
the type of people and the calibre of people that Jamaicans 
are [and] I don’t see why we can’t do better [economically 
and socially]. So that’s probably one of the things [reasons] 
why I push. [It’s why] I get involved in this [WMW].118 

Pushing for change, “doing better,” or envisioning a different future for Jamaica provided 

the impetus for this agent to continue to work with the organization even though she 

received no direct financial compensation.119  Certainly all informants circled the idea 

that what kept them there and what kept them attached to CSO work was the hope of 

making a difference, even if the “[b]eing able to effect change into the minds and lives of 

other people”120 was on the backs of women’s self-exploitation.   

Yet all informants revealed that despite not being paid a salary they found other 

types of compensation in the form of social and cultural capital that could be leveraged 

either in their other jobs or for future employment. This meant that the necessity to 

become resilient in the form of managing multiple jobs in order to secure their 

employment at WMW was offset, to some degree, by the immaterial rewards they 

garnered with the organization. For instance, transferrable skill-building through grant 

writing, networking as well as access to resources (both through research materials and 

networking with other individuals) were highlighted as benefits and rewards that were 

often able to balance out the lack of salary. One informant explained of transferable 

skills,  

                                                        
118 005, Interview, July 10, 2013, Kingston, Jamaica.   
119 This informant revealed that because she was part of WMW she did have the opportunity to 
join their health care plan. So, financial gains were indirect through health insurance claims.  
120 001, Interview, May 01, 2013, Kingston, Jamaica. 
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I mean […] particularly, for example, around like 
UNWomen projects, [name] and I drove that process last 
year and that would have been after sitting through [many] 
other proposal developments and […] learning how to cut 
and paste; [learning] what pieces to take; how do you fix 
this sentence?; whether that’s clear enough and those are 
skills that I have taken into other spaces.121 

In addition to grant-writing and project proposal writing that allowed her and another 

member to apply and eventually win funding from UNWomen, she also acknowledged 

that, 

The facilitation [is another transferable skill]; [as well as] 
the use of popular culture—so the drama in education and 
the use of media as a tool and a means for teaching [for] 
opening up conversation has been priceless. And I have 
taken that into almost every other professional space that I 
have worked in. Even when I was in Canada and I was 
volunteering with immigrant women’s group [and] how I 
facilitate[d] [those] meetings was impacted by my exposure 
to [...]the WMW approach.122  

For this paid staff worker, the skills she was able to accumulate with WMW were 

invaluable (or “priceless”) and these types of immaterial rewards are not lost on CSO 

workers. Considering these skills as cultural and immaterial capital meant that WMW 

members felt their skills learned while working at WMW were transferable into different 

contexts outside of the Jamaican third-sector.  

At WMW viewing these skills as comparable to monetary rewards is different to 

the conceptualization of capital viewed at its sister organization, Sistren. The differences 

between the organizational mandates are primarily historical because these organizations 

were founded 10 years apart and Ford-Smith’s book was written around the time WMW 

was founded. Nevertheless, at Sistren, Honor Ford-Smith (1989) discusses how “learning 

                                                        
121 004, Interview, June 18, 2013, Kingston, Jamaica. 
122 004, Interview, June 18, 2013, Kingston, Jamaica. 
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on the job became an enshrined principle in Sistren but nowhere did learning lead to 

graduation. Nor was there any clear way to validate skills and experience learned on the 

job […] The lack of formal recognition within the group for the gaining of skills and 

experience was compounded by the fact that there was no way of gaining formal 

recognition in the wider society for what had been taught at Sistren” (76). At Sistren the 

“issue of internal education” was not addressed explicitly and thus the number of skills 

that both the working-class members and middle class members were gaining and 

refining were never actualized into potentially transferable cultural capital. The effects of 

unplanned and undertheorized methodologies and educational processes began to account 

for “the ambivalence with which working class members regarded the acquisition of 

skills which the middle class had” (Ford-Smith 1989: 77).  

However, at WMW skills and talents were understood to be as valuable as a 

salary. This could be partially due to the class status of those involved (only one that I 

interviewed would be considered working class, while the rest were middle-class) and 

partially because WMW formed a decade after Sistren and has since taken a more 

professionalized approach. To what extent that professionalized CSOs and NGOs like 

WMW end up (re)producing class hierarchies should be explored further. However, and 

importantly, the understanding immaterial of rewards also has to do with the fact that 

WMW openly discusses “the WMW methodology” and its effects. (Even naming it as a 

methodology brings awareness to the fact that each member acquires a particular set of 

skills and knowledge when they work as staff or perform in and help facilitate workshops 

with WMW.) Although, like Sistren, there is no “graduation” per se, WMW’s website 

lists the types of processes for which they advocate: “creative, interactive teaching and 
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presentation techniques; strategic networking and collaborations; gender responsive 

research and media analysis; advocating for gender justice, social equality and 

transformational leadership; promoting inclusiveness, diversity and collective action” 

(WMW 2015:np). Yet this list could easily be read as a skill set that members and staff 

acquire while working at WMW.  Even though both Sistren and WMW emerge with 

particular likenesses, such as a focus on gender as well as the use of popular culture and 

theatre as a methodology (although Sistren more so), they have a distinctly different 

conceptualization of skills and resources as capital. Whereas the ambiguous or 

undiscussed skills and experiences gained at Sistren led to ambivalence and reluctance to 

take on larger or additional responsibilities, the unambiguous understanding that 

immaterial rewards (skills) manifest in the work at WMW meant that many members 

choose to take on more unpaid labour.  

Part of WMW’s resiliency (as well as more recently that of the broader third-

sector) has relied on individuals taking on more unpaid labour and conceptualizing their 

rewards (payment) as cultural and social capital. However, the members I interviewed 

were very conscious of their choice to take on more unpaid labour and obviously had the 

means to do so.  “I don’t look at it that way,” one respondent told me when I asked about 

how much of drawback the lack of salary at WMW was, “I kind of add what I don’t have 

in money value to the experience. Meaning that I add the experience to the money that I 

get. So, to me, that’s my salary package.”123 “The ridiculous124 amount that [name] and I 

have been paid is because we love the organization,” 125  added another staff member. 

                                                        
123 002, Interview, May 14, 2013, Kingston, Jamaica.   
124 Here ridiculous means, “small.”  
125 004, Interview, June 18, 2013, Kingston Jamaica.  
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They often choose to sacrifice one aspect of their individual self-interest (salary) in 

favour of another (social and cultural capital). They frequently take on more 

responsibility and more labour (multiple jobs, night classes, consultancy work) in order to 

work at WMW which helps to sustain the day-to-day operations of the organization, 

bolster the function of the organization in the landscape of CSOs in the country, and 

continue their social justice projects.  

This professionalization or expertization is also perhaps why CSO work amounts 

to what some of the WMW informants have self-described as personal empowerment.126 

Empowerment, like resilience, has been adopted by mainstream approaches to 

development and has become an unquestioned and “comfortable” term that “very 

different institutions and practices seem to be able to agree upon” (Parpart, Rai and 

Staudt 2002: 3; Rowlands 1998: 11). At the same time, the term has been criticized for 

becoming a buzzword with associations rooted in economic and political empowerment 

and dominant/Western forms of capitalism and development (Rowlands 1998: 11).127 Yet 

as much as it is rightfully critiqued, the empowerment process is still utilized as a means 

and end in development work. During my interviews, empowerment was identified as 

one of the benefits to working at WMW, and was a feeling that was measurable to some 

                                                        
126 Some informants did identify a broader definition of empowerment that could mean that they 
felt they were empowering others.  For instance, one defined empowerment as    
“Choices, options, possibilities and creating opportunities [so] that women can recognize their 
own capacities and the possibility to be connected to resources that will expand their own 
capacities and possibility and of those around them—of their communities and their families” 
(001, interview, May 01, 2013, Kingston, Jamaica.). However, the organization does not have the 
resources to perform a longitudinal study on the empowerment of their participants. Moreover, I 
was more concerned with why they participated in CSO work to which they responded that they 
felt empowered.  
127 Empowerment was mainstreamed into development lexicon in the 1990s when top-down 
development (i.e. SAPs) began to fail (Rowland 1998: 11). For instance, both the UN’s Beijing 
Platform for Action (1996) and CIDA’s Policy on Gender Equity (1999) insist on women’s 
empowerment as the guiding principles of development (Rowland 1998: 11).  
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degree. One informant explained, “It [empowerment] makes me feel that I am here for a 

purpose […] I am a part of what makes Jamaica what it is.”128  Another revealed, “Going 

out into the field and working with some of these women because at the end of the day 

you feel like you are making a contribution and a significant contribution to society. So 

for me that is something great. It [empowerment] is a good feeling.” 129 Personal 

empowerment through the feeling of making a contribution or making a difference in 

society is not often looked at when analyzing the effects of CSO and NGO work. Often 

development goals are focused on the empowerment of the beneficiaries of the 

development work rather than on the development workers themselves and this is 

something I believe that Ford-Smith’s work in Ring Ding in a Tight Corner attempts to 

get at when she discusses the lack of theorization of Sistren’s own pedagogical practice. 

Such gaps in third-sector literature miss the opportunity to explore why it is that many 

women take up third-sector work even when it seems absolutely “ridiculous,” to use my 

informant’s words, to do so. Moreover, as Bernal and Grewal (2014) argue, “if we look 

just at whether NGOs “empower” the “grass roots,” as many NGOs claim to do, we may 

not be able to understand many of the consequences of the rise and spread of NGOs” 

(307). Further, focus on personal empowerment should not discount people from 

effecting important change for those they represent. Instead, what this connection 

between personal empowerment and social justice further reveals is the contradictory and 

surprising nature of third-sector work within the neoliberal present where becoming more 

resilient is necessary to sustain CSO organizations. While WMW and other organizations 

                                                        
128 Afolashade, Interview, June 20, 2013, Kingston, Jamaica.  
129 002, Interview, May 14, 2013, Kingston, Jamaica. 
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like it may, through ongoing professionalization, participate in reproducing class 

hierarchies, they may still be “significant platforms of advocacy and organization” (ibid).  

 

Gut feelings and Broken Promises  

At the same time that WMW workers identified benefits of third-sector work, like 

professionalization, empowerment and making a difference, there was also a sense of 

ambivalence and disappointment about the work affecting the ability to fulfill the goal of 

making a difference through the CSO model. This last section draws on Lauren Berlant’s 

concept “cruel optimism,” where an object of desire thwarts flourishing. In Cruel 

Optimism, Berlant (2011) explores affective attachments to objects or scenes that emerge 

in response to the promise of the “good life.”  She argues that cruel optimism occurs 

when “something you desire is actually an obstacle to your own flourishing” (1). For 

instance, she argues how the idea of the “good life” offers a cluster of promises to which 

people remain attached, however the costs of the attachments to such promises are 

ambiguous. In particular, she examines the “social democratic promise of the post-

Second World War period in the United States and Europe” and questions what happens 

when these promises of “social mobility, job security, political and social equality,” as 

well as the sense that a liberal-capitalist society will provide a fair and just life, begin to 

fray (3).  

I look at one of the promises that CSO workers identify, making a difference, and 

consider CSO work’s promise of making a difference that given the current neoliberal 

present is not always fulfilled, even though CSO workers remain attached to such 

promises. At the same time that this attachment helps to ensure that CSO work is 
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maintained, faced with contemporary neoliberal austerity, CSO workers cannot do the 

type of work that allows them to actually make the difference they imagine they can or 

that they imagine has occurred prior to this moment (i.e. in the 1980s). As such, they end 

up adapting to neoliberal austerity by becoming resilient workers (which had ambiguous 

consequences) but also by doing what they identify as disappointing work. Affective 

attachments and feelings of making a difference in the spaces of contemporary CSO work 

are thus an important frontier for resilience (even with all of its complexities) because 

they sustain underpaid and unsatisfactory work. Entangled in the processes of neoliberal 

capitalism, these attachments and feelings undermine CSO workers’ ability to do the type 

of work they believe will actually make a difference.   

Although Berlant does not take an ethnographic approach to understanding 

affective attachments, her valuable insights on the contemporary moment illuminate how 

affective structures like cruel optimism appear in the organization and work of WMW 

that produces unstable and ambiguous results. These structures help to show how it is that 

CSO workers at WMW wrestle within the spaces of neoliberalism rather than acquiesce 

to it. The following should not be read as a contention that CSO workers are unfounded 

in their pursuit of making a difference or any other social justice cause for that matter. 

Instead, cruel optimism makes apparent the power behind the promises of CSO work and 

why CSO workers, like those at WMW, continue to pursue the promises of what social 

justice (or making a difference) might bring, at the same time as they know that their 

ability to secure this promise is currently shaky.  

For Berlant (2011), this shakiness or “fraying” of the ability to secure promises 

like making a difference represents a “set of dissolving assurances […] that foster life as 
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a project of adding up to something and constructing cushions of enjoyment” or “the 

good life” (3). And so she asks, what happens to “fantasies of the good life when the 

ordinary becomes a landfill for overwhelming and impending crisis of life-building and 

expectations whose sheer volume so threatens what it has meant to ‘have a life’ that 

adjustment seems like an accomplishment” (3)? Our attachment to the good life in our 

political present is predicated on a series of adjustments and adaptations that act as 

organizing principles, which at once bind us in order to continue to hold steadfast to a 

fantasy that something better is coming, but are often ultimately obstacles to achieving 

this goal. In other words, the promises of the contemporary neoliberal political present, 

such as individual and community freedoms and justice, necessitate resilient subjects —  

but, following Berlant, these acts of resilience are frequently self-destructive. This is not 

to say that we do not know that these acts are self-destructive, but that adaptation is 

emotionally safer in this unstable neoliberal present. Similarly, Evans and Reid (2014) 

argue that the neoliberal present frequently asks more and more of its subjects resulting in 

an anxious subjectivity that does not flourish or even secure itself from the instability of 

the neoliberal moment, but instead must arguably continue to desire insecurity. Further, 

they suggest that “what makes the art of living so dangerously fascinating today is that it 

requires us to live through the source of our endangerment. Trauma and anxiety as such 

become our weapons, as vulnerability is amplified and played back to us with increasing 

frequency to their point of normalization” (ibid:169). Anxiety and insecurity is so normal 

and ordinary to the point where resistance to whatever crisis is threatening us is not 

desirable. Instead of resistance, the desire for adaptation and resilience is seen as 

comfortable and sometimes even aspirational. Rather than aspire to resist that which 
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sabotages us, resilience in the neoliberal moment is seen as accomplishment enough. 

Cruel optimism gives a name to the types of relations we have to objects that end up 

thwarting our ability to thrive. Cruel optimism is established within a contemporary 

neoliberal moment that sees crisis as ordinary and resilience as necessary.  

During my interviews at WMW, making a difference was identified as one of the 

promises (or benefits) that CSO work held. Yet, there was also deeply self-critical 

awareness that the work they did would never allow them to realize this promise, even 

though it was a powerful driver for them to continue their work. One informant revealed, 

“our [work] is still at a level that is not reflecting some of the shifts that my gut tells me 

exists.”130 They were “playing small,” she continued, and were not as radical as they 

could be especially in comparison to the way women’s organizations were able to create 

change during the 1980s. Compared to the past which felt stable and knowable, the 

present and its constraints under neoliberal capitalism (the global economic shifts as my 

informant called it131) made it feel exceptionally difficult and thorny to produce the type 

of work that she felt the movements and organizations in the past were able to do. 

Whereas she felt that Sistren and WMW in the 1980s were able to carve out new paths, 

she felt WMW was currently walking the same path over and over. This (re)walking felt 

like a barrier to doing better work but nonetheless helped to sustain the organization. In 

particular, informants identified NGOization and the lack of funding as barriers. As 

opposed to the past where funding for women’s organizations seemed plentiful and 

experimental work was encouraged, the type of work they could produce under the 

                                                        
130 004, Interview, June 18, 2013, Kingston, Jamaica.  
131 See the beginning of the chapter.  
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financial conditions they were in created anxiety about becoming “another cog in the 

NGO wheel” because  

 we’re not seeing how young women are exercising agency; 
we’re not seeing how they are using culture and art in 
different ways because we haven’t created that space to 
step back because we haven’t created the space to do good 
research to ask those kinds of questions and I think that’s a 
draw back because it means that we feel like we’re doing 
the same work over and over again but also in terms of how 
we relate to people on the outside. You know, so we don’t 
get the “eye roll” [as in here we go again].  I think that’s a 
challenge [and] I think that’s a drawback and I think that’s 
because again probably connected to the NGOization and 
the kind of formalization.132  

And so the same structures, NGOization and formalization, that brought about promises 

of skill building, empowerment and making a difference, were actually a drawback in 

some respects because they did not allow people to pursue the type of projects that would 

reflect some of the political shifts they felt were there.  Another informant made the 

effects of donor agendas and the lack of funding clearer: “[a drawback to working at 

WMW] is insufficient funding because of that a lot the ideas that we come up with cannot 

be materialized, you know? And it affects our ability to create as much impact as we 

would like.”133 The promise that working in the CSO spaces will help to make a 

difference is sometimes broken.  

In addition to disappointment, there was also anxiety around obligations like 

funding and money because CSO work often demands an efficient delivery of a product: 

“The money question never disappears” she told me. “Money [is] spent and it needs to 

                                                        
132 004, Interview, June 18, 2013, Kingston, Jamaica. 
133 001, Interview on May 01, 2013, Kingston, Jamaica.  



 182 

get accounted for” to both the donor as well as the participants who often pay fees for 

WMW programs. Recalling her workday, an informant said: 

 

[T]hings that do take up a lot physical time and mental time 
are the areas of fundraising.  So whether that’s proposal 
development or […] that’s figuring out whether or not 
we’re going to have some kind of big consultancy that kind 
of things. I would say on average there’s one conversation 
about money in any average day. And, if it’s not about 
moneymaking, it’s [about an] activity that is related 
because [with] activity related to donor funding, and there 
is always a kind of keeping track of where we are on the 
work plan. What needs to be done, who needs to do what 
because it’s either we need to be making money or we need 
to be accounting for money that we’ve already taken in.134 

With a good portion of time delegated to fundraising or appeasing donors, the anxiety 

around the question of funding and money becomes an everyday experience of the job. 

The necessity to ensure WMW can meet such financial constraints becomes a top priority 

and therefore the radical work (and more fulfilling work) is ultimately shelved. Despite a 

longing to create work that members could identify as making a systemic shift, like they 

did in the past, they felt their work often amounted to a recycling of a lot of old material 

because they already know it works, but this was often to the detriment of spending time 

constructing new ideas into workable projects and political paths. By being attached to 

the promises of making a difference within the CSO sector, they were undermined by this 

very attachment because working within the spaces of the CSO sector did not always 

amount to the work the felt was necessary to make a difference.  

This experience at WMW is not necessarily unique. As Runswick-Cole and 

Goodley (2015) identify in a similar study on third-sector organizations, when faced with 
                                                        
134 004, Interview, June 18, 2013, Kingston, Jamaica. 
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austerity organizations often make decisions where the consequence is that their 

“political sharpness is blunted” (174). 135  While there were significant changes in terms 

of organizational rebranding and restructuring at WMW (change agent model), the type 

of work and it did and political approaches it took with its beneficiaries and, to some 

extent, even who its beneficiaries were, had not been updated.  This was so because much 

of its time was spent coming up with ways to adapt to austerity and/or donor requests (a 

necessity if it was to continue its work to make a difference) such as implementing a 

change agent model or doing the work that donors wanted. In other words, at the same 

time that resilience within the CSO model brought about ambiguous results, forgoing 

adaptation might might mean the end of the organization’s work altogether.  And yet, 

adaptation within this model did not necessarily bring about the difference it wanted to 

make either. The sentiments regarding disappointment and frustrations in the 

organization were summed up like this: “Fundamentally, how are we positioning 

ourselves as […] either the creation of these counter-stream or leaders in the mainstream 

conversation as opposed to, ok, we’re [just] resource or radio people to call.”136 

In this way, work at WMW does not always amount to making a difference. It 

often amounts to disappointment because there is an inability to move beyond the same 

old. Instead, more fulfilling projects fell to the wayside because of lack of funding or 

support for the spaces to think about that kind of work. Thus there is then a reinvestment 

of labour in what is already being done within the organization or what already works for 

donor agencies. But the funders, who ultimately benefit from the success of CSO 
                                                        
135 In their research on third-sector organization in the UK that become attached to the promise of 
a vibrant civil society, Runswick-Cole and Goodley (2015) conclude that the consequences of 
austerity on third-sector work, mean that “organization are forced to compromise on their local 
agendas” and therefore the promise of a vibrant civil society is thwarted (174).   
136 004, Interview on June 18, 2013, Kingston, Jamaica. 
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projects, never have to bear any of the disappointment, self–criticism or perhaps guilt of 

producing work that is not fulfilling to either the participants (who roll their eyes) or the 

workers (who end up becoming self-critical). This emotional work of reconciliation is 

placed on the shoulders of the workers at WMW.  

Analyzing CSO work through the lens of cruel optimism reveals how CSO work 

may help to fuel neoliberal capitalism’s ongoing uneven effects that include the necessity 

to be resilient. My critique, however, should not be read as analogous to the nihilistic 

acceptance of the present political moment. Strapped for funding, time and resources, is it 

any wonder that in order to commit itself to making a difference in the face of a 

continuously unstable present that asks it to do more with less (i.e. contemporary 

neoliberalism) WMW sticks to work that it knows will allow the organization to 

survive—not thrive—even if the worker’s guts tell them otherwise? That is to say, I do 

not think that workers at WMW are mistaken to attach themselves to the promises of 

CSO work. Rather, I have tried to draw attention to the power of such promises within 

the confines of the context. In fact, their acute awareness and their struggle to reconcile 

the felt disappointments and even cruelty in their ongoing commitment to making a 

difference suggests that they are instead “working the spaces of neoliberalism” (Power 

2005) and not simply agents of neoliberalism or participating in “a form of neoliberal 

cooptation” (Kamat 2004 cited in Bernal and Grewal 2014: 4). Further, these feelings of 

unfulfillment and disappointment may be catalysts for the future work of the 

organization. At the risk of being accused of holding on to the same cruel optimism that I 

have tried to expose, I contend that CSO work and commitment to it can be read as part 

of a constellation of contradictory consequences of the neoliberal present, including 
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resilience, empowerment and disappointment, suggesting that there this as much struggle 

with the ongoing uneven neoliberal present as there is captiulation.  

 

Conclusion 

This chapter looks at how one CSO organization, part of the “resilient sector,” 

must grapple and struggle with the lack of funding for third-sector organizations in 

Jamaica. Despite the fact that the government is very reliant on third-sector organization 

for the realization of the 2030 development goals, this sector has seen a decrease and 

flattening-out of funding. Although a prominent CSO in the country, WMW has not been 

immune to these budgetary constraints. WMW has had to adapt by instituting new 

organizational models in the hopes of driving its membership to contribute more to 

fundraising efforts. Lack of funding has also meant that staff and members take on 

multiple roles, multiple jobs and work longer and harder in order to keep the organization 

afloat. Like the organization, CSO workers learn to be resilient. However, such 

adaptation was met with contestation at the AGM, revealing that CSO spaces are spaces 

where struggles with neoliberalism occur. This contestation problematizes overarching 

narratives of neoliberalism that make no room for the struggles that occur within this 

paradigm. Moreover, CSO workers weigh the costs and benefits of neoliberal adaptation 

because they see value and possibility to making a difference through their CSO work. 

Nevertheless, CSO work in neoliberal times is not always fulfilling work; it can even be 

disappointing even if it, at the same time, feels empowering.  

The next chapter explores how an activist collective rejects the NGO or CSO 

model, refusing mainstream funding and engaging in spontaneous political practices 
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rather than planned donor-driven work. In fact, the mainstream model seems to hang like 

a spectre, in the Marxian sense, over the activists like a compass, directing them where 

not to go. In this way, they seem to engage not with resilience in the neoliberal sense but 

resistance. And yet, resilience finds its place in the lives and words of the activists, in 

order for them continue their social justice goals.  
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Chapter 5 

SO((U))L HQ and Alternative Futures 

The HQ is an alternative cultural/activist space run by Afifa Aza and Georgia 

Love, two activists (though Afifa prefers to be called a leader rather than activist) located 

in a small apartment complex in Stony Hill just 10 kilometres from Kingston’s city 

centre.137 Save for two lights, one that shone above the doorway of a neighbor’s 

apartment and the other, a faint glow from DJ Zanj’s computer screen that could just be 

made out through the bars of Afifa and Georgia’s apartment near the HQ, we were in the 

dark. It was late Friday night and the HQ was host to Zanj’s Live Radio show. The only 

sounds I could discern were Zanj’s electro-rock music and sound art mix and the crickets 

chirping from the brush. The darkness and the quiet was a stark contrast to downtown 

Kingston, which looked like a circuit board lit up in the night from where we were sitting. 

The contrast was fitting considering the work Afifa and Georgia were attempting to do up 

in Stony Hill is different from that of the other non-profits and NGOs down in the city. 

Up here their community, which consists of artists, activists, leaders, and students from 

different places in Kingston, met to connect or link and discuss various topics ranging 

from art, culture, gender, social responsibility and development. For Afifa, who had 

studied international development and sustainability, the future of development and of 

alternative ways of living were not in the NGO sector. Afifa wanted to delink from the 

formalized and mainstream approaches to social justice work, including foregoing access 

                                                        
137 Afifa and I disagree on the definition of activist. Afifa sees activist as reactive or reacting to 
situations instead of leading positive change. I see activist as actively engaging with challenges in 
order to lead to positive/progressive change.  
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to institutionalized grants and funding. Throughout her experiences in the mainstream 

sector she saw that development was not working or, in the very least, was happening 

unevenly in Jamaica. For Afifa, social justice and development is about building a 

community and a better way of life. Like the HQ in relation to the city, Georgia and Afifa 

feels that their work was distinct from the grid-like structure placed onto other Jamaican 

organizations working in the development field. “It’s difficult because it’s a self-financed 

project and I guess I could organize it in a way and try to get funding and stuff like that 

but I’m not interested in that. I think that we must find other ways sometimes, you 

know?” Afifa explained to me the first time I visited SO((U))L HQ (HQ).138 For Afifa 

and Georgia, the HQ was about carving their own path, creating their own space, and 

envisioning a different future rather than adapting to someone else’s.  

Rather than taking for granted normative understandings of resilience that view 

the concept as a positive and necessary attribute, thus far, this dissertation argues that 

resilience should be understood as contested, ambiguous, and complex. The consequence 

of recognizing ambiguity is that resilience thinking and resilience policy, which asks us 

to become more adaptable to the crisis around us, is not left unchallenged. Instead 

consideration as to whom, what, how and why one must be resilient demands attention. 

This dissertation therefore grounds an analysis of resilience in contexts close to the 

ground making apparent the silences and struggles, the structures, collusions, and 

oppositions, produced through trying to become resilient. Organizations like the UN, the 

WB as well as states project resilience as a universal normative (i.e. we must all become 

resilient), but what does this discourse look like in practice? What are its consequences? 

                                                        
138 Afifa Aza, interview, July 19, 2013, Kingston, JA. 
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Moreover, as can be seen in Chapter Three, by historicizing and not only assuming that 

resilience, in the form of bounce-back and adaptation, can be a vehicle for liberal and 

neoliberal ideology, we see that resilience can also antagonize forms of domination. In 

Chapter Four, we saw that resilience in the form of organizational re-branding and Civil 

Society Organization (CSO) labour in the so-called “resilient third-sector” is not always 

so easily adopted by organizations. Resilience is therefore often caught in a “double 

bind” (Hartman 1997). At once it can antagonize and challenge liberal and neoliberal 

ideologies and policy at the exact same time that it re-enforces them, making resilience a 

very slippery and tricky concept onto which so many government and institutions have, 

very recently, hung their optimism in an effort to reorganize development that stretches 

across development regimes from grassroots organizing to World Bank and UN policy. 

And while scholars like Grove (2013a) attempt to reclaim the possibility of resilience in 

the form of “subversive resilience,” it is clear still that “ultimately the potential of 

subversive resilience is fleeting and ephemeral” (196).   

Broadly of course I agree with Grove’s assertion that there are multiple forms of 

resilience and it is necessary to attend to these meanings. However, in this chapter I ask 

what alternatives to resilience might look like in practice. Jamaica is replete with 

contemporary resistance movements such as the rise of Black Power after Walter 

Rodney’s expulsion, The Henry Rebellion, The Coral Gardens Uprising, the Worker’s 

Liberation League, Manley’s Democratic-Socialism, Rastafari, and street dances (see 

Chapter Three). In this chapter, I look at a small alternative activist space, SO((U))L HQ 

(HQ) to see how, when Jamaicans and Jamaican organizations are consistently asked by 
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way of policy to become resilient to economic challenges, they resist or disengage instead 

of adapting to these requests. I also consider the limitations of such resistant practices.  

While Non-Governmental Organizations (NGOs) and Civil Society Organizations 

(CSOs) attempt to adapt to limited resources, like space and funding, available to do their 

work, allocating much of what resources they do have to the management and 

bureaucracy of NGO work, the HQ seeks to redress uneven access to resources by 

prioritizing their political project over the maintenance of a mainstream non-profit 

structure. This, however, does not make for a clearly defined resistance. That is to say, 

the HQ is still entangled in the effects of neoliberal policy and neoliberal capitalism, but 

it is an example of a type of social justice activism that resists mainstream models of 

development in order to explore its own political possibilities.  

I first unpack what Afifa refers to as the HQ’s “organic” model as opposed to a 

mainstream organizational model, such as one based on social entrepreneurship. It is 

through the HQ’s anti-NGOization and spontaneous politics that its emergent or organic 

model arises. This model exceeds the boundaries that mainstream organizations are 

placed into when they enter what Dylan Rodriquez (2007) calls the Non-Profit Industrial 

Complex (NPIC). It is also predicated on Afifa and Georgia’s relative class position that 

initially allowed the HQ to be self-financed. This does reveal a complicated negotiation 

of emergent political practices that seek to redress the uneven access to resources while 

also being financed by those with access to resources. Nevertheless, the HQ actively 

resists becoming part of the NPID, and in doing so it is able to ask its community what 

types of social justice can be done rather than doing what donors ask it to do. This 

freedom provided the space to explore and experiment with different ontologies, like 
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African ubuntu. These explorations with diverse cultural identities are certainly not 

outside the scope of neoliberalism or neoliberal development. Indeed, they are part of 

what Charles Hale (2005) calls “neoliberal multiculturalism.” However, the HQ is able to 

question and antagonize mainstream development by questioning it even if it is 

imbricated in it. This helps to reveal the ways that ideological opposites (neoliberalism 

and ubuntu) are more proximate than distant or irreconcilable.  

Finally, I then look to how the HQ had to eventually negotiate and compromise 

some of the “organic” model by taking on rent when it eventually found its own space in 

Stony Hill. The self-financed project could no longer be fully sustained and thus it had to 

take on income-generating ventures to maintain the HQ. Afifa referred to some of the 

ways she had to negotiate her politics with the immense challenges in running an 

“alternative space” as being resilient. Unprompted by me, she argued that resilience was 

actually integral to her ability to remain resistant to the NPIC in Jamaica. Resilience 

discourse is brought back in, demonstrating that it is something more than a scripted 

discourse set out by international organizations and the institutions they maintain. Using 

a cultural politics approach to resilience demonstrates that resilience discourse is 

constituted and made powerful through material and symbolic struggle and not prior to 

them.  Further, resilience is part of the resistance practice that helps the activists re-

imagine and explore alternative ways of living and alternative futures in Jamaica.  
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Creating New Spaces 

SO((U))L HQ (HQ) is located in Stony Hill, St. Andrew less than 10 kilometres 

north of Kingston proper. Up in the hills, the HQ is situated along a quiet road in an 

apartment complex that looks down and out over the city. It is surrounded by lush 

greenery akin to the Blue Mountains despite being just 15 minutes from downtown 

Kingston. Georgia Love and Afifa Aza, both of whom play various roles in activist and 

social justice networks in Kingston, run the HQ. In addition to her work at the HQ, at the 

time I interviewed her, Georgia worked at a prominent CSO as a workshop coordinator 

and educator, a consultant for development work and a graphic artist. Afifa was a 

doctoral student, a DJ, artist, educator and activist. Afifa is currently the Creative 

Director of the HQ and Georgia, whose role was undefined at the time, works on the 

logistics and coordination side of the duo. 139  As they explained, often Afifa has the 

creative vision and Georgia works on the execution.140 The aim of the HQ is to promote a 

“community space for the discussion, exploration and discovery of the arts, culture, 

spirituality, music, creativity and the promotion of social justice, equality, self-reliance” 

(SO((U))L HQ 2011). Its philosophy is informed by a variety of Black, queer and critical 

theorists and artists, such as Audre Lorde, Marcus Garvey, Sun-Ra, Paulo Freire and 

Afrocentric ontologies such as ubuntu. There are no members (or “agents”) associated 

with the HQ.141 There is rather a collective of individuals that also includes a DJ, an artist 

and an educator. Most of the time when the HQ hosts an event anyone is welcome. There 

                                                        
139 The title, “Creative Director” is a common mainstream title for arts organizations, and thus 
this title is somewhat contradictory considering that the HQ is not supposed to work like a 
business or an NGO. 
140  Georgia Love and Afifa Aza, Interview, June 18, 2013, Kingston, JA.  
141 It has since gone on to form a collective as well as Di Institute for Social Leadership, an 
alternative education centre in Allman Town downtown Kingston.  
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are times when exclusivity is used to provide a space for those marginalized individuals 

to speak to their own issues. For instance, the HQ held a Queer Women of Colour 

meeting where only those who self-identified as such participated. The people who attend 

the events range from artists (all types), to scholars, to journalists, other activists, and 

those who would be considered part of the mainstream development network in Jamaica.  

The HQ began in 2010 and started out as a music project, Sounds of Life (SO((U))L),142 

that sought to bring different types of music and artistic events to Kingston that were 

alternative to the types of popular culture events and the uptown cultural events in the 

city.143 In early 2011, it organized various events in Kingston discussing Afro-futurism 

and included a film screening about American avant garde jazz musician and Afro-

futurist, Sun-Ra. Afifa asserted that the events, while entertaining, are always focused on 

social justice and aimed to have conversations about “the politics behind certain things or 

[the politics behind a certain way of] thinking [and they aim] to get people to ask 

questions.”144 By this she meant that events often spurred discussion by exposing people 

to “ideas of freedom to think and see [ones]self as human beings or Africans and to make 

a life that is for all human beings. A life with love and respect and responsibility for 

                                                        
142 The name Sounds of Life was shortened to the acronym SO((U))L (pronounced soul) and 
because they didn’t want people to pronounced it “sol they added the ‘U’. The bracketed ‘u’ 
resembles sound waves to reflect their interest in music but also to reflect the different voices, 
souls, participating in their events. In Afifa’s work, Space Time and Reality, she argues that “The 
name SO((U))L derived from SOUNDS OF LIFE has given the work of building spaces a 
significant spiritual dimension. We are acknowledging the mind body soul connection and the 
importance of that. The soul is the deepest part of the self. Things or experiences that touch the 
soul have a long lasting impact and they leave and imprint in your being” (2015d:2). This is 
somewhat similar to the argument made in Chapter Three, using Diana Taylor and Leda Martins, 
regarding the lasting impressions or lingering of dancehall through archives and bodily memory.  
143 A. Aza and G. Love, interview, June 18, 2013, Kingston, Jamaica. This is an interesting and 
somewhat contradictory comment considering the of diversity of music events in the city. 
However, for Afifa, this simply meant creating events alongside the uptown dancehall and 
clubbing events for which Jamaica is stereotypically known.  
144 Afifa Aza, Interview June 18, 2013, Kingston, JA. 
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making a healthy community” (Aza 2015c: 11). In this way, the events were about being 

inclusive, opening up discussions and, importantly, about creating spaces for people to 

engage with alternative forms of culture and art, focusing mostly on Black, African and 

Jamaican culture, that often, as they told me, “challenge[d] mainstream forms of cultural, 

creative and economic ideas.”145 It is useful to pause briefly to consider the concept of 

space and how it is that the HQ “makes space.” Where more antiquated understanding of 

space may be defined materially as a bounded area, Marxian sociologist Henri Lefebvre 

breaks with this conception and understands space as a set of social circumstances and 

relationships that both produce and maintain space. For the HQ, creating new spaces in 

Kingston means forging new experiences and relationships that evolve through social 

practices (as a mode of production) such as those that take place during its events. For 

instance, in November of 2012, the HQ hosted “Alter,” an event that created space for 

discussion on trauma, violence, loss and fear in Jamaica. The event was also a space to 

open up methods of “collective spiritual healing [d]rawing on afrocentered philosophies 

honouring […] spiritual (living and otherwise) […] that acknowledges collective 

loss/grief and include[d] activities to try to overcome fear and feelings of isolation” (Aza 

2015a: 16-17). Events focusing on Afro-futurism, African spirituality and trauma in 

Jamaica provide opportunities for community members to engage in alternative 

understandings of living while confronting past and present experiences in Jamaica in 

order to shape new modalities, perspectives and futures. As a former colony charting new 

futures has been and continues to be an important part of the decolonization process in 

Jamaica. As Robin D.G. Kelley (2002) points out, “progressive social movements do not 

                                                        
145 Georgia Love, Interview, June 18, 2013, Kingston, JA. 



 195 

simply produce statistics and narratives of oppression; rather, the best ones do what great 

poetry always does: transport us to another place, compel us to re-live horrors and, more 

importantly, enable us to imagine a new society” (1-2). The HQ not only opens up this 

space but also fosters or maintains this space as part of its political practice and 

organizational approach to social justice and development. In particular, its organic (or 

grassroots) approach to non-profit economic models (fundraising), especially in the early 

phase of the HQ, as well as its spontaneous approach to social justice, resists mainstream 

approaches to development that are more often than not westernized methods and modes. 

The HQ’s approach provides the freedom to engage in imaginative (or what the 

mainstream social justice and non-profit sector perceives as disorganized) self-directed 

alternative approaches to social justice and development in Jamaica.  

 

Resisting NGOization and Building an “Organic” Model  

One of the ways in which the HQ initially resisted mainstream economic models, 

especially in terms of non-profit organizations, was through its own organizational model 

that put politics ahead of funding rather than vice versa or even alongside each other. The 

HQ receives no funding from foundations, donors or the government. It is not enmeshed 

into what Dylan Rodriguez (2007) calls the non-profit industrial complex (NPIC).  

Defined as “a set of symbolic relationships that link political and financial technologies 

of state and owning class control with surveillance over public political ideology, 

including and especially emergent progressive and leftist social movements,” (21-22) the 

NPIC controls and manages political dissent by incorporating the non-profit sector into a 

shadow state that allows governments to proliferate market logic under the “veil of 
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partnerships between the public and private sectors” (Smith 2007: 9).  For example, non-

profit and NGO work ends up doing the work of the retracted neoliberal state and at the 

same time are often aligned with private funders that ultimately have profit-oriented 

agendas. Though Rodriguez is speaking of the American NPIC, both Jamaica’s 

government and non-profit sector, as evidenced in Chapter Three and Four, are heavily 

embroiled in neoliberal and market-oriented development and cultural policies as 

instructed by the IMF, suggesting that the NPIC is actually a transnational process of 

partnerships that reorganize and reorient politics or the struggles in development. These 

types of relationships and processes are the reason that CSOs begin to promote 

entrepreneurship alongside violence against women. Neoliberal resilience, of course, is 

wrapped up in this discourse because organizations are mediated and disciplined by 

states, foundations and funders to which these organizations must adapt. Non-profits 

must begin to promote concepts, like resilience, and understand them as universal and 

applicable in every context or as Timothy Mitchell (2002) puts it “principles true in every 

country.”  

The HQ however is not explicitly caught up in these processes and relationships 

because it deliberately chose not to engage with them. “The NGO model doesn’t work,” 

Afifa reminded me and “neither do the government’s plans.” 146 Since the HQ’s inception 

both Afifa and Georgia wanted to experiment and work with an alternative model of 

organizing and alternative approaches to social justice in Kingston. While putting its 

politics ahead of funding led to its move out of Kingston and up into Stony Hill, which I 

outline later, this organizational practice, “the organic model” as Afifa calls it, that 

                                                        
146 Afifa Aza, personal communication, September 18, 2015, Skype. Here Afifa refers to Vision 
2030 and also the 5 Year Plans.  
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avoided monopoly rent practices and focused on emergent or spontaneous politics, 

allowed the freedom to explore and construct an alternative politics. This model 

represents a form of resistance to mainstream development and approaches to social 

justice in Jamaica. Much of the HQ’s early abilities to forgo rent and engage in a political 

practice exceeding the limitations afforded to those in the NGO sector was due in part to 

a complicated mix of desire to explore these limits and class privilege.  

 

Thwarting Rent and an Anti-NGO Model  

Finding consistent venues in the city proved to be challenging because the HQ’s 

organizational model, one that was politically and financially de-linked from mainstream 

development, meant that it was not financially solvent. There were also no appropriate 

cost-free public spaces available, as far as it found, for the type of work its founders 

wanted to do.147 In the early stages of the HQ (2010-2011) many of its events took place 

weather-permitting in Emancipation Park located in Kingston and it was sometimes able 

to secure venues.  For instance, the HQ held a Dubconscious event at the Bob Marley 

museum but was shut down for violating the Noise Abatement Act (see Chapter Three). 

As Afifa explained, its politics were such that fundraising was not a priority for the HQ 

but this also did not bode well for finding space in Kingston to host events because 

venues necessitated a particular degree of organizing and securing enough resources to 

pay rental fees: “[we] always had to kind of work within the spaces’ schedule and [we] 

always ha[d] to be making money,” Afifa lamented.148 

                                                        
147 It is not that cost free venues do not exist in the city per se, but their lack of money coupled 
with their spontaneity meant that even working with free venues proved challenging. 
148 Afifa Aza, Interview, July 19, 2013, Kingston, JA. 
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Paying rent necessitated that the HQ have a guaranteed stream of income that 

would allow it to make good on contracts with venue operators. This meant that Afifa and 

Georgia would have to pay rent out of pocket or charge a fee for their events. While Afifa 

and Georgia had the means to partially self-finance the HQ (I return to this later) they 

could not also take on the financial responsibility of paying for venues.  They were also 

not interested in charging people a fee to attend events or meetings they organized as this 

would set intentional barriers and limit access to the HQ. Unlike more mainstream non-

profits, like WMW, the HQ did not have staff dedicated to administration or fundraising. 

This is a significant difference from organizations that have staffed personnel to apply for 

grants, run fundraising initiatives and take on the daily accounting for the organization. 

This is even different from more grassroots models of social justice that believe that 

fundraising is a part of organizing and community building and thus hire “organizers to 

fundraise” instead of “fundraisers” (Guilloud, Cordery and Project South 2007: 108). 

Indeed, even fringe groups and grassroots organization sell their publications, expect fee-

for-services, charge memberships dues and engage in community collaborations with 

other organizations and individuals in order to generate income (ibid: 109). In these early 

beginnings, Afifa and Georgia did not rely on the former model at all and only 

haphazardly relied on the latter model. And these decisions were to a certain extent 

intentional in order to ensure that events were as accessible as possible.   

Fundraising practices, in the beginning, consisted of Georgia and Afifa’s own 

funds, donations they received from friends and colleagues, and occasionally passing 

around a donation box during events. In this way, the political project that is the HQ was 

at least at first one that did not have the means to engage in processes of monopoly rent 
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practices. As tends to be the case in cities “where there is competition over specific 

locations or specific pieces of land,” monopoly rent “refers to the ability of landholders to 

extract payment for land when demand for it is structured by monopolistically produced 

scarcity” (Gottdiener 1985: 175). Therefore, by not renting venues in the early stages 

they did not participate in rent cycles in this way. Moreover, they often did not engage in 

practices that even grassroots and more alternative organizational models that non-profits 

used. They did not charge for events, they did not sell their materials, they had no 

membership fees or engage in community collaborations that required a fee. They did not 

therefore engage in monopoly rent practices in the form of selling the particularity or 

singularity of their activism in the NGO market.149 This mirrored their political endeavor 

to make events as open as possible and available to everyone.  

This anti-NGO model meant that while fundraising definitely played a minor role 

in its political organizing, fundraising was not a prerequisite for the HQ’s political 

projects.150 For instance, at the performance of the play Who am I? Man?, donations were 

requested if possible but even this request was done ad hoc and not until a few minutes 

before the play began. Indeed, the advertisement poster for the production only asked for 

“love and peace offerings” (SO((U))L HQ 2013).  

This organic or anti-NGO, anti-commercial model is an important facet to its 

political organizing because it means that the HQ does not repeat what its founders see as 
                                                        
149 I understand their activist work as partially economic rent. The would have to factor in the 
land (rent) into their production (their own activist labour), which according to Marx would 
distort the “true” value of their work. Nevertheless, the point is that, had they chosen to engage in 
the rental of private spaces/venues then their activist labour relies on private access to land which 
is made scarce and therefore the land adds value to the named price of their activism.  
150 Andrea Smith (2007) make this point in the Introduction to The Revolution Will Not Be 
Funded, when she argues that Project South, a Southern American based grassroots organization 
focusing on political education and poverty reduction, “suggests that a fatal error made by many 
activists is presuming that one needs money to organize” (11).  
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dominant forms of organizing in Jamaica. It doesn’t seek to make profit. As Afifa 

explains, “It seeks to be sustainable but it does that, I think, […] in a more organic way 

[…] it’s more organic in how it operates.”151 

 The numerous times that it was brought up that they do not want to use the NGO 

model or that the NGO model does not work suggests that the NPIC acts as a spectre, in 

the Marxian sense, they use to measure themselves against. If the NPIC spectre is 

haunting and indeed materialized in Jamaica, then SO((U))L HQ tries to exorcise the 

spectre through a political model that separates commercial interests from politics, 

thereby operating in a position that exceeds the constraints of the NPIC.152 This position 

is not available to organizations that must work within the NGO model and must keep 

donor money, commercial interest and politics side by side. Indeed, critics argue that the 

dangers in entangling donor funds and politics are numerous. Smith (2007) claims that 

foundations, particularly private ones, concentrate their funding on policy and legal 

reform, “a strategy that effectively redirects activist efforts from radical change to social 

reform” (7). As Rosa Luxemburg observed (1900), radical change works to dismantle 

powerful structures like capitalism, whereas reform works on amending the structure.153 

                                                        
151 Afifa Aza, Interview, July 18, 2013, Kingston JA 
152 As the last chapter discusses, Jamaica has an incredible amount of third-sector organizations 
(one for every 420 Jamaicans) and is heavily reliant on them for reaching development targets. 
153 In Reform or Revolution, Luxemburg (1900) responding to socialist reformist Eduard 
Bernstein writes, “… people who pronounce themselves in favour of the method of legislative 
reform in place and in contradistinction to the conquest of political power and social revolution, 
do not really choose a more tranquil, calmer and slower road to the same goal, but 
a different goal. Instead of taking a stand for the establishment of a new society they take a stand 
for surface modifications of the old society. If we follow the political conceptions of revisionism, 
we arrive at the same conclusion that is reached when we follow the economic theories of 
revisionism. Our program becomes not the realisation of socialism, but the reform of capitalism; 
not the suppression of the wage labour system but the diminution of exploitation, that is, the 
suppression of the abuses of capitalism instead of suppression of capitalism itself” (np). 
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This dichotomy can be understood by resilience critics as tantamount to the difference 

between resistance and resilience. Through the veil of the NPIC, foundations and donors 

play an important role in the maintenance of capitalism and white supremacy because the 

systems of restrictions placed on organizations receiving funding are such that they 

cannot dismantle oppression but only amend it. Within the NPIC perspective, where 

money and politics are tied together, there is often therefore a suppression of the abuses 

of oppression instead of suppression of oppression itself (Luxemburg 1900: np). Being 

able to hold funding and donor money at a distance provided the space in which Afifa, 

Georgia, and their community could engage in a type of politics that was not sullied by 

NGOization even if they were surrounded and affected by NGOization.  

 

The Politics of Spontaneity 

Aside from rent as part of the reason it was unable to secure spaces for events, 

HQ events were often not planned months in advance.  Rather, its events sometimes 

happened in a more spontaneous fashion. Even if venues could provide space free-of-

charge there needed to be a degree of pre-planning that was not always on the agenda at 

the HQ. For example, after the stage of the play Who Am I? Man?, a large group 

discussion among the audience, actors and the play’s writer/director emerged. The 

conversation itself was not guided by any single person and comments and critiques of 

the play as well as the subject matter (male on male violence and LBGTQI issues) lasted 

well into the night. The conversation thus ended up a significant part of the event and 

perhaps was as significant as the play itself. This type of group discussion and 

spontaneous practice also occurred in July of 2013 at an event where Seretse Small, a 

band manager, gave a talk on Jazz, Reggae and Dancehall music as expression of life in 
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Jamaica. As Baston-Savage (2013) reports, “the night ended with an impromptu music 

composition as drawing on the emotive suggestions of the audience[.] Small led Lewis 

and Livingston [two other musicians at the event] in a piece on love, injustice and rage 

ending an intriguing night on life and music” (np).  

The spontaneity of events is not unusual and is a result of the spontaneity of their 

politics. Instead of responding to grant or funding deadlines or the rhetoric associated 

with winning grants, Afifa and Georgia and the rest of the collective responds to the 

environment and community around them. Their events, discussions, and creative works 

(such as impromptu music composition) take place because they are responding to their 

own needs, ideas and desires instead of fulfilling donor requirements and deadlines. This 

spontaneous approach to politics is also not therefore conducive to grant applications nor 

is it favourable to event planning and finding traditional spaces (e.g. bars or halls) to 

accommodate their last-minute events.  

Resistance to the mainstream has a couple of important political consequences. 

First, politics remain sharp (Runswick-Cole and Goodley 2015:174). For example, the 

mainstream donor model requires non-profits, CSOs, and NGOs to work with donor or 

foundation trends (Guillourd, Cordery and Project South 2007: 108). These trends are 

those goals and benchmarks set out by foundations within which organizations must work 

instead of determining their own needs. For instance, resilience projects and the use of 

resilience discourse and adaptation has become ubiquitous within development practice. 

As noted in Chapter Four, WMW-Jamaica deployed the concept of the social 

entrepreneur as its resilience strategy. That is not to say that these ideas are unsuitable for 

all non-profits. Nor am I saying that non-profits and their workers have no agency. 
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Certainly, non-profit workers can “work the system,” so to speak, engaging with the 

discourse of donors and at the same time find or create spaces to negotiate their own 

politics into donor-led projects. This subversiveness I believe is significant and perhaps 

what James C. Scott might call a “hidden transcript.” Again, I do not believe that 

foundations and donor agencies are oblivious to the maneuvers and the infrapolitics that 

non-profits engage in to sustain themselves and win donor money. Rather, my point is 

that often organizations have no choice but to either accept the discourse of donors or 

work their project and politics around and into the politics of the funders. There is 

certainly the possibility of subversiveness but this could potentially require additional 

work, risk (it might not work) and perhaps, more importantly, political compromise.154   

Second and relatedly, the HQ’s spontaneity exceeds the limits of 

compartmentalized social justice because as funders tend to rate social justice work on 

their trendiness, social justice work often becomes classified and contained (ibid: 108). 

As was the case in Chapter Four, NGO workers at WROC felt their funding had 

diminished due to the fact that donors were moving away from funding gender-based 

projects to projects that focused on education and sports (Robinson 2015).  This 

compartmentalizing often renders social justice and development problems as intelligible, 

knowable and part of an already present bounded field of analysis, for which 

development work of a specific nature, funded by donors, can fix. In essence, 

international development, as Mitchell (2002) maintains, “depoliticizes [issues] and 

transforms [them] into a question of the proper management of resources” (226). 

Compartmentalizing social justice work is not only an attempt to manage or render 

                                                        
154 No doubt, political compromise is also possible when non-profits engage in only grassroots 
models of funding.  
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technical solutions to problems but it also, by necessity, and here I draw on Mitchell 

(2002) again, must conceal the complexities and specificity situated within these 

problems, which by design is how development becomes a powerful force. Historical 

relations of power, subjectivity and oppression are hidden because if they are not hidden, 

development as a field of practice can easily be implicated as part of the problem. For 

instance, technical solutions and management tools provide development practices with a 

veil, such as resilience programming for example. Resilience as a discourse and technical 

solution ensures that funders promoting resilience projects do not have to attend to the 

interconnectedness between development, colonialism and neoliberalism in Jamaica and 

what these might have to do with the need for resilience as a strategy and solution in the 

first place. In so doing, the development programs founded upon resilience as a solution 

funded by these large foundations can be misrepresented as existing exogenous to the 

problem itself even if at the same time, this exogenous position gives them power to 

become the architects of the solutions to these problems.  

So for instance, UNESCO (2014 “Islands of the Future”) provides support for 

cultural economic resilience programs that includes training youths as tour guides in 

Jamaica (33, 37). The UN can appear disengaged from the systematic ways in which 

development projects of the past, such as structural adjustment, are complicit in 

producing the need for Jamaican youth to become more resilient. Rather, they fetishize 

the solution by treating the problem, here youth unemployment as bounded and to be 

solved through resilience employment programs. In a broader context, UNESCO (2015c) 

has provided support for resilience programs for women that include using culture as a 

vehicle to become more resilient against gender based violence (GBV) and craft 
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industries to help women improve familial resiliency (25). Again, development, in the 

form of resilience programs, exists outside of gender-based violence or lack of familial 

social reproduction. Rather than questioning how the rise of GBV is deeply connected to 

a historical colonial (slavery) and contemporary postcolonial (structural adjustment) 

context that has systematically undermined the social reproduction of Black Jamaican 

life, mainstream development practices re-organizes these historical and political 

relationships and tensions in order to reinforce the claim that Jamaica lacks development. 

This reinforced lack maintains the necessity for development through various forms of 

governance such as development policy (like Vision 2030) and other development 

initiatives. These mainstream approaches to development, or “projects and programs” as 

Afifa describes them, not only then render social justice legible, but end up shaping 

Jamaica through policy, projects and practice where resilience is a necessary mechanism 

to be “developed.” As we have seen, cultural practice is the vehicle through which it is 

delivered. Mainstream donors and organizations are complicit in this reorganization (and 

concealment) because through compartmentalization they reinforce the artifice that social 

justice struggles can be corralled into categories and managed with universal practices.   

By not engaging with mainstream models of fundraising, the HQ to a large extent 

avoids the necessity to work on trend and as a result avoids forcing its events into a 

categorization that may limit or compromise its politics. Its spontaneity, for example, is 

not conducive to mainstream models of social justice practice that necessitate trendy 

compartmentalization. Afifa explains,   

we’re not a corporate model, and [we’re not] about social 
entrepreneurship […] There is funding for social 
entrepreneurship but not for creating, discovery and 
exploring […] Why is their funding for exploring 
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[outer]space? [but within the politics of mainstream 
development] there is no support for discovery […] We 
aren’t about creating project work for social justice […] 
There is funding for development projects and programs. 
Where is there funding for forums that are just about 
exploring the corners of our minds?155 

 

Exploration and experimentation is part of their spontaneous process that allows the HQ 

to exceed the boundaries of the politics the NPIC attempts to compartmentalize. It is 

worth noting Afifa’s line of questioning. Here she targets the development regime for its 

lack of imagination. Social entrepreneurship and project work, for her, do not provide the 

same space for discovery and creation but are instead about predetermined and 

demarcated development goals and atomized marketized social justice projects. She has 

good reason to be embittered and suspicious of the NPIC. As Smith (2007) outlines, 

mainstream development foundations have been “directly involved in squelching 

revolutionary movements in the Third World,” from the Ford Foundation diverting the 

antiapartheid movement from anti-capitalist to pro-capitalist in the late 1980s to NGOs 

deradicalizing the Palestinian Liberation Movement today (14). Petras (1999) goes as far 

to say that “NGOs have displac[ed] and destroy[ed] the organized Leftist movements and 

co-opted their intellectual strategies and organizational leaders” and “foster a new type of 

cultural and economic colonialism- under the guise of a new internationalism” (429, 

434). In Jamaica, United States Aid for International Development (USAID) funds a 

number of NGOs through their grants programs and yet USAID was instrumental in 

putting modernization (and perhaps even dependency) development into practice in the 

country in the 1980s (Klak 1992: 93). By issuing loans to pay off IMF debt, supporting 

                                                        
155 Afifa Aza, Interview, Sept 29, 2015, Skype.  
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and restructuring trade to encourage US imports and emphasis on privatization, “[t]he 

largest beneficiaries of the policies, [created by USAID] however, may well be US firms 

and government interests […]” (ibid).  As I have stated previously (Chapter Four), the 

move from block or core funding which grants organizations a degree of experimentation 

and flexibility to project funding that has tighter restrictions has been a significant 

achievement of neoliberalism (Baines 2010: 12). Most notably it is designed to only fund 

the project conceived within set boundaries and cannot be redirected to fund other 

projects let alone the day-to-day overhead costs that keeps non-profits running. And so 

when Afifa asks, “Where is there funding for forums that are just about exploring the 

corners of our minds?”156 the answer is, quite simply, there isn’t any.  

Despite this, Afifa and Georgia insist that exploring, (re)conceptualizing and 

critically engaging with “the corners of their minds” is a part of their political practice 

that frames the way they approach imagining a different, more just Jamaica. Their 

practice cannot be contained in development project funding or donor objectives because 

it exceeds the political boundaries demarcated and staunchly maintained by such 

institutions and organizations. In the case of the night of the play, Who Am I?  Man?, 

there was no way of knowing what kind of work would emerge after the play, the types 

of conversations that would occur if at all or who would even be in attendance to engage 

with these conversations.157 It is decidedly more difficult to apply to foundations and 

donors, even if they wanted to, when it is not entirely clear from month to month exactly 

what type of event and work that takes place at the HQ.   

                                                        
156 Afifa Aza, Interview, Sept 29, 2015, Skype. 
157 Here I mean that the conversation and discussion that emerged after the play was social justice 
work even if it was unplanned, unorganized and spontaneous.  
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Importantly, perhaps, the fact that events do occur within this spontaneity 

subverts the mainstream model and reveals that social justice problems and the 

subsequent social justice work does not simply exist in neatly organized components. 

Social justice and development in Jamaica cannot always be knowable, planned and 

fixable. Moreover, the fixed and planned development work certainly does not reveal the 

entire story of social justice work in the country. The spontaneous approach is much 

more emergent and responsive to the immediate environment. What the HQ does then is 

trouble mainstream social justice and development agendas and more specifically it 

troubles the NPID and development programming in Jamaica precisely because it cannot 

always be contained. Through its own approach to politics, that avoids rent and embraces 

spontaneity, it reveals the concealed gaps and complexities that are hidden under highly 

managed and well-executed workshops and programs funded by donors and foundations. 

Spontaneity helps to open up alternative visions, possibilities and futures because the 

element of predictability that occurs when relying on prescriptions from the state or top-

down agencies, does not exist or is, in the very least, questioned. What is more, 

exceeding the limits of mainstream funding models grants the HQ latitude not afforded to 

those who have to work within a premade prioritized set of funding goals. As a result, the 

HQ and the community it brings together can spend time exploring alternative 

(unplanned) visions of culture, life and (anti)development in the country, especially when 

funds become irrelevant. 

Yet the ability to exceed the limitations of NGOization and the latitude of 

spontaneity afforded through an anti-NGO model is, in the case of Afifa and Georgia, not 

only predicated on the desire to “explore the corners of their minds” but also on a degree 
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of class privilege that gave them access to material resources. As a self-financed project, 

HQ was able to leverage their privilege to create an alternative politics that allowed them 

and their community the possibilities to rethink social justice and development in the 

country. Their ability to exceed the boundaries of the politics confined to NGO spaces 

was partially established because of their middleclass-ness. There is therefore a 

contradictory collaboration between having privilege and using it to resist particular 

regimes like neoliberal capitalism that are also founded upon and exacerbate class 

inequality and privilege.  

 

Local Priorities: Asking What Can Be Done 

By not engaging in mainstream funding models, HQ could work on projects Afifa 

and Georgia wanted, with whom they wanted and when they wanted. In this way, they 

had the freedom to experiment and ask both themselves as well as their core community 

members what it is they needed (or what kind of work needed to be done) rather than 

doing what is asked to be done by external institutions. This meant that the HQ’s work 

was not externally defined or bound to a particular agenda. For instance, WMW worked 

with funders from World Association of Christian Churches (WACC), and had to 

facilitate workshops that dealt with critical health issues like HIV/AIDS but were 

specifically targeted to Faith Based Organizations (FBOs).158 This is not to say that this 

work is not important, but only to say that WMW had to negotiate complex relationships 

between donors, FBOs, and public health groups, tailor programs and workshops to a 

                                                        
158 It is not lost on me or those at WMW the connection between WACC’s development work and 
the Christian missionaries sent to colonize Jamaica but this conversation is outside the scope of 
this work. Another avenue to explore in this regard would be the NPIC, neocolonialism and the 
Caribbean.  
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certain extent to fit WACC’s agenda in order to receive funding. Afifa and Georgia did 

not have these same types of external negotiations (though they had their own struggles) 

and the consequential bureaucratic follow-up, in the form of report writing, with which 

WMW had to engage. The strategy and choice to forgo mainstream development and 

social justice routes meant that they had the freedom to discuss what social issues were 

important to them including alternative models of development. As Afifa told me when I 

asked how they felt the HQ fit into the development schema in Jamaica she replied, 

 

[In terms of development] what we’re talking about is not 
what people have always been talking about. Like we’re 
trying to work out or trying to say how the priorities or how 
the focus can be different. Like when you’re talking about 
development what does that mean? So we’re experimenting 
a lot, in many ways, with that.  As Georgia said, [we’re] 
looking for economic alternatives, political alternatives 
[and] all of that. I think that this space, you know, […] 
allows us to ask ourselves about how we live, where we 
live, you know, why we exist. How we relate to everything. 
In a way, we’re not like getting back the same answers to 
do the same things [over and over]. It’s kind of 
deconstructing actively to make something new. So, [it’s] 
[…] development in that way where I don’t know if we will 
come to talk about development.  We’ll talk about 
something but call it “better quality of living” rather than 
development.159 

For Afifa, the work done at the HQ was more to do with experimenting with alternative, 

namely Afrocentric, understandings of how to live, and internally defining what made a 

quality life. “I just feel like I have to do it this way if I am to be honest about what I have 

learned and what I have come to understand as an African living in Jamaica,” she 

                                                        
159 Georgia Love and Afifa Aza. Interview, June 18, 2013, Kingston, Jamaica. 
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explained. 160 During a follow-up interview, Afifa told me that she is working through 

African-rooted approaches to living and being, specifically ubuntu ontology. Social 

justice and development, for her, is about building a community and a better way of life 

that reflects a distinctly African humanist perspective, “Umuntu ngumuntu ngabantu,” a 

Zulu phrase that translates in English to “a person is a person through other people” (or “I 

am because you are”).161 This understanding defies both liberal (Kantian, Cartesian) and 

neo-classical notions of individual rationality as the sole indicator of subjectivity. Instead, 

as Eze (2008) describes, ubuntu acknowledges rationality in all persons but also 

understands,  

 

 [that ] a person as located in a community where being a 
person is to be in a dialogical relationship in this 
community. Accordingly, a person’s humanity is dependent 
on the appreciation, preservation and affirmation of other 
person’s humanity. To deny another’s humanity is to 
depreciate my own humanity. To be a person is to 
recognize therefore that my subjectivity is in part 
constituted by other persons with whom I share the social 
world. This social world is dependent on our constitutive 
social intercourse. (387) 

This perspective, moreover, attempts to “articulate what it means to think the self 

independently from another,” namely the colonizer and where a “subject seeks freedom 

from a past (and present) represented by oppression and (neo)colonialism” (Praeg 2008: 

371). In this way, liberal notions of the self and ubuntu notions of the self “both articulate 

the conditions for the possibility of modernist subjectivity” (ibid).  However, their 

                                                        
160 Although Afifa was born in Jamaica, she identifies as African and not Jamaican.  
161 An ubuntu narrative is, famously, invoked in South African policy, specifically the Truth and 
Reconciliation Committee (TRC). The appeal to ubuntu, according to Eze (2008), “empowered 
victims [of apartheid] to recognize that the power and initiation to forgive comes from them as 
embedded in their cultural tradition” (132). 
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difference lies in the way that liberalism articulates autonomy only through rationality 

situating abstract individualism as indifferent to context, while ubuntu shares a similar 

concern for the “unconditional dignity of the human person,” […] this “human dignity” is 

located within context and culture” (Eze 2010:156). Roughly, ubuntu ontology reflects a 

post-colonial and anti-development paradigm that not only deconstructs, but rejects 

axioms of mainstream development practices that focus on rational economic individuals 

and the subsequent projects and programs that seek to shape populations into this 

image.162  

Nevertheless, even though the HQ has experimented with ubuntu as a lens 

through which to understand Jamaican life, ubuntu and other multicultural projects that 

focus on the collective rights of individuals (as opposed to only liberal individualism) are 

not outside the scope of neoliberalism. In Latin America, contrary to the negative effects 

neoliberalism has had on organizations (like NGOs) and social movements, both the 

state’s willingness to address indigenous issues and indigenous movements themselves 

have expanded (Park and Richards 2007: 1320). Hale (2005), argues that in Latin 

America “collective rights, granted as compensatory measures to ‘disadvantaged’ cultural 

groups, are an integral part of neoliberal ideology” and it “emphasizes the development 

of civil society and social capital, and an approach to cultural rights that at first glance 

appears highly counterintuitive” (12). He calls this relationship between “new cultural 

rights and political economic reform […] ‘neoliberal multiculturalism’” (ibid). Through 

neoliberal multiculturalism, new subjectivities are formed wherein those (previously) 

disenfranchised subjects who assist state objectives are “authorized” (indio permidito) 

                                                        
162 I am hesitant to re-categorize ubuntu because there are different understandings of this 
ontology (see Praeg 2008).  
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while those who actively resist are excluded. These subjects authorized by the state both 

shape and are shaped by neoliberal multiculturalism, lending strength to a broader and 

perhaps more discreet forms of governmentality. Therefore, even if the HQ engages with 

collective forms of cultural politics and even if it endeavours to resist neoliberal reforms, 

by exceeding the boundaries of the increasing marketization and professionalization of 

NGO work, this does not mean it resists neoliberalism itself. Instead, the activists’ 

exceptional politics can be seen as constitutive of neoliberalism economic reform 

considering the degree to which cultural rights and cultural practice have become part of 

mainstream development discourse through creative resilience and adaptation discourses.  

The connection between the diverse culture and capitalism is rather explicit in 

Jamaica’s cultural policy when it states, “Jamaica must actively pursue within our 

cultural policy not only the promotion of cultural diversity as an important element of 

national identity, but the use of that diversity as the basis for all our programs and 

activities concerned with the development of our cultural industries” (MEYC 2003:8). 

Jamaica’s multiculturalism is emphasized as the base on which economic development 

within the creative sector is built. The policy is not shy about how it envisions economic 

development in this sector and uses the collective as the vehicle for further economic 

reform: 

 

Further to the development of cultural industries is the need 
to foster and promote entrepreneurship within the wider 
community. This is directly related to the systematic 
facilitating of high levels of exportation and self 
sustenance/self-reliance through the empowerment of our 
people toward self- employment, income generating 
activities, inventing and manufacturing, which are the goals 
of entrepreneurship. Our history is replete with this 
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entrepreneurship as seen, for example, in the creation of 
free villages after emancipation. There is a need to 
recognize and evaluate the  entrepreneurial spirit and 
systems that have caused us to survive and excel and 
convert them into institutionalized processes of action. 
(MEYC 2003: 34-35) 

The policy rehearses and exploits the narrative that subjects of the “Third World” have 

some kind of innate entrepreneurial spirit. However, with the inclusion of free villages163 

as an example, the policy subtly and pragmatically reorganizes the notion that 

neoliberalism is purely about individualism and instead reinforces the naturalness of 

capitalism by folding in the collective survival strategies of newly emancipated African 

slaves. In essence, the state supports collective cultural politics especially when it can be 

used as a resource to pursue economic development and more importantly to produce 

resilience in the face of the insecurities generated by the contradictions of capitalism. 

Further, the policy creates what Laclau calls “chains of equivalence,” wherein “the more 

words in the chain the more the meaning of any of those words come to depend on the 

other words in the chain” (Cornwall 2007: 482). By neatly stacking community, self-

reliance, empowerment and entrepreneurialism alongside each other, the combinations of 

words “establish one set of connections while suppressing another” (Williams cited in 

Cornwall 2007: 482). In this way, community, self-reliance, empowerment and 

entrepreneurialism in the realm of the creative and cultural are used to bolster 

“institutional process of action” (MEYC 2003: 35). 164 This specific chain, that 

                                                        
163 Free villages were set up in Jamaica by Baptist and Quaker abolitionists in 1883 “in the wake 
of full emancipation from slavery and apprenticeship” (Hall 1993: 100). Plantation owners made 
clear they would provide tied-accommodations to freed slaves in order to keep their profits high. 
To combat this, missionaries bought land so that newly freed slaves could buy land and start new 
villages.  
164 This seems much different than if we read cultural practice, community, resilience and 
empowerment alongside the notion of social justice and solidarity (Cornwall 2007: 482).  
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incorporates cultural practice and political economic reform, is a powerful retooling of 

neoliberal governmentality, expanding development’s grid of intelligibility by folding in 

the collective through new “institutional processes of action” like neoliberal state policy 

and law (ibid). The policy must “constantly and consistently reflect the cultural diversity 

of the Jamaican society and to discover the things that make for peace and build up the 

modern life. [And also] seek to position more of our outstanding cultural goods in the 

global market to national advantage” (MEYC 2003: 8).  In other words, instead of 

excluding the collective cultural rights and practices of diverse movements, these rights 

are granted in so far as the collective cultural practices end up serving neoliberal state 

objectives.  

The HQ’s spontaneity, anti-NGOization and politics may exceed the confines and 

containment of the behemoth that is neoliberal-led NGOization, but this does not exclude 

it from contradictory neoliberal entanglements. The Jamaican cultural policy is forthright 

about ensuring Jamaican diversity and heterogeneity, which could include not only the 

HQ’s incorporation of ubuntu but potentially even the HQ itself because it upholds the 

narrative necessary to ensure Jamaica’s cultural diversity can be marketized and sold as a 

resource. I do not know if anyone at the HQ is aware of the fact that development policy 

routinely invokes collective cultural practice as a means to development. My feeling is 

that if they did know they would most likely question this incorporation as they would 

with other mainstream forms of development. Nevertheless, as Park and Richards (2007) 

argue, just because individuals participate within the often-shifting confines of state 

sanctioned neoliberal development it does not mean they are entirely subsumed by it. 
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That is to say, ambiguity and resistance from within can still emerge and it is important to 

recognize these tensions rather than reconciling them as resilience or adaptation to 

neoliberalism. For Park and Richards this means scrutinizing Hale’s dichotomy between 

neoliberal multicultural and resistant subjects by looking towards the attitudes and 

practices that antagonize this division. Doing so provides “a better understanding of the 

opportunities and constraints posed by neoliberal multiculturalism” (ibid: 1336). In the 

case of the HQ, its work, that incorporates collective African politics, can often reveal a 

complexity in the relationship between mainstream development and resistance. 

Considering how steeped in these mainstream development processes Jamaica continues 

to be, the HQ’s alternative and internally defined negotiations about what should define 

development or what should define “quality living” is significant because it reveals the 

extent to which individuals and communities in Jamaica are antagonizing or resisting the 

development processes imposed upon them. This does not discount the fact that ubuntu 

can be incorporated into neoliberal multiculturalism but is rather to say that tensions 

surrounding mainstream development brought up in conversations at the HQ, which 

experiment with African politics like ubuntu, do disrupt the smooth (albeit uneven) 

functioning of neoliberal development. Further, Afifa’s insistence that the HQ collective 

is not willing to consider social entrepreneurship is a direct challenge to state cultural 

(and development) policy that practically demands this of its subjects. Instead its politics 

makes visible the opportunities and challenges within neoliberal development. For 

instance, Georgia revealed that working on HQ projects made clear just how hard it was 

to make larger structural changes because “if anything it has illustrated very very clearly 

for me how non-linear and how very—I need a more sophisticated word than 
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complicated (!), but how complicated, development is. [As well as how complicated] 

creating substantive change [is] and how to do that [make the changes].”165  

   For Georgia, who has worked with mainstream development for close to a decade, 

alternative organizing actually reveals the complexity of communities and those in them, 

making alternative organizing a “struggle.” She feels that their alternative development 

model actually reveals how obfuscated some of the complexity is in the mainstream 

development realm compared to the alternative. As such, their struggle was a pedagogical 

and powerful one that taught them what becomes mystified in development discourse. 

Georgia found that the discussions that took place at the HQ exposed the complexity of 

people, their experiences and knowledges and this had to be taken into consideration 

when thinking about how to make substantive “development” changes or alternative 

models. What the conversations around ubuntu at the HQ shows is the degree to which 

development and its normalized mainstream discourse numbs experimentation and in 

doing so conceals the complexities, struggles and “non-linear” modalities and 

relationships that actually exist beyond the limits of development. And it is partially 

because they exist on the margins and outside the limits of mainstream development that 

SO((U))L HQ mobilizes or in the very least vocalizes local knowledge and community 

needs without having to temper them with an overarching donor or state message but 

rather can reflect ontological practices that are important to it.  

 

                                                        
165 Georgia Love, Interview June 18, 2013, Kingston, JA. 
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Taking on Rent, Finding “Alternative” Space and Maintaining Resistance 

Because the HQ is less about engaging with the NGO market and more about 

creating its own opportunities, it does not see itself as particularly competitive with other 

NGOs. Instead, it sees itself as existing outside and also parallel to the mainstream 

groups. However, this philosophy eventually became an obstacle to doing its work 

because its founders had trouble finding space. Without engaging in the mainstream 

model finding traditional funding or partnering with other NGOs the legitimacy of the 

group was in question, which meant that finding low-cost or free venue rentals was 

another challenge. Unlike other organizations that could back up their work and political 

projects by claiming connections to funders like the UN, to take one example, or through 

connection with established NGOs in Kingston the HQ did not have this conventional 

and recognizable network to use as leverage for organizing its events.  

Part of the struggle when working against the grain of traditional development or 

NGO work is that issues that are not necessarily dominant or popular or are, perhaps, 

experimental, are not always understood and thus not always welcomed. As Afifa 

recalled, before founding the HQ, some venues in the city would not rent out their spaces 

to her and Georgia. She explained that part of the move away from Kingston and to Stony 

Hill was that the political nature of the work, the topics it covered, often meant that 

people did not want to be associated with its projects.  

We realized that it would be difficult [to continue in the 
city] because most spaces in Kingston never wanted, [or] it 
wasn’t always easy to find a space that would facilitate a 
certain level of event. So the more political, the more 
problematic it would be.166 

                                                        
166 Afifa Aza, Interview, July 19, 2013, Kingston, JA 



 219 

 

In 2010, for example, several of the HQ’s requests to host events at upper/middle class 

venues, like Devon House and Blue Café, were rejected or ignored, likely on the account 

of their politics. Eventually, Afifa felt that their move out of downtown was necessary 

because Kingston felt like a place that one had to engage in a “battle” to mark out a space 

of one’s own.167 They likened the environment for social justice work in Kingston to a 

football match of which they wanted no part:  

 

I think people believe in the idea of struggling to mark out 
space and I think it’s like football. I am not going to kick 
you down for the space. I am not going to [do that].  I want 
to create space. So the HQ represents, for me, [the] space to 
move. You need to create space to move so that’s what I 
think the HQ has become. It’s like you don’t [read: you 
shouldn’t] have to battle for space in Kingston.168  

  

Certainly, as Chapter Four lay out, the competitiveness amongst non-profits in the 

country has increased as resources become more scarce. As I showed, organizations are 

learning to creatively adapt and be resilient to these challenges in order to continue their 

social justice work, but often at a cost. However, as Afifa notes, the aim of SO((U))L HQ 

was not to displace anyone else or any other organizations—mainstream or not—but 

rather to create its own space to work on the types of projects that mattered to it. So in 

2011, Afifa and Georgia disengaged with the “battle” or struggle over space altogether 

and moved HQ into an apartment in the complex in Stony Hill where Afifa and Georgia 

already shared an apartment. Being an apartment it was multifunctional and meant that it 
                                                        
167 Afifa Aza, Interview, July 19, 2013, Kingston, JA. 
168 Afifa Aza, Interview, July 19, 2013, Kingston, JA. 
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could host various types of events. Moreover, because both Afifa and Georgia lived in the 

same complex as the HQ, it was also accessible at any time. Here, they had the ability to 

furnish the HQ as they wished. For instance, the interior walls are collaged with 

newspaper and magazine articles, record covers, intended to promote discussion. They 

could also hold events and meetings whenever they wanted.  

While the freedom of having space meant that Afifa and Georgia were able to 

host events as they pleased, they were now, however, forced to pay rent, which meant 

that they needed to become resourceful to make money. Unwilling to be seduced by 

mainstream funding (although Afifa revealed that people ask her all the time why she 

does not apply for it) they put the HQ up on Airbnb, a website that lists global 

accommodations for rent. In renting out the HQ, Afifa also acts as a tour guide for a fee, 

taking tourist and travelers around Kingston. They also began selling their own 

publications such as a small booklet about the history of the HQ. While this is a 

significant change from their earlier organizational model, grassroots resourcefulness can 

actually be a part of the political process. As Guilloud, Cordery and Project South (2007) 

point out, “part of community power is creating a community economy in line with 

[community] principles and analysis” (108). When Afifa sells booklets or the collective 

sells drinks or snack at an event, it is the community that buys into the HQ’s political 

project. This means that the community values the work enough to participate in its 

economic success and if they do not participate it is, perhaps, an indicator that the work is 

no longer valuable. This relationship between the HQ and community reflects Project 

South’s notion that “it is better to be dissolved by the community than floated by 

foundations” (110).  
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It is also not entirely surprising that the HQ was forced to eventually engage in 

rent practices.169 In fact, it was more surprising that it lasted the year that it did without 

its own venue. While Afifa and Georgia now had to find money to pay for the HQ, 

therefore having to now factor in finances alongside politics, the fact that they had their 

own space afforded them the ability to host any event they wanted, whenever they 

wanted.  

This freedom was partially why Afifa and Georgia called the HQ an “alternative 

space.” I asked them why they felt the venue was alternative; after all, there were many 

types of venues in the city that hosted events, meeting and fundraisers etc. They believe 

that the space is unique and alternative to the types of spaces available in Kingston: “it 

doesn’t have the typical [model] like operational business model and NGO model [or] 

any model” and “it’s not a restaurant or a bar that has activities around it. It’s not an art 

space that has a gallery exhibition occasionally. It’s not [only] a performance space. So, 

alternative in the sense that it’s not like everything else that is in that category of 

space.”170 Like any other city, many cafes, bars, and galleries in Kingston also play host 

to different cultural, creative and social justice oriented functions. For instance, Suzie’s 

Bakery hosts Mojito Mondays an uptown dancehall event. Redbones Café and Jazz Bar is 

often used as a place to host meetings, live music, guest speakers and studio art.171 In 

2009, WMW hosted a poetry, music and theatre event, called Gender Fever at 

Weekendz, a popular outdoor bar venue. However, these cafes and restaurants are first 

                                                        
169 With private property a near global priority, thanks in part to colonialism, circumventing rent 
practices is next to impossible in anyway, let alone in Jamaica. 
170 Afifa Aza, Interview, June 18, 2013, Kingston, JA. 
171 In 2013, I attended an event with WMW members at Redbones for women where the book 
Lean In was discussed and featured guest speaker, Kelly Tomblin, CEO of Jamaica Power 
Services (JPS). 
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and foremost businesses. The HQ also differs from other non-profit art spaces like New 

Local Space (NLS) because NLS is the non-profit subsidiary of the for-profit recording 

studio, Creative Sounds. Moreover, NLS is also almost exclusively for visual artists. 

Similarly, the artist-run venue Roktowa, located in the old Red Stripe Brewery, also 

focuses on the cultivation of visual artists and visual art. What they were looking for was 

a place they could go to in order to hold events, and where “people could go to 

consistently experience alternative events” (Aza 2015b:1). One of the example venues 

they drew from were Alice Yard in Port of Spain, Trinidad, a backyard space that hosts 

mostly art and experimental art events. Kingston’s own Marcus Garvey Liberty Hall also 

influenced their political direction. Although, from my perspective, it may share similar 

characteristics with Alice Yard and Liberty Hall, the HQ is really a unique space and 

often hard to describe to those who have never been.  

While its organizational model had to change over time, taking on fundraising and 

financial considerations and finding its own venue, the HQ still maintained its outlier 

status, resisting the pull of more lucrative and stabilizing gains through mainstream donor 

projects and fundraising. Moreover, due to the constraints that rent places on it, it has 

arguably become more accountable to its community than before as it now has to really 

consider the types of events that the community will support.172   

 

                                                        
172 I am not saying they did not consider the community prior to having to pay rent on their 
venue. I am saying that in order to be supported by the community financially, events may have 
to consider the breadth of the community in addition to depth.  
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Facing Challenges and Folding Resilience Back In 

Two years after our first interview, I spoke with Afifa late in the evening. She was 

just closing down the Di Institute for Social Leadership (ISL) for the night. The ISL is a 

second space she and other members of the HQ collective had opened up near Allman 

Town in Kingston, for the night. There was excitement in her voice as she spoke about 

the HQ and the recent addition of the ISL but she admitted that she was tired. I asked her 

about the challenges in running not just one but two spaces outside of the mainstream 

non-profit sector.  

 

I think the struggles come at a lot of levels. [For one], 
believing in the vision and getting people to understand the 
vision. I have a core of people who support me and get it, 
but some people don’t get it. So it tends to feel crazy. 
You’re always questioning yourself. Like why don’t I just 
seek funding? Why don’t I just try to get a job?  Why am I 
trying to do this differently? Why am I sacrificing 
everything?173  

Afifa and Georgia had spent most of their money “to the point where [they] have no 

money” and this has been a struggle.174 When I asked Afifa how she was dealing with 

these struggles, she explained that “you must have resilience, you have to be patient and 

you have to be able to stick with it. You have to be confident enough in yourself [so] that 

you can do it.”175 She continued, “I wouldn’t change [our] model for the NGO model 

[…] You’re developing resilience when you do it [social justice work] on your own [and] 

when you do it [social justice] with your community of people and friends, you’re 

                                                        
173 Affa Aza, interview, September 29, 2015, Skype. 
174 Afifa Aza, interview Sept 29, 2015, Skype. 
175 Her response was not prompted by a question that contained resilience it in. She brought 
resilience up herself. Afifa Aza. interview. Sept 29, 2015, Skype. 
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developing this strength of character and this strength of character allows you to go over 

the hurdles.” 176 For Afifa, resilience is both an individual and a communal practice, 

wherein resilience is built through the hurdles one must face alone and with others while 

doing social justice work. Importantly, the ability to resist the NPIC and mainstream 

development in Jamaica requires resilience and also requires that one sometimes make 

compromises in order to pursue a larger goal. For her, however, the compromises they 

make through resourcefulness at the HQ whether it is engaging in rent-seeking practices 

through Airbnb or using their own money to pay for HQ events are part of a larger 

politics of resistance. Engaging in these compromises or strategies of resilience gives her 

the chance to do her work through her political and creative social justice practices on her 

own terms without taking on the types of practices that are required of mainstream social 

justice groups, mainstream non-profits, and Western, specifically American, development 

practices. Afifa resists 

 

Americaniz[ed] [development] with its own way [where] 
you have to write a proposal like this. You have to network 
with funders like this and pretend to be interested to get 
that. You have to pull a pretty face and do a photo-shoot 
and get people to see you—this branding model that comes 
out of America. Those things [modes] won’t last. In the 
future we need to provide ways for people to survive and 
for people to resist.177 

 

By conceptualizing resilience as a characteristic needed in order to reject westernized 

forms of development, resilience enables Afifa’s ability to press on in order to reject 

                                                        
176 Afifa Aza, interview, Sept 29, 2015, Skype. 
177 Afifa Aza,  interview, Sept 29, 2015, Skype. 
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these visions of development, which as N’Dione et al. (1997) argue, “is not only to refuse 

a model or a concept; it is to distance oneself from a whole host of references, practices 

and ways of reasoning” (368). But this is not easy work. And as Afifa told me, “it’s a 

struggle and it’s a fight for self-determination to be able to imagine and create a future 

[and] we need to develop strong character in order to deal with the challenges that are 

coming.”178 Resilience is conceptualized as the wherewithal to continue to be resistant to 

the challenges and changes in Jamaica occurring presently and she mobilizes resilience as 

part of the process of imaging alternative ways of living and alternative futures.  

This folding of resilience into resistance does not equate the two, but instead 

reveals how sometimes resilience is necessary for resistance to occur, which is decidedly 

different from notions that suggest resilience practices to be merely adaptation and are 

completely separate from resistance. This suggests that resilience cannot only be 

understood as a maxim of liberal development and policy. It is much more manifold and 

it can be entirely caught up in and part of processes of resistance. Whether or not 

resilience is used to further liberal regimes or as a way to continue to resist these regimes 

depends on how it is mobilized and by whom.   

 

Conclusion 

Jamaica has a long history of resistance movements and resistance practices. This 

chapter looked at SO((U))L HQ to show one way that contemporary Jamaican activists 

engage with resistance in Kingston. The HQ’s political project focuses on art, music, 

social justice and Afrocentric ontologies and philosophies. Its politics is a form of 

                                                        
178 Afifa Aza, interview, September 29, 2015, Skype. 
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resistance to mainstream development and social justice work because it opens up spaces 

for people to explore and experiment with alternative forms of living, often through 

spontaneous and emergent events refusing mainstream terms of the political.  The HQ’s 

organizational model ends up revealing and uncovering how far mainstream methods of 

development go to compartmentalizing and rending technical social justice. The HQ’s 

resistance is not a clear resistance, however. By this I mean, it is not clearly disassociated 

from hegemonic systems like neoliberal capitalism. It is entangled in privileges based on 

class. Moreover, it is unclear how directly it confronts neoliberal development policy’s 

tendency to fold alternative collective cultural practices into “neoliberal 

multiculturalism.” The Jamaican cultural policy is one example of cultural practice, 

diversity, resilience and economic reform becoming linked together to expand neoliberal 

governmentality. Still, the activists’ questions about mainstream development and 

experimentation with ubuntu does antagonize the ease with which mainstream 

development practices take shape in Jamaica. They may even find new possibilities for 

creatively using ubuntu to maneuver around neoliberal multiculturalism, and even if they 

cannot, the HQ holds open the space to think of new and experiment with different 

ontological practices.  

While the HQ initially resisted engaging in rent practices that ensured its events 

were as accessible as possible, it eventually had to rent out its own venue to continue its 

work. Through their resourcefulness, founders have managed to continue to resist typical 

non-profit donor-led funding models by engaging in organic fundraising methods. Yet, 

this resourcefulness and resistance requires resilience as the activists have to learn to deal 

with obstacles and struggles to continue their work. This suggests that resilience politics 
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are wrapped up in resistance work and not as distinct as some assume. Importantly, the 

complexity of resilience reveals that resilience cannot only be understood as axiomatic to 

liberalism and instead can be mobilized by individuals and communities to resist liberal 

regimes, in the hopes of exploring alternative ways of living and different futures.  

The next chapter, the conclusion, briefly outlines the argument, chapters and 

contributions this dissertation makes. It also offers some considerations for future studies.  
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Chapter 6 

Conclusion 

 
 Resilience is everywhere today. There are research centres dedicated to studying 

resilience through various disciplinary lenses.179 There are arms of state created to 

ensuring local and national resilience, particularly in the areas of disaster management 

and techno-securitization.180 Comb through the Twitter feeds of any number of 

development agencies, social justice groups, businesses or governments, and the need to 

be or become resilient is touted, even proselytized, by these groups as they paint the 

future with imminent disaster.  Indeed, it seems that resilience has become the universal 

answer to solving most of humanity’s problems from climate change to governance, from 

vulnerable social groups to terrorism, from economic to cultural.  

 This dissertation looks closely at the ambiguities and contradictions in employing 

resilience politics in policy and practice in Kingston, Jamaica. It looks at the ways in 

which the cultural politics of resilience has been put to work from the national 

development policy to small activist spaces. It challenges ideas put forth from global 

organizations like the WB and UN, that resilience, as a universal concept, is always a 

                                                        
179 For example, The Resilience Research Centre at Dalhousie University in Halifax looks at 
resilience in children, youth and families; Lund University’s The Centre for Societal 
Resiliencestudies how societies can best cope in the face of numerous sorts of disasters 
(economic, environmental and political); The Stockholm Resilience Centre, a partnership with 
Stockholm University and the Royal Swedish Academy of Sciences studies resilience vis-à-vis 
the biosphere; The University of British Columbia houses the Stigma and Resilience Among 
Vulnerable Youth Centre research group; The Refugee Trauma and Resilience Centre is located 
at Boston Children’s Hospital and is affiliated with Harvard University.   
180 The London Resilience Partnership is part of the UK government that ensures preparedness so 
that major emergencies do not affect the nation’s capital.  
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positive attribute. Further, it also challenges those critical analyses that views resilience 

as a nihilistic theory, simply a handmaiden to neoliberalism. Resilience for many of these 

critics evacuates human ability to resist challenges and crises, negotiate, rework and 

make creative sense of such a discourse. Instead, by grounding my analysis in 

ethnographic examples of cultural production and cultural labour in Kingston, Jamaica, I 

focus much more on the contradictory discursive practices and material and symbolic 

struggles that emerge, suggesting that the discourse of resilience gains its power through 

these struggles and through ambiguity.   

A major contribution that this dissertation makes is to acknowledge that resilience 

is constructed through historically, spatially differentiated sites of practice. Resilience 

does not exist in a vacuum and is contingent on the meaning that people give to it in 

practice. This dissertation draws attention to the ways that resilience is mobilized by the 

Jamaican state as well as multilateral agencies (UN, WB, and IMF). However, it also 

demonstrates how, through everyday practice, people on the ground engage with 

resilience differently in environments and conditions where discourses of resilience gain 

popularity. Ultimately, the three case studies express resilience in three different ways. 

First, Chapter Three reveals that resilience is a form of cooptation on the part of 

multilateral agencies and the Jamaican state. These institutions use the discourse of 

resilience to coopt the ways in which vulnerable populations survive and thrive in 

impossible circumstances. Second, in Chapter Four, the struggles that WMW face in 

order to remain operational suggest that resilience is a site of intense negotiation. 

Members of WMW must negotiate extreme austerity, funders, and themselves to remain 

part of the “Resilient Sector.” And third,  in Chapter Five, Afifa, Georgia and the HQ 
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engage with resilience through refusal. They refuse to participate in mainstream non-

profit work but their refusal is also contingent on their ability to be resilient.  

As multiple expressions of resilience, cooptation, negotiation and refusal, also 

demonstrate the class conflict at work when the insidious side of resilience is mobilized 

by the state to construct the meaning of creative practice and the terms in which such 

practice can be harnessed for national development. However, neither a single-minded 

focus on class conflict nor a strictly discursive analysis entirely captures what is going in 

the lives and everyday practices of Jamaicans. Accordingly, the cultural politics I uncover 

through these case studies make clear the ways in which the discourses of these 

multilateral agencies do not exhaust the creative practices, cultural productions and 

possibilities that people articulate as practices of resilience. In short, the meaning of 

resilience is never secure. Not entirely captive to class conflict and state domination, 

resilience is constituted in the complex crucible of historical, spatial contexts and 

practices that animate everyday and institutional life. Such contexts shape the ways in 

which individuals and communities, understand, feel and practice resilience 

 There are no studies to date on the ways in which resilience is used in Jamaican 

policy nor the politics of resilience in cultural practices like street dances, NGO and 

activist work. This dissertation offers a unique contribution to resilience studies in several 

ways. First, most resilience studies situate their site of study in the UK or the US, 

particularly in large built urban environments. These studies are important as they 

provide illuminating analysis of new forms of surveillance and governmentality in larger 

developed areas. However, this dissertation uses Kingston, Jamaica as its site of inquiry. 

If resilience is about adaptability and flexibility, then Jamaica is an important and 
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valuable place to question the politics of resilience and becoming resilient. As a former 

colony, Jamaica’s complex history reveals some important insights into the politics of 

resilience. It shows how resilience can antagonize, reclaim, revitalize, even create rather 

than simply conform to, hegemonic power and domination. There are no studies that look 

specifically as the use of resilience in Jamaica’s development plan nor its cultural policy. 

Chapter Three therefore offers a unique discursive analysis of the documents that 

significantly shape the direction and future development of the country.  

 Second, and relatedly, this dissertation takes a postcolonial cultural politics 

approach to understanding resilience. While I do use Marxist and Foucauldian theory 

(much like many other resilience scholars) to help elucidate my findings on resilience, the 

addition of postcolonial cultural politics pays attention to the specificity of colonial 

capitalist history that shapes the complex practices of resilience that often remain hidden 

in Marxian and Foucauldian analysis.  

 Third, this dissertation looks at a number of cultural productions and cultural 

practices in Jamaica as a way to understand how resilience is exercised. This approach is 

significantly different than most approaches to resilience which tend to focus on disaster 

management, climate change and urban surveillance. However, culture and resilience 

have, through development programs like those supported by the UN, been connected. 

For instance, UNDP (2014) claims that creative and cultural industries are a part of the 

“resilient economic sector that provides livelihood opportunities” (28) and will be key to 

the Sustainable Development Goals (SDG) one of which also includes “mak[ing] cities 

and human settlements inclusive, safe, resilient and sustainable” (ibid: 12-13). 

Additionally, UNESCO (2015c) claims that culture is necessary for resilience in various 
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capacities ranging from programs that fight gender-based violence to helping familial 

resilience via women’s craft industries (45, 65). In this dissertation, I look at how the 

politics of resilience is enacted, questioned or resisted in street dances in Kingston 

(Chapter Three), a drama practice at an NGO AGM (Chapter Four), and an activist space 

(Chapter Five). These events are not large-scale disaster preparedness or securitization 

programs. These are much smaller sometimes everyday and sometimes ephemeral 

practices and moments. Precisely for that reason, they illuminate the contradictions and 

possibilities of resilience in lived reality, in ordinary but poignant spaces of struggle.  

 In the introductory chapters (One and Two), I introduce resilience and situate the 

ways in which resilience and Kingston, Jamaica has historically been connected and then 

discuss contemporary notions of resilience and resilience projects, ranging from policy to 

NGO programs. I then outline the methodological approach this dissertation takes. The 

use of case studies is important when evaluating phenomena such as resilience because 

they offer multiple angles from which to view resilience. I use a multiple or collective 

case studies approach, as opposed to a single-case, because it permits to me uncover the 

“why” and “how” of resilience across a spectrum of practices (Yin 2002; Schwandt 

2007). If resilience must be thought of as both positive and negative even if 

contradictory, as Rogers (2015) and Grove and Adey (2015) argue, then it is necessary to 

use a methodological framework that allows me to see the multiplicity and contradictions 

within resilience. In being open to the multiplicities of resilience, the case studies in this 

dissertation show how resilience and resistance are not easily separated and often appear 

together at the same time. Further, sometimes resilience is so easily embraced because of 

its attachments to neoliberalism and yet, sometimes resilience is necessary to continue to 
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resist neoliberalism. Resilience it therefore much more ambiguous, slippery and messy. 

And it is from the ambiguity that resilience gains its political traction and power. 

Methodologically, this is best done by grounding resilience in context-specific cases that 

reveal ambiguous and contradictory results. 

 This dissertation used Marxian-Foucauldian theories through a postcolonial 

cultural politics (Li 1999, 2007; Mitchell 2002, 2008; Moore 1999) framework to analyze 

resilience discourse.  I use a Marxian framework, through the analysis of the logic of 

capitalism, neoliberalism and uneven capital accumulation, to assess responsibility and 

consequences for how resilience is operationalized in policy and programs. A Marxian 

framework looks to see how structural forces—like institutions and classes (social 

groups)—affect material conditions. It also reveals how resilience is used as a new 

avenue for investment in order to perpetuate, what Marx (1887/1977) called capitalism’s 

“elastic” (592) powers for generating surplus value for corporations, states and other 

global organizations. Marxian frameworks, through the analysis of the logic of 

capitalism, neoliberalism and uneven capital accumulation, are able to assess 

responsibility and consequences for various types of crises. It provides a lens for which to 

understand how problems are created as opposed to seeing problems as solely requiring 

modes of adaptation and adjustment. 

 I also use a Foucauldian lens because much of today’s resilience research 

concerns itself with new forms of neoliberal governmentality that arise in the form of 

resilience programs that attempt to mitigate disasters, particularly in urban settings. 

While I do not necessarily explicitly discuss Jamaican urbanity at great length, a 

Foucauldian lens allows me to discuss how new forms of security are created vis-à-vis 



 234 

cultural policy that attempts to harness street dances for state revenue. Securitization and 

surveillance in the context of street dances in Kingston, Jamaica is about what Foucault 

might call “the conduct of conduct” because laws and policies regarding these night time 

events shape how people act, move, behave, become exploited and or subject to 

discipline.  

 Finally, this Marxian-Foucauldian theoretical position is worked through a 

postcolonial cultural politics framework. While I looked at the exploitation that comes 

with the terrain of discourse of resilience such that it does appear as a discourse of 

control, my emphasis was not only to identify sites of exploitation in a discourse. Rather, 

my emphasis on the postcolonial cultural politics of resilience does not conceive of 

resilience discourse as “overdetermining the shape of politics” (Moore 1999: 673). 

Instead, this project’s discourse analysis is contingent on and grounded in the messy 

ethnographic, complex historical and spatial specificity of context and practice in order to 

show how “hegemony is a terrain of struggle” (Li 1999: 316). As such, discursive 

boundaries of resilience are reworked and contested. This approach provides context 

specificity that gives traction to the multiple practice of resilience that are obfuscated or 

co-opted when resilience becomes a universal or “principal true” everywhere (Mitchell 

2002). Using a postcolonial-Foucualdian critique of development discourse, Mitchell 

(2002) reveals that what is thought of as universal is very much a production of a number 

powerful forces (human and non-human) designed to conceal complexities, histories and 

specificity and transform them into a question of proper management of resources (226). 

Used in the context of Kingston, Jamaica, a cultural politics approach allows me to 

unpack the many contradictions at work in particular cases in Jamaica to show the 
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complexity of resilience—how people become resilient and what’s at stake—that does 

not take for granted the incredible number of actors that must work together to bring the 

politics of resilience, ambiguous as it is, in Jamaica into being.   

 Chapter Three, Four and Five are case studies. Chapter Three is divided into three 

sections and looks at how resilience’s double bind, a conceptualization of the afterlife of 

slavery from Saidiya Hartman (1997), manifests in Jamaican street dances. I look at how, 

during colonialism, resilience and resistance can occur at the same time, in the same 

place within the same bodies of the enslaved, revealing the contradictory nature of 

resilience. This contradiction appears in the street dances, where it is a site of immense 

resourcefulness, resilience, resistance and knowledge production. Strikingly the state’s 

attempt to harness dancehall and the people in the dancehall as resources for resilient and 

creative economy, through urban rezoning and shutting down downtown street dances, 

paradoxically undermines the capacities for some citizens to become and maintain their 

resilience. Yet, understanding dancehall performance as an epistemology reveals that 

even if the government succeeds in removing dances from the street, dancehall will 

remain resilient.  

 The fourth chapter looks at a third-sector organization and CSO in Kingston, 

WMW-Jamaica. According to Lester M. Salamon (2003) the third-sector is “the resilient 

sector” because of its ability to adapt to market-led approach as opposed to a collective 

welfare approach to social justice. This case study shows that CSO work and 

commitment to it can be read as part of a constellation of contradictory consequences of 

the neoliberal present, including resilience, empowerment and disappointment. Such 
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consequences suggest that there this as much struggle with the ongoing uneven neoliberal 

present as there is an embracing of it. 

 Chapter Five, the final case study, asks what alternatives to resilience or 

resistance might look like in practice. In this chapter I look at a small alternative activist 

space, SO((U))L HQ (HQ) that avoids the Non-profit Industrial Complex (NPIC) and 

uses cultural production to explore political alternatives in Jamaica. The HQ seeks to 

redress uneven access to resources by prioritizing its political project over the 

maintenance of a mainstream non-profit structure. However, resilience discourse is 

brought back into the fold of its activist work because it felt it was necessary to be 

resilient in order to remain resistant to the NPIC. This demonstrates that the complexity 

of resilience is something more than a scripted discourse set out by international 

organizations and the institutions they maintain.  

 All three case studies explore the politics of resilience and the politics of 

becoming resilient in Kingston, Jamaica. Each case study’s understanding of resilience is 

context-specific and reveals not just the ambiguous nature of resilience but its 

multiplicities. Understanding the multiplicities of resilience is integral to understanding 

how and why resilience is mobilized in both neoliberal discourse and discourses of 

resistance. Further, resilience’s ambiguity gives it traction in a variety of contexts that 

can be empowering and also extremely dangerous. By this I mean resilience can at once 

give you the strength to resist that which oppresses you and it can also be integral to that 

oppression. Resilience is continually caught in a double bind and in the context of 

post/colonial Jamaica it is important to unpack how resilience is instrumentalized and to 

what ends for its citizens. This is especially so in light of the immense pressures from 
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institutions like the World Bank, the IMF and the even the Jamaican state to become ever 

more resilient to neoliberal economic shocks. In these instances, resilience merely 

accepts economic crises as natural rather than understanding how to mitigate them. Yet, 

on the ground there is much struggle with becoming resilient and this is vital to 

understanding how people cope with these requests. Each case shows one instance of 

how cultural production and cultural practice illuminates the struggles with adaptation, 

neoliberalism and resistance. These struggles not only show the challenges individuals 

and organizations face but also become sites of possibilities, for performing resistance 

and for (re)imagining alterative futures.      

 There is much more work to be done in understanding how resilience works 

across space and time.  In particular, how it is being used by today’s dominant 

mainstream regimes? I will briefly discuss two areas of further research. First, in Jamaica, 

there is much more to be said about adaptation and resilience in light of Jamaican policy 

and, importantly, the consequential effects of such adaptation. For instance, it will be 

interesting to see how Kingston’s new zoning plan that removes a significant portion of 

informal dancehall labour from the city-centre affects the most vulnerable people in the 

city. Certainly, as a variety of dimensions of the case studies in this dissertation show, 

gender inextricably shapes Jamaican social reproduction and resilience. In future studies 

on resilience, gender could usefully feature as a significant frame of analysis. Moreover, 

how will organizations like WMW-Jamaica, charged with development goals, be able to 

help the country reach a developed state by 2030 when they must constantly adapt to 

neoliberal austerity? And, demanding that its citizens be at the mercy of the free market 

seems to suggest that Jamaica will adapt and entrepreneur its way to development. Who 
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will this demand affect the most? Kenyan tech investor and activist, Ory Okolloh, 

expressed concern in 2015 around the growing fetishization of entrepreneurship in Africa 

(Kuo 2016:np). There should be similar concerns expressed in Jamaica. Further, what 

kind of effects will future insecurity (either in the form of adaptation or entrepreneurship) 

have on the subjectivity of Jamaican citizens? This question is not necessarily exclusive 

to Jamaica, but given the history of slavery and the lack of subjectivity granted to a 

majority of its population, transforming postcolonial subaltern subjects into resilient 

neoliberal ones that must live a life of insecurity warrants greater attention. 

 While there is much to criticize in contemporary resilience discourse, more 

attention should be paid to understanding how resilience is questioned, used and felt in 

different contexts. As I have shown, resilience is not entirely co-opted by hegemonic 

regimes that bear down on the vulnerable and are often contested within spaces of 

cultural production.  But where else is this happening? For instance, the recently released 

Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada’s report, Honouring the Truth, 

Reconciling for the Future, has collected testimony from residential school survivors. 

Much of the report makes reference to resilience as a form of survival, struggle and 

resistance to residential schools. As well, as part of the government’s initiative to 

recognize reconciliation, Métis artist Christi Belcourt was commissioned to design a 

stained glass window for the Parliament buildings. Titled Giniigaaniimenaaning or 

Looking Ahead, the piece “depicts the history of the residential schools, the cultural 

resilience of Aboriginal peoples, and hope for the future” (TRC 2015: 287). These 

instances complicated how resilience is understood because resilience and resistance 

cannot be seen as separate. In the case of Belcourt’s work, it depicts resilience as part of 
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the how to reimagine or “hope” for a (different) future. There is much more to be said in 

regard to resilience and its contested meanings.  These are research topics and causes 

worth pursuing.  
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