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ABSTRACT 

 
This ethnographic study examines the relationships between cultural commodities 

and identity formation in a Jamaican rural locale.  This study represents 24 months of 

participant observation, participant interviews and artifact analysis in St. Thomas, 

Jamaica. This study provides analytic descriptions of how identity development is 

experienced by youth in St. Thomas during the era of Gaza vs. Gully. Chapter one 

outlines the statement of the problem and the research questions. Chapter two frames the 

literature and theoretical frameworks utilized in the study. The methodology of the study 

and the case for the utilization of ethnography is explained in Chapter three. The social, 

cultural, and political context of St. Thomas as well as the Gaza vs. Gully era is discussed 

in Chapter four along with the introduction of the four main participants of the study. 

Chapter five utilizes examples and experiences from the lives of the four main 

participants to analyze the features of identity development in this specific “time and 

space”. Conclusions about and implications of the data from the participant observation 

presented will continue to be addressed in Chapter six. The study’s findings should 

interest anthropologists focused on popular culture, globalization, and development as 

well as educational researchers who seek to understand the role cultural commodities 

play in identity formation and the conceptualization of youth cultures. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

 
Globalization must never be read as a simple process of cultural  
homogenization; it is always an articulation of the local, of the specific 
and the global. Therefore, there will always be specificities – of voices, 
of positioning, of identity, of cultural traditions, of histories, and these 
are the conditions of enunciation which enable us to speak. (Hall, 1996, 407) 

 

 

Illustration 1. Sting Stageshow, Powell, 2008 

Introducing the Gaza vs. Gully Era 

 
 Everything that I had read prior to moving to Jamaica to begin my fieldwork 

prepared me for the ways in which Jamaican society was splintered. People and 

communities literally painted their homes the color of their political party and as such 

painted a dividing line between the Jamaica Labour Party and the Peoples National Party. 

This identification continued from generation to generation. Jamaica was fragmented 
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along class lines between the urban and rural poor and those “uptowners” that ruled 

industry and government. The island was also fractured geographically with anyone not 

from Kingston deemed to be from the country, uneducated, unsophisticated, and 

unimportant. I read about one town (Kingston) and one country (the rest of the island) 

and how the two had always been fragmented. What I was not prepared for was a new 

type of divide, which was conceived from the principle of dichotomy in Jamaican society 

while simultaneously breaking it down. The old communities of political party, class, and 

location were being overtaken by one’s allegiance to either Gaza or Gully.  I quickly had 

to find out more. I started listening to the music, reading the newspaper, asking all of the 

people around me “What is Gaza?” or “What is Gully?” At the same time, I started to 

explore blogs and videos on the internet to help me understand the magnitude of the era. 

What everyone kept directing me to was an underground video that was made at a stage 

show (outdoor concert) in late 2008 where Gaza’s Vybz Kartel and Gully’s Mavado 

engaged in the most explosive lyrical, musical, and physical feud in the history of 

Jamaican dancehall.   

Gaza refers to a swath of the working-class town of Portmore, home of Vybz 

Kartel, the man that has maintained the title of the island's most popular dancehall artist 

since 2008. Gully signifies the poor Kingston neighborhood located along a stretch of 

gully known as Cassava Piece where fellow dancehall star Mavado was born. Initially, 

the two were musical teammates, protégés of the artist Bounty Killer, but since 2006 

they've engaged in near-constant lyrical warfare. As musical journalist Baz Dreisinger 

wrote, “In track after X-rated track, Kartel has called Mavado a pseudo-gangsta, dubbing 

him "Mafraudo" and claiming to have had sex with his mother. Mavado retorted that 
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Kartel was, among many other things, a "battyman" (a gay slur, in a country that takes 

such accusations very seriously), a skin-bleacher, and an atheist” (2010, 1). I was 

beginning my fieldwork shortly after the feud had come to a major head at the Sting 

stageshow. At this stageshow showdown, the two stood face to face before a rowdy 

crowd—Kartel decked out in full army gear, Mavado sporting a Lone Ranger–style black 

mask—and engaged in a heated clash, hurling insults at each other as Kartel carted out a 

coffin, inscribed with "R.I.P. Mavado". The crowd was enraged, excited and enthralled. 

The DVD video of the show had circulated the island, the Caribbean, New York, Miami 

and London selling at around $1.00 per piece before the end of the day. My participants 

in St. Thomas recalled experiencing the showdown as if they were there. “Me nah lie, 

Kartel tun soldja that nite” (I am not lying, Kartel became a soldier that night) one young 

girl told me as if she had seen it with her own eyes.  Sting was and remains one of the 

most important and expensive dancehall events of the year which makes it very difficult 

to secure attendance for those without some sort of financial or personal connection. 

Geographically and economically attending this seminal stage show was out of reach for 

all of my participants and most of the population of St. Thomas, yet the event is 

commonly recalled as if one was there in person. This event and the ways in which it is 

discussed and remembered frames the ideal of the imagined communities of Gaza and 

Gully.   

This was the impetus of the era of the feud as well as my beginning of 

understanding how salient it felt in people’s lives and identities. Jamaican people, home 

and abroad alike, were no longer ‘reping’ (representing) their political party or color, 

their Parish, their social status (uptown vs. downtown) their color (browning vs. black). 
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They were ‘reping’ their association with Gaza or Gully. Almost entirely the first 

utterances I heard during my initial six months engaging in participant observation 

throughout the community were “Gaza me seh” (Gaza I say) or “Gully fi life, Gullyside” 

(Gully for life, Gullyside) directly followed by the question, “What do you seh?” As 

much as everyone was driven to make their identification known to me, they wanted to 

know mine in return. Dreisinger highlights what I was experiencing, “After this show—at 

which fights were said to have broken out between fans, who still argue passionately 

about whether Mavado or Kartel was the victor—the feud intensified to the point where 

much of the dancehall community, along with legions of fans, were compelled to decide: 

Are you with Gaza or Gully?” (2).  

For many literary commentators and journalists in Jamaica at the time of the feud, 

the conversation focused on violence and the history of rivalry in Jamaican society. 

Jamaican print and television journalist and author Ian Boyne’s comments during the 

feud era represent how issues of violence became the general media’s central focus. 

Boyne writes,  

Vybz Kartel (Gaza) and Mavado (Gully) - are shooting, stabbing up and beating 
one another - not metaphorically or lyrically, but literally, physically, actually. 
Now the fans themselves can't go into certain dancehalls and have the pleasure - 
and the freedom - to hear the two reigning kings of badmanism and gangsterism 
played without threats to their own personal security. What a life! If your car is 
even passing one of these sessions and you don't happen to know whether it is 
Gaza or Gully territory, you are in danger. You don't even have the right to play 
the opposing gangster in your own car or SUV. What a life! Schoolchildren are 
having fights over Gaza and Gully, not over who is taking away whose girlfriend 
or boyfriend. (2009, 2)  
 
While issues related to violence have come up in this study, the majority of the 

focus remains on the identity development that coincided with the Gaza vs. Gully feud. 

This study stands behind authors like Carolyn Cooper, Jamaica’s foremost scholar and 
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social commentator on all things dancehall, to recognize the saliency of the era. Cooper 

writes,  

Dancehall culture gets lots of press only when it's something negative. If it's not 
the 'filthy' sexual lyrics, it's the deadly gun talk. Or it's the quarter-naked women. 
Or it's the clashing. Very rarely do we acknowledge the powerful role 
of dancehall music as serious social commentary. 'Gaza' and 'Gully' are now part 
of the everyday language of Jamaican culture. It's like Jamaica Labour Party and 
People's National Party. We're so accustomed to the tribalisation of politics that 
we carry the either/or mentality even into entertainment” (2009, 2).  

 

It is that pervasive either/or mentality within commodification and identity development 

that I aimed to explore in the lives of four young people, Gavin, Deborah, Vivine and 

Maga Man, through this project.   

Jamaica has long had a history of utilizing musicians to identify social allegiance. 

The government promoted Bob Marley’s message of peace and love to calm social 

response to political and financial corruption in the 1980s. However two popular culture 

artists have never affected the society at large in such an all-encompassing way as Vybz 

Kartel and Mavado did during the era of the Gaza vs. Gully feud.  The Gaza vs. Gully 

feud that took place in Jamaica during the time of this ethnography was more than just a 

matter of different people liking different musical artists--it was the cultural lifeblood of 

the community. Beyond social, financial, political, and local constructions, one’s 

affiliation to Gaza or Gully became how people identified themselves through the 

construction of cultural commodities. The reality of the overwhelming prominence of the 

Gaza vs. Gully feud drove me to recognize the complexity of the social environment at 

the time of this project. I was unable to disconnect identity development among youth in 

the Parish of St. Thomas, where I undertook my study (and the whole of Jamaica 

additionally) within the era of Gaza vs. Gully. Identity, consumption and “crew” 
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affiliation became undeniably linked and lead me to recognize how special this “time and 

space” was.  

This ethnographic study examines the relationships between cultural commodities 

and identity formation in a Jamaican rural locale.  Such research aims to illuminate three 

gaps in anthropological and educational research that require continued ethnographic 

exploration. These gaps, explained in detail throughout this chapter, represent issues 

pertaining to: 1.understanding the nuanced both/and reality of identity formation in the 

era of late globalization; 2.recognizing the saliency of popular cultural commodities; and 

3.reconceptualizing how we define urban locations, especially in the wake of the 

recognition of the power of the “global city” (Sassen, 2001).  Through participant 

observation, formal and informal interviews, and “following” the creation of popular 

cultural commodities, I describe what these relationships look like in such a unique 

setting. The study’s findings should interest anthropologists focused on popular culture, 

globalization, and development as well as educational researchers who seek to understand 

the role cultural commodities play in identity formation and the conceptualization of 

youth cultures. 

Statement of the Problem  

 
Localizing strategies of culture, community, and region employed through notions 

of identity theory that allow researchers to investigate identity development as a 

collective activity among certain groups of youth disregard much of the reality and 

information that is highlighted and revealed through the cultural dimension of 

globalization. When we try to understand a problem based within a defined locale the 

importance and reality of transnational cultural formations and hybridized “diasporic” 
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communities becomes hidden. Anthony Giddens states, “We live in a world of 

transformations, affecting almost every aspect of what we do. For better or worse, we are 

being propelled into a global order that not one fully understands, but which is making its 

effects felt upon all of us. Globalization may not be a particularly attractive or elegant 

word, but absolutely no one who wants to understand our prospects can ignore it” 

(Giddens, 2002, 7).  The borders and margins of educational environments have become 

new spaces for cultural negotiation that contribute to the creation of a new zone of 

identity formation.  This zone is where assumptions are being explored, images are being 

problematized, and spaces, groups, and histories are intersecting.  These margins are what 

I see as the identity development core.  As developed in chapter two, investigations into 

the reality of youth identity development in a post-colonial setting must be centered on a 

theoretical framework that acknowledges how time-space compression and globalization 

intersect with identity development.  Negotiating and understanding one’s identity is a 

central feature to the development of adolescence and early adulthood, yet many 

psychological theories and concepts are culturally constructed in a singular sense.  

Ethnographic focus needs to be allowed to begin to better understand the unique multi-

layered dynamic of adolescents in a post-colonial, global setting.   

Many psychologists, sociologists, and anthropologists have attempted to examine 

the identity development of black youth (Pedraza, 2006; Phinney, et al, 2006) yet they 

have failed to incorporate the recognition of the power of cultural politics and state 

policies.  This failure limits their analysis to a single layered focus. Although many 

scholars have created a clear and concise outline of the effects of historical circumstance 

and its importance in understanding issues of identity, they tend to ignore the macro 
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influences of globalization that lead to the creation of these often inequitable and 

destructive policies.  Here lies the first area of significance that this study will address: 

the ways in which identity literature ignores some of the realities of black youth who live 

in one third world location, yet participate in multiple global communities 

simultaneously. This study adds to the body of knowledge by investigating how both the 

local and global work in developing personal senses of identity.  What results from a 

glimpse into the existing literature on identity development in this context is the 

realization that most investigations have limited their analysis to a singular understanding 

of the present.  Investigations into the reality of youth identity development in a post-

colonial setting must be centered on a theoretical framework that acknowledges how 

time-space compression and globalization intersect with identity development.  

Negotiating and understanding one’s identity is a central feature to the development of 

adolescence and early adulthood, yet many psychological theories and concepts are 

culturally constructed in a singular sense.  As the research will demonstrate, scholarship 

needs to incorporate a detailed examination of the processes that have created our modern 

world system, produced the reality of black identity in a global arena, and challenged the 

definitions of black identity in the African diaspora.  It is with this theoretical 

incorporation that I can begin to give a voice to Jamaican youth that are, indeed, 

members of the global black community.  Identity development constructions based in 

theoretical frameworks that deny the realities of localized policies don’t provide an 

adequate framework for the examination of youth of color, living in a developing nation, 

interacting with other nations, being identified as “poor black youth.”   
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As Jamaica continues to participate on the world stage and Jamaican youth 

continue to navigate the global social and cultural arena through the creation, 

manipulation, and privileging of cultural commodities and identities there arises an 

insightful and intellectually significant community that represents the reality of identity 

development negotiation in a global arena of unquestioned engagement of national 

policies on culture and identity. By including the framework of the “imagined 

community” (Anderson, 1983) and investigating the lives of Jamaican youth in a 

multiplicity of places and arenas, this study works to close the gap left by traditional 

ethnographic accounts of youth identity formation.  

The aim of this project has been to learn from some of the limitations of earlier 

works and to draw upon contemporary theoretical principles that would more adequately 

position the realities of the youth being researched.  By recognizing that identity 

formation does not simply exist alone in a deserted space, but instead is heavily 

influenced by the realities of the web of globalization research can more richly connect 

the local happenings to the web of global influence that affect culture, power, and 

identity.   

 Reconnecting culture, power and identity in the era of globalization through an 

ethnographic account of Jamaican youth identity formation will rest heavily on the 

dynamics of Foucault’s idea of popular culture as a site or location for identity formation 

(1972).  Post-colonial cultural production is indeed self-conscious and categories of 

identity (race, gender, sexual orientation, class, etc.) are not essential pre-conditioned 

traits. Commodity identification, thus, offers a multiplicity of cultural meanings that 

allow youth to situate themselves within their own reality. As commodities become 
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popularized and then mediated, through a global arena, for a specific post-colonial locale, 

consumption becomes a tool through which people define themselves and their world. In 

the case of Jamaican youth, they choose to perform within a hybridized global style, yet 

they continue to reflect upon and draw reference to their own history through their own 

unique popular cultural creations, commodities and ideas.  These realities become 

apparent through rich ethnographic data and the salient positioning of theoretical 

frameworks that incorporate culture, power, and identity within the modern era of 

globalization. 

Purpose of the Study and Research Questions 

 
The primary goal of this ethnographic study has been to understand the 

relationship between youth identity formation and the popular cultural commodities that 

drive it. In this case, that commodity became the Gaza vs. Gully feud. The multiple levels 

at which this was examined (both locally and globally) will allow this project to address 

some of the interconnections that past research fails to adequately take up.  This inquiry 

will be guided by the following research questions: 

1. What are the relationships between youth identity and commodities? 

2. What commodities are youth using to develop their identity? 

3. How does one’s relationship with their Gaza or Gully community affect their 

use of specific commodities in identity development? 

Significance of the Study 

 

 While there is a significant body of ethnographic research that highlights the 

importance of understanding consumption of cultural commodities and how objects are 
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imbued with meanings as well as how social relationships are shaped by engaging with 

commodities, there exists a definite lacuna of ethnographic attention to the aspects of the 

production of cultural commodities (Cooper, 2004; Dolby, 2001; Hansen, 2000). Initially, 

I proposed that this project would give equal importance to the life of the commodity 

prior to its engagement with the subject. This ethnographic priority would have allowed 

me to investigate the entire life-span of the commodity incorporating issues of idea, 

aesthetics, hybridity, and mimesis into the analysis. Yet when I arrived in my community 

of study and began to unpack the extent that the Gaza vs. Gulley feud had on the identity 

formation of the young people--both participating in the project and in the community 

and country as a whole--the idea of following the production of the commodity took a 

back seat to understanding what Gaza and Gulley were and how their existence in the 

popular cultural domain were influencing the way youth identity development was 

happening.  

 
Even though the study was not as I envisioned, I do assert that I did focus on both 

production and consumption in this project. I investigated the production of Gaza and 

Gully but not necessarily the physical commodities. In this project the commodities that I 

focus on are badges and bullets: buttons, pendants, belt buckles, tattoos, anything created 

and bought to reflect Gaza and Gully allegiances. For the purposes of this project any 

commodity can represent a cultural commodity through the ways in which they are used, 

deconstructed, changed, worn, thought about, and/or lived. Much like the way in which 

Dick Hebdige (1979) wrote about the safety pin in his exploration of the punk subculture 

in 1970’s London, the commodities of bullets and badges in this project move from 

ordinary to cultural items. Hebdige wrote, “We are intrigued by the most mundane 
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objects – a safety pin, a pointed shoe, a motor cycle – which, none the less take on a 

symbolic dimension, becoming a form of stigma, tokens of a self-imposed exile” (3). In 

many ways, this project grew out of Hebdige’s assertions that commodity identification 

offers a multiplicity of cultural meanings that allow youth to situate themselves within 

their own reality.  

As commodities become popularized and then mediated, through a global arena, 

for a specific post-colonial locale, consumption becomes a tool through which people 

define themselves and their world. This project elaborates the relationships between 

production and consumption and the implications of these relationships for the ways in 

which commodities get taken up. Though there have been attempts to get at the aspects of 

production of cultural commodities and even the production of identity (Davila, 2001), 

the relationship between production and consumption remains anemic. In this wake, this 

research reincorporates the importance of the production of cultural commodities by 

paying special attention to the relationships on the production side of the equation (how 

Gaza and Gully were created). Doing so allows this project to not only fully attend to the 

complex interactions of the production and consumption of cultural commodities, but 

also to fully attend to the complex interactions between production and consumption 

along the commodity chain.  Through the careful examination of both production and 

consumption, the articulation and re-articulation of the relationships between 

commodities and identity formation can be expanded. 

Theoretical and Conceptual Framework 

 
The following theoretical conceptions guided the proposal of this research project, yet 

the framework that ultimately constructed the analysis was determined from the field and 
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beyond.  This project reconstructs the dynamics of how commodities speak of the 

experiences of youth identity. How are Jamaican youth constructing an identity that both 

places them as members of their own communities and creates them as part of the larger 

global black population? How can local and global commodities be utilized 

simultaneously to create an identity that both privileges the experiences of the locale and 

responds to the growing realities of the global world?  The theoretical and conceptual 

frameworks of this project can be outlined in two distinct areas: Grounded theory (Glaser 

and Strauss, 1967) and critical anthropology (Gupta and Ferguson, 1997).  

Though grounded theory originally emerged as a reaction to functionalism, it remains 

an indispensable approach to the thinking, writing and doing of this ethnographic project. 

As a qualitative research methodology grounded theory emphasizes the generation of 

theory from data in the process of conducting research (Glaser and Strauss, 1967). Here 

the first step is data collection, this then becomes the locus from which the theory comes 

forth; theory in this frame is inductive rather than deductive. In this respect, theory cannot 

serve as a placeholder as data collection takes center stage. For this project the data 

collected has guided me to useful theory from which to understand and analyze (in 

Chapters five and six). 

According to grounded theory coded concepts and categories will generate theory in 

what is known as reverse engineered hypotheses. This process allows for active 

theoretical memoing alongside data collection, whereby grappling with theory is part of 

the data collecting process. Indeed in this framework everything seen, heard, observed, 

and felt is potentially meaningful data. The analysis of this project is aimed at being 

theoretically rich. This theoretical analysis began in the field and continued on as rich and 
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vivid data were collected, analyzed and then positioned to make a theoretical claim that 

fits. The theoretical and conceptual ideas critically engaged in the following literature 

chapter serve as the basis for my theorization.  This theoretical analysis continues in 

chapters five and six.  

 Ultimately, grounded theory was utilized for this project in a modified approach. 

The inductive characteristic of grounded theory was indeed utilized in the ethnographic 

experiences of the project, yet the theoretical work of Giddens was drawn upon in the 

analysis phase of the project. Relaying on the work of Giddens in analysis and 

understanding of the data creates a departure from the foundational principles of 

grounded theory, yet the essence in the ethnographic investigation remains. The study 

included the principles of coding, memoing and theorizing from the collected qualitative 

data, yet it departs from true grounded theory in its integration, utilization and refinement 

of Giddens’ theories. To have holistically adhered to grounded theory the study would 

have needed to emerge with a new theoretical landscape. I believe this will happen as I 

utilize the data from the project in further instances, yet for the purposes of this analysis 

the theory of Giddens is incorporated. 

Critical anthropology was a shift in the ways in which anthropology 

conceptualized the very domain of its own expertise, culture. Lila Abu Lughod argues in 

Writing Against Culture (1991) for the importance of ethnographies of the particular.  

She, like many in the moment of Writing Culture (Clifford & Marcus, 1986), was 

critiquing essentializing assumptions about the boundedness and discreteness of culture. 

Given that culture was “shadowed by coherence, timelessness, and discreteness” which 

allowed it to serve as the “prime anthropological tool for making ‘other’”, it was now 
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anthropology’s turn to write against the very boundedness and discreteness it formerly 

sought to establish (Abu-Lughod 1991:147). In a similar vein, Gupta and Ferguson 

(1997) call for a critical anthropology that cannot be constrained or confined, by the 

conventional methodology of participant observation if it ever is to make sense of 

transnational processes and institutions. Furthermore they argue that we need new 

ethnographic methods:  

Such an anthropology cannot confine itself to the conventional ethnographic method 
of participant observation, as it comes to grips with transnational institutions and 
processes, with such ‘placeless’ phenomena as the mass media, with displaced people 
such as refugees and immigrants, with regional or spatial identities, and with self-
reflexive concerns and questions. But neither can it afford to give up anthropology’s 
traditional attention to the close observation of particular lives in particular places. It 
is not necessary to choose between an unreconstructed commitment to traditional 
fieldwork, on the one hand, and more macroscopic or textual approaches, on the 
other. Creatively eclectic methodological strategies can allow anthropological tools 
originally developed for the study of ‘local communities’ to contribute to projects 
critically interrogating the very meaning of ‘locality’ and ‘community’. (26) 

 
Critical anthropology maintains in its focus the ideal to promote strong theoretical 

development while considering culture, power and place as mutually constitutive. 

Culture, in this respect, never stands alone and cannot be adequately theorized apart from 

its relationship to both power and place. In order to critically interrogate the very 

meaning and construction of “locality” and “community” for this project, I remained 

eminently concerned with the ways in which the consumption and identity development 

are implicated in these processes. The very recognition of locality and community as 

processes, not bounded or statically tied to culture, is a rich conceptual framework from 

which to enter this project. It underlines the deeply imbricated processes of globalization, 

identity formation, and commodities. This project combined both the call for new 

methods of ethnography, by careful attention to consumption and identity development in 
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changing times, as well as filling in the gaps of ethnographic examples in its theoretical 

and methodological framework. The theoretical and conceptual ideas critically engaged 

in the following literature chapter position my work as well.  
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CHAPTER 2  

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE  

 

 This section serves as a preliminary literature review for this study. The literature 

related to this study encompasses Jamaican cultural history, the imagined community, the 

global city, and anthropology of development and globalization, and Caribbean dancehall 

culture and identity.  Dancehall is a genre of Jamaican popular music that originated in 

the late 1970s. Dancehall started in Jamaica with local popular artists’ music being 

played on local sound systems. It then grew into digital dancehall, sometimes referred to 

as ragga in the 1980s with the use of digital rhythm technology. This digital sound 

captivated youth throughout Jamaica and emerged in the international music scene in the 

early 1990s. In the early 2000s dancehall saw even bigger success in the local and 

international markets with the mainstream success of artists such as Rihanna, Elephant 

Man, and Sean Paul as well as the US production of beats and rhythms through the VP 

Records label located in Queens, New York.  The section on Caribbean dancehall culture 

gives us some grounding as to the theoretical analysis, breadth, and impact of dancehall 

and the Gaza vs. Gully feud. First, I will review Jamaican cultural history in order to give 

the reader a working knowledge of the cultural landscape this project investigates. 

Jamaican Cultural History 

 
In the following paragraphs I am not just working to describe Jamaican cultural 

history, but to contest prevailing notions of creole cultural hegemony and position 

dancehall, and thus the Gaza vs. Gully feud, as part of a cultural politics of resistance on 

the part of marginalized poor, and black people in Jamaica.   
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The native population of the island of Jamaica are referred to as either the 

Arawaks or the Tainos (Monteith & Richards, 2001; Roberts, 2008). Prior to European 

colonization, it is believed that the Tainos lead a quiet and peaceful life dominated by 

agriculture and community until they were enslaved and almost entirely killed off by the 

Spanish after Christopher Columbus “discovered” the island in 1942. It is generally 

believed that almost all of the native population was extinct by the early 1600’s.    The 

island of Jamaica was formerly a Spanish possession known as Santiago; it later became 

the British West Indies colony of Jamaica. Independence came to the nation on August 6, 

1962 after a long gradual transition that started in the 1940’s and was negotiated through 

political, financial, ideological and physical means.  Since independence the nation has 

maintained a curious relationship with its former colonizer that has resulted in the 

creation and progression of many cultural, economic, and political relationships.  

Jamaica is the third most populous Anglophone country in North America, after 

the United States and Canada, positioning it as a “would be” site of powerful 

development.  Since independence the Jamaican state policy has promoted and 

maintained what Thomas (2004) terms a national “creole cultural hegemony”, meaning 

that they have promoted an ideal of cultural diversity that privileges and denies many of 

the characteristics and experiences of the poor, rural and black community. I am utilizing 

the term black in the way that it is spoken about in the popular Jamaican vernacular. It is 

used to characterize those with darker skin, similarly to the principles of colorism, rather 

than to describe an entire racial category. In this context being black, having a darker 

complexion, is thought of as being of a lower position or of less importance.  This policy 

has been disseminated though a variety of informal national regulations and programs 
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ranging from the role of education to the promotion of the economic ideology of 

capitalism. This “creole cultural hegemony” challenged notions of racial categorization in 

order to promote Jamaica as a “nation of one”, a place where different cultural traditions, 

different racial and ethnic backgrounds, different religious and spiritual ideologies could 

live together in modern nationhood. This multicultural hegemony was indeed packed 

with the dynamics of relationships of power and proved to exclude the real identity of 

much of the Jamaican populace, especially the poor and black.  

Out of the informal, yet salient, regulations of multiculturalism grew various 

cultural challenges to the state-prescribed creole cultural hegemony.  The Rasta (or 

Rastafarian) movement was the first to challenge the hegemony by promoting an African-

centered identity based within a specific religious context. Rastas were derived from 

Rastafarianism or Ethiopianism; religious movements started in east Africa that believed 

Haile Selassie was the reincarnation of Jah (God). Rastas emerged in Jamaican in the 

1930s among the poor black population and continued to gain influence as a reactive 

identity based in Afrocentric social and political beliefs (Chevannes 1994, 1995; Thomas, 

2004). This homogeneous promotion of culture- and race-specific identity remained 

squarely in opposition to the prescribed creolism.  Following Rastafarianism, the Rudie 

identity resisted creolism, as poor black youths incorporated the aesthetics of American 

gangsters in the 1960s. This gave rise to a stylistic culture of street and gang violence that 

was then positioned in terms of delinquency by the Jamaican government.  Today, Rudie 

culture circulates throughout the Caribbean by black youth who follow the latest trends or 

fashions in black American or global hip hop culture. Dancehall culture became the next 

identity of resistance created by the popular music developed in the late 1970s. This 
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musical style was very different than the roots reggae promoted by the government as the 

“sounds of the island”. Instead of being based in natural acoustics, it is fast, largely 

synthesized and overtly sexual, proving it to be a big departure from reggae. As DJs from 

the poor black communities sang, toasted, and rapped over raw danceable music, this new 

musical phenomenon quickly grew from local to global, essentially influencing the 

creation of the hip hop music genre in the United Kingdom and the United States. 

Dancehall showed the world all of the overtly ethnic, sexual and fundamentally black 

Jamaican characteristics that the state had been working to eliminate. The government 

began to realize that informal policies might not be enough to drive Jamaican cultural 

identity in the direction they felt was right (Hope, 2006; Thomas, 2004, 2011). Thomas’s 

work builds socially off of the work of the political analysis of Novella and Nelson Keith 

(1992). Their analysis of the origins and demise or democratic socialism in Jamaica 

firmly locate how principles of the capitalism became the driving force for Jamaica’s 

social, political and economic development.   

These cultural challenges to the “creole cultural hegemony” were supported by 

race-conscious socialism and Black Nationalism. Race-conscious socialism lead by the 

growing collective of Jamaican Marxist thinkers did not capture state power but proved 

to be exceedingly influential in creating a dialogue in the academic domain as well as the 

popular arena. Most remarkably the various race-conscious groups (Abeng Newspaper 

group, Unemployed Workers Council, Young Socialist League, New World Group) 

excelled with three major accomplishments: changing the terms of the political debate; 

directly influencing PNP policy in the 1970s by influencing Michael Manley and 

participating as party organizers; and proving to be the intellectual forerunners to the 
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Caribbean dependency school (Obika, 1991). Black Nationalism, promoted by the 

teachings of Marcus Garvey, opposed the prescribed multiculturalism by advocating for a 

racial definition of black national identity. Both race-conscious socialism and Black 

Nationalism proved to be able to penetrate the informal cultural policies in ways that 

went beyond the popular cultural arena and began to promote actual political resistance to 

the exclusionary policies of the Jamaican state (Keith & Keith, 1992).  

In 2006 the Jamaican government decided to finally make its informal cultural 

policies formalized with the writing of the National Cultural Policy of Jamaica. The 

policy was both a reaction to the cultural challenges to the informally prescribed “creole 

cultural hegemony” as well as a formalized attempt by the Jamaican government to 

follow the new world pattern of developing nations attempting to gain more profit and 

power through the legitimization of utilizing culture as a tool in development.  The 

National Cultural Policy Jamaica was formulated in the late 1990s. A draft was 

distributed in 2003 and it was officially enacted in early 2006 (Jamaican Ministry of 

Education, Youth & Culture, 2007).   

The context of the policy makes various claims to the “period of enslavement and 

colonialism” in an effort to construct the need for formalized cultural policy as a weapon 

against the continuing oppression limiting the post-colonial world. The policy goes so far 

as to position itself as seeking to “continue this trend of ‘reverse colonization’ of our 

people, through strategies for positioning our cultural products, like our people, in the 

global markets for the world , to national economic, social and cultural advantage” 

(Jamaican Ministry of Education, Youth & Culture, 2006, 8). This policy continues to 

incorporate post-colonial slogans of “reverse colonialism,” yet simultaneously it creates a 
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new system of marginalization within its own borders by privileging certain cultural 

identities and excluding others and maintains that Jamaica’s relationship with the rest of 

the world should be advanced through the positioning of certain cultural products that 

promote watered-down European style aesthetics.  In contextualizing the purpose of the 

policy it states: 

This expression must take into consideration the reality of low self esteem and 
inferiority that have affected the thinking of our people over the aforementioned 
period of enslavement and colonialism, especially of the vast majority of the 
population of African descent. Yet, amid all this, there has been an assertiveness 
as our people have registered throughout our history great resilience and 
affirmation of our identity and being. The expression must also reflect on the 
inflated, even destructive air of superiority or distorted sense of being by certain 
sections of our population, also as a result of slavery and colonialism (Jamaican 
Ministry of Education, Youth & Culture, 2006, 2). 
 

This positioning takes the form of a disclaimer by allowing the national culture to 

exclude some styles or aesthetics that the government feels have been “inflated, even 

destructive.” As the policy goes on to privilege certain cultural expressions (reggae, 

certain forms of poetry, specific sports and athletes, the Spanish language) and exclude 

other more racially or ethically driven expressions (rap and dancehall, Rasta, styles 

grown out of street culture, modern art and poetry, sexualized dance and fashion), the 

government seems to excuse itself from including the cultural desires of the entire 

population by constructing them as negative outcomes of the colonial era and 

imagination. The excluded cultural expressions are not validated as genuine and 

authentic, but rather are contextualized as being born out of a “distorted sense” (Thomas, 

2004). This area of non-validation proves to be the place in which most cultural 

commodities are becoming most popular, especially among the youth community. 

Cultural identity expressions born out of otherwise disregarded ideas and aesthetics such 
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as violence, sex, race-consciousness, and urban affiliation remain excluded by national 

policies, yet continually grow in popularity. This dichotomy drives this ethnographic 

investigation in an effort to understand what is being left out of the policy and why.  

 The policy is theoretically based in allowing Jamaica to “fulfill its potential and 

become the Cultural Superstate it is obviously capable of being” (Jamaican Ministry of 

Education, Youth & Culture, 2006, 3). Yet it essentially constructs a national cultural 

identity as key to the nation’s continuation of internal and external development, stating, 

“Jamaica must actively pursue within its cultural policy not only the promotion of 

cultural diversity as an important element of its national identity but the use of the 

diversity as the basis for all its programmes and activities concerned with the 

development of its cultural industries” (4).  Although this sentiment may seemingly 

reflect a positive atmosphere of multicultural inclusion, this project explores how the 

policy may promote multiculturalism to the detriment of anyone who performs an 

identity outside of the prescribed “norms.” The programmatic piece then further 

marginalizes community members outside the prescribed multicultural identity cohort by 

limiting their access to programs and activities, one of which is expressly education. This 

policy that starts out as a promotion of a “national identity” in order to create further 

development, essentially hinders development of the community at large by leaving many 

unable to access important governmental programs, leaving them to remain in an 

inequitable powerless position of inferiority. Effectively the policy does the exact 

opposite of what it sets out to do; the “reverse colonization” becomes an internalized 

colonization that punishes poor black youth through restriction of participation in the 

educational system based on their unapproved cultural preferences.  
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 The policy remains centered around “being concerned about the type of person we 

seek to shape through our culture, education, and social systems” (Jamaican Ministry of 

Education, Youth & Culture, 2006, 5) by specifically outlining its aims: 

a. articulate a clear vision of the place of culture in national life, the importance of 
cultural expression and diversity as essential elements of cultural development 
and the overall objective which the proposed cultural actions are intended to 
achieve. 
 
b. give an indication of the plans, programmes and strategies that will be 
implemented to achieve the set goals. 
 
c. make provisions to ensure the full participation of communities in cultural 
expression and cultural development. 
 
d. outline strategies for the building of cultural infrastructure and for enabling 
cultural institutions to manage cultural development. 
 
e. outline plans for the promotion of arts and letters, the preservation of cultural 
heritage, the stimulation of artistic and intellectual creativity, the enhancement of 
cultural education and museum development. 
 
f. establish links between cultural policy and policies related to entertainment, 
education, science and technology, intellectual property rights, industrial 
development, environmental protection, and tourism product enhancement. 
 
g. indicate Government’s intentions regarding the documentation and recording of 
cultural trends, the collection of oral traditions, the development of cultural 
centres and spaces for cultural and artistic expression at the level of communities, 
and the promotion of culture industries and entrepreneurship. 
 
h. declare Government’s commitment to providing facilities for on-going cultural 
research and the training of cultural practitioners. 
 
i. identify sources for funding cultural development. 
 

 While these aims are seemingly equitable and inclusive of the community as a 

whole, it is the way in which these policies and programs are being administered that lead 

to the exclusion of certain sectors of the population. Additionally, these policies remain 

cloaked in rhetoric that claims to be working for the good of the entire nation. Jamaica is 
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not the only place these exclusionary cultural practices have taken form in national 

policy. This trend of creating formalized governmental national cultural policies has 

grown throughout the developing world in the last fifteen years as the United Nations 

Education, Scientific, and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) international development 

guidelines have promoted this type of policy as part of a multidimensional development 

program unique to culturally rich developing nations, that is, nations that possess specific 

musical styles and traditions and have multiple world heritage sites (Ruigrok, 2006).     

 Culture and place may not always be naturalized and combined, but rhetoric, 

poetics, and politics all combine in a performance to create an image articulated by local 

citizens.  In the case of Jamaica the representation being created is an image of globalized 

identity viewed though a local, social lens, yet the policies being created fail to allow for 

this multi-dimensional understanding of cultural identity. They promote multiculturalism 

in a salient position, yet the policy defines Jamaican multiculturalism through a narrow 

lens that leads to cultural exclusivity and ultimately results in the abuse of state power.  

Nadine Dolby states the process well when she remarks that “identity can be understood 

as a constant process of formation and change that occurs within a global/local matrix, 

and that is formed by and expresses structures of power (2001, 13).” As Dolby points out 

this power is expressed structurally throughout the creation, manipulation, and 

maintenance of certain policies and directives, yet it also has powerful implications in the 

personal lives of marginalized Jamaican citizens, especially in terms of educational 

attainment for youth.    

Reaction to the National Cultural Policy of Jamaica seems to represent a variety 

of viewpoints. It is important to point out that it was very difficult for me to find reactions 
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from the population that I felt were most affected by the culturally alienating structures 

put in place by the policy: the poor black youth. The reactions I could ascertain were all 

in written format either through newspapers, magazines, journals or the internet. This 

limitation to my research results in an analysis that is skewed towards members of the 

powerful class to begin with; even so I was able to find much discontent and critique of 

both the policy itself as well as the idea behind constructing national culture through 

political means.  

The importance of investigating this policy reflects the importance of 

understanding how culture, power, and identity intersect to reach both into the lives of 

young people and beyond into the construction of ideologies and principles that further 

marginalize them. Exploring and understanding the notion of how identity is “policed” 

maintains saliency within postmodern society as complex principles of culture, power, 

and identity are negotiated and developed.  As scholarship critiques traditional diaspora 

discourse and its reliance on essentialism, new diaspora theory attempts to reflect the 

complexity of the relationship between globalization and the nation-state, as well as its 

impact on diasporic paradigms.  Outdated localizing strategies of culture, power, and 

identity employed within the discourse have obscured legitimate research into the notion 

and reality of how identity is created, privileged, and maintained.   

A powerful way to further and more vividly reflect on the real power located 

within these policies is to engage in an ethnographic research project to investigate how 

these policies and the way by which youth participate with them truly influences their 

lives. Harvey writes, "If space, as Foucault would have it, is always a container of social 

power, then the reorganization of space is always a reorganization of the framework 
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through which social power is expressed (1989, 255).” Therefore any effort to enact 

power, even if it is just symbolically through the creation of a certain identity, requires a 

spatial strategy to do so.  In the case of examining and analyzing issues pertaining to how 

cultural identity is controlled by policy, the framework with which we understand 

identity development must recognize how social power becomes reorganized as people 

move throughout the global world (both literally and imagined) with their own 

constructions of cultural identity.  

Jamaican Youth as Imagined Community 

 
The imagined community is a concept coined by Benedict Anderson (1983) 

which states that a nation is a community socially constructed or imagined by the people 

who perceive themselves as part of that group. Nationality and nation are cultural 

artifacts, “to understand them properly we need to consider carefully how they have come 

into historical being, in what ways their meanings have changed over time, and why, 

today, they command such profound emotional legitimacy” (Anderson, 1983, 4).  This 

theoretical concept pushes the community of Jamaican youth into the realm of the 

imagined, allowing citizens to participate within the boundaries of the community even if 

they do not fit into the racial, national, generational, or location boundaries of the actual 

community.  Essentially, nationality has become modular, made up of separate modules 

that can be rearranged, replaced, or interchanged easily, can be transplanted (with varying 

degrees of self-consciousness), can merge with different political principles and 

ideologies, and maintain deep personal attachments. All of the attributes given by 

Anderson to the new construction of nationality can be understood as I begin to look at 

the community of Jamaican youth: it is no longer bounded, but imagined.   
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Anderson’s definition of the nation as “an imagined political community – and 

imagined as both inherently limited and sovereign” (Anderson, 1983, 6). The nation is 

imagined because all members don’t know each other but “in the mind of each lives the 

image of their communion” (6); the imagined national community is limited because it is 

smaller than all mankind and sovereign because of its inception in a historical context 

prizing state’s self-determination.  Utilizing this definition allows for the open yet limited 

construction of Jamaican youth as a category for research and interpretation that 

acknowledges the salient role of globalization both politically and culturally. 

The Global City 3.0 

 

 This project contributes to a reconceptualization of urban spaces and “global 

cities” (Sassen, 2001).  This study interrogates the relationship between the urban and 

rural, in order to understand how the rural facilitates the making of the urban. 

Accordingly, this research contributes to a rethinking of global cities by questioning the 

criteria by which a “global city” is defined. In the Jamaican context this will be examined 

thorough the lens of the “town/country” false dichotomy. The preeminent scholar on 

global cities, Saskia Sassen (2001), recognizes that in her work she fails to focus on 

power. It is important here to acknowledge that Sassen’s work in the field of 

globalization maintains importance and saliency and was not focused on power. Her 

careful and rigorous analysis of modern understandings of the urban and state empowered 

me to push my project into the realm of ethnographic exploration. Sassen laid the 

theoretical framework for unpacking what globalization means and how it transforms 

people’s everyday lives. In doing so she forecloses the possibility of examining the 

relations of power that exist between the urban and rural and how that shapes both the 
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production and consumption of commodities. Moreover though the concerns and 

consequences of the relationship between the national and the urban are explored she 

does not look at how the political and economic conditions and impacts that changes have 

on locations outside the urban and the relationship between the rural and the nation, and 

the global remain untheorized.  While she recognizes the relationship between city and 

nation, she leaves out any analysis of those places not deemed “urban”, which are 

undoubtedly implicated in the political dimensions and economic changes of cities.  

Sassen’s concept of the global assembly line explores the core at the expense of 

exploring the periphery, even within the same nation (Sassen, 2001). Thus an exploration 

of that which lies outside the urban reemphasizes the relationship between production and 

consumption in ways that are overlooked by a singular focus on the core. This project 

illuminates the relationships between “global cities” and rural spaces, and how 

commodities, their meanings and values, move between them and participate within both 

of them simultaneously. In this sense rural places such as St. Thomas are implicated in 

the production of Kingston as a global city as they make the very condition of urban 

possible. Too often scholarship will consider the city within its official geographical 

limits, but this research will call that decision into question. Retracing the contours and 

limits of the urban or the “global city” will allow us to understand St. Thomas as directly 

implicated in the cultural production in Kingston, as well as the relationships of power 

that exist between them, and other global cities like London and New York. St. Thomas, 

then, is eminently part of the global stage and all the interactions and circulations of 

commodities that are attributable to processes of production, consumption, exchange, 

value, and identity formation.   
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Anthropology of Development and Globalization 

 

The Anthropology of Development and Globalization is a new intellectual hybrid 

that looks at an adventurous combination of culture, economy, discourse, power, 

institutions, and history. Incorporating theoretical works from authors such as Jonathan 

Friedman (1991, 1994), Saskia Sassen (2001, 2007, 2012), Jean and John Comaroff 

(2000), Daniel Miller (1995), and James Ferguson (2006), this sub-discipline imagines 

new paths to investigate issues pertaining to economic organization, aesthetics, and forms 

of social creativity in an era where globalization and development are happening 

simultaneously (Edelman and Haugerud, 2006). One of the main theoretical frameworks 

of this sub-discipline is the idea that globalization’s effects are not uniformly negative; 

rather they can be double-edged, thus providing the backdrop for the necessity of 

nuanced theory and ethnography.  

Daniel Miller outlines the development of this theoretical framework by arguing 

that culture has become increasingly a process of consumption of global forms. 

Anthropology has always been interested in describing and understanding the 

abstractions and reflexivity of modern life. Yet in the contemporary intersection of 

processes of globalization and development all subjects view themselves in relationship 

to the modern. Consumption then becomes defined as not simply rooted in economics but 

pertaining to the philosophical consumer, the idea that a subject possesses consciousness 

that one is living through objects and images not of one’s own creation (1995). While 

consumption potentially creates rapture, goods and images are consumed to feel a sense 

of modernity (rapture) sometimes even unconsciously. Miller feels anthropology cannot 

treat the cultural world as though it were a series of isolated historical trajectories leading 
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to current diversity which leads him to focus on the saliency of posteriori difference 

(different regional reactions to global institutions, differential consumption, religious to 

modern institutions)  rather than priori difference (different from original histories and 

traditional influences).  

 Two other contributors to the sub-discipline, Akhil Gupta and James Ferguson 

(1997) explore fundamental anthropological methodological values as they promote the 

saliency of experience ‘in the field’ to determine whether work will be accepted into the 

discipline.  They continue by examining the true meaning and understanding of ‘the field’ 

and how it functions within academic practices.  Gupta and Ferguson historicize how the 

field has been constructed and constituted throughout anthropology, and then address the 

consequences of the master narrative professionally and intellectually.  “We propose a 

reformulation of the anthropological fieldwork tradition that would decenter and 

defetishize the concept of ‘the field’, while developing methodological and 

epistemological strategies that foreground questions of location, intervention, and the 

construction of situated knowledges” (1997, 5).  Gupta and Ferguson maintain the 

centrality of ‘the field’ in anthropological tradition, yet they provide prescriptions for the 

recreation of the fieldwork tradition that they argue will more holistically incorporate the 

changing world. 

Lastly, Michael Kearney (1995) utilizes literature on migration studies within 

Anthropology of Development and Globalization to examine methodological responses 

to anthropological studies that cannot be defined through traditional local contexts and 

influences.  Due to issues promoted through globalization and transnationalism, processes 

are now transcending places, thus anthropology must respond with newly inclusive 
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methodological shifts.  Kearney explores the “intensification of world-wide social 

relations which link distant localities” through and overlapping relationship of 

globalization and transnationalism that conceptualize migration and identity (548).   

Kearney evaluates the global sociology of knowledge and its impact on theories of 

anthropology, most importantly the movement toward global theory.     

Global Youth Identity Development 

 
Understanding the literature that addresses identity development for youth in the 

era of globalization highlights the ongoing debates of recent research, practice and policy 

about the impact of globalization on young people and their identity. Current research 

(Bourn, 2008; Dolby & Rizvi, 2008) and policy coming from the education community 

acknowledges the importance in understanding how young people engage with issues 

concerning the global world while simultaneously developing their personal identity.  

The literature highlights how youth are most directly affected by globalization, thus 

making it central to understanding identity development for youth on a global stage. 

Youth are indeed experiencing globalization on an everyday basis through friendship 

groups, usage of the internet and social networking, employment patterns, the 

transnational lives of their parents and families, and wider cultural influences on their 

lifestyles (Burbules & Torres, 2000; Edwards and Usher, 2008).   

Richard Kahn and Douglas Kellner (2003) highlight how identity development 

must be re-conceptualized for global youth by addressing the false binary of either/or that 

was so salient in pre-globalization literature.  Kahn and Kellner write, “Many people 

these days operate with binary concepts of the global and the local, and promote one or 

the other side of the equation as the solution to the world's problems. For globalists, 
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globalization is the solution, and underdevelopment, backwardness and provincialism are 

the problem. For localists, globalization is the problem and localization is the solution. 

But, less simplistically, it is the mix that matters, and whether global or local solutions 

are most fitting depends on the conditions in the distinctive context that one is addressing 

and the particular solutions and policies being proposed” (303). It is precisely this “new 

mix” that needed to be understood in attempting to research the complex identity 

development of global youth.  

Bourn (2008) highlights the three new themes to youth global identity that were 

recognized by policymakers in the UK in recognition of the changing landscape of 

identity development: super diversity, multiple identities, and trans-nationalism. Super 

diversity is the idea that people are now coming and going from all over the word and not 

just traveling and relocating to and from places with historical links.  The notion of 

multiple identities highlights the acknowledgement of the simultaneous saliency of 

various domains such as race, class, gender, color, generation. Trans-nationalism shows 

us how localities and personal identities can be affected by events, factors, popular 

culture from other parts of the world. The recognition of these “new” characteristics by 

United Kingdom educational policymakers, may seem unimportant and a bit late, yet it 

identifies how scholarship and theory on global youth identity development is indeed 

taking shape and needs to be critically engaged through ethnographic research with actual 

global youth.  
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Caribbean Dancehall Culture 

 
 Understating the literature on dancehall culture brings us first and foremost to the 

work of Carolyn Cooper (1995, 2004). She was the first scholar to take up the 

dance/music/style as a subject of valuable intellectual exploration. Prior to her work, in 

relationship to the above section on Jamaican cultural history, it was too dangerous for a 

scholar to lead with dancehall as an acceptable subject of inquiry. Even though the music, 

parties, style and dances were dominating the popular cultural scene throughout the 

region, its relationship with the poor, black, criminal and disenfranchised made it an 

unacceptable topic. Carolyn Cooper single handedly changed that. Cooper’s 

transformative study on dancehall culture claims “a privileged space for the local” and 

asserts the “authority of native as speaking subject”, even when the subject matter is 

social and ethically complicated. This was a change in the way dancehall was understood, 

transforming from a top-down analysis to welcoming voice and positionality from 

dancehall’s creators and participants.  

 A student of Cooper’s, Donna Hope (2006) elaborates on the social, cultural and 

historical influences and experiences of dancehall culture. Dancehall developed in the 

1980s out of earlier musical forms like Nyambinghi, Mento, Ska and Reggae. Computers, 

access to the internet, and the net neutrality that came with globalization changed the way 

music was made, distributed and enjoyed. Meanwhile popular music shifted from live 

reggae bands to dancehall artists “dejaaying on synthesized riddims”. Dancehall refers to 

a musical genre, an actual place, and a community/movement. The dancehall as place is 

where music is played, developed, manipulated, danced to, enjoyed, and performed in 

multiple and sometimes simultaneous ways by its participants.  
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 The enjoyment of dance and performance dates back to the cultural history of the 

entire afro-Caribbean region. A small group of scholars date dancehall back to the period 

of slavery in the Caribbean (Stanley-Niaah 2010; Stolzoff 2000), yet that phenomenon is 

mostly dispelled as being too deterministic in its analysis (Cooper 1995, 2004; Hope 

2006). It is agreed though that dancehall has been a part of Jamaica since before the 

country gained independence (August 6, 1962), and has developed alongside the 

independent Jamaican nation out of resistance to oppression. 

Dancehall is about the excitement (Bullet, Bullet!!) around the latest music, 

fashion, dances, artists, and expressions. Many scholars argue that Jamaica’s capital city 

Kingston is the place where this excitement is created through a concentration of 

dancehall actors such as dancers, artists, producers, promoters, and sound systems within 

a limited geographical space. Yet in the analysis of this project I argue that this belief is 

both false and limits the genuine understanding of dancehall as a greater form of popular 

culture and youth identity expression.  

  The Gaza vs. Gully era of dancehall that is explored in this project is one that is 

socially controversial and is met with both opposition and support by Jamaicans and 

other members of the global community. This project echoes the sentiments of Donna 

Hope in recognizing how the “dancehall generation” as a unit of study can allow for a 

better understanding of the experiences of Jamaican youth. This project aims to 

contribute to a “growing body of work that moves away from the demonizing, 

infantilizing and romanticizing that has characterized earlier debates in dancehall” (Hope, 

2006, 19).  
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Conceptualizing Resistance 

 
It is important to highlight that the concept of resistance both in the above 

reviewed literature and in the analysis of this project can be understood in a variety of 

ways. For Thomas, Hope, and Cooper resistance is defined by the various cultural actions 

and movements that take place throughout Jamaica in opposition to the national cultural 

hegemony. Dancehall and Rastafarianism as movements are both defined as resistance by 

the authors, yet this definition is not necessarily shared by other Jamaican scholars and 

researchers. For Keith and Keith (1992) resistance is defined through a social and 

political lens. They address resistance by focusing on what they call ‘the role of 

movements and ideologies from below’ working in resistance to ‘state-directed change’. 

For the analysis of this project, both of the aforementioned understandings of resistance 

create the foundation of the way in which I am framing the concept.  I am following in 

the path of ethnographic explorations of youth, such as the work by Dimitriadis (2009) to 

understand the complex dynamic of resistance with regard to youth in multiple aspects of 

popular culture. Resistance can be a way to struggle against reproduction (Giroux, 1992), 

and/or it can be a personal challenge to one’s own community or familial hegemonies.  
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CHAPTER 3 

RESEARCH METHODS 

 
A methodologically diverse terrain, tenuously drawn together by a reliance on the 
hermeneutic interpretative process. There are the more familiar, although often 
marginalized methods associated with ethnography (such as the in depth interview 
and participant observation). But increasingly qualitative research includes 
discursive and representational analyses. (Jacobs, 1993, 827)  

 

Introduction 

 
This chapter outlines the methodology utilized in this study by recognizing the 

theoretical contributions of ethnography. I also provide explanation of how ethnographic 

data were collected and evaluated. I am utilizing the anthropological tradition to frame 

my utilization of and engagement in the ethnographic method in order to identify 

behaviors associated with identity formation in a normative setting. 

Scope/Bounds of the Study 

 
For purposes of this study I stayed within the theoretical boundaries of cultural 

anthropology by utilizing traditional ethnographic methods, relying heavily on personal 

interview and participant observation of various daily rituals and cultural events. As 

identity is researched through a number of different scholarly disciplines, oftentimes the 

nuances and realities of the ways in which identities have relationships in society are 

overlooked or deemphasized. By following the guidelines of cultural anthropology, this 

study was able to adequately investigate the relationships between culture, power, place, 

and history in understanding how identity is formulated and changes. Ethnography itself 

was relied on to not only capture the realities of everyday life, but to truly break down the 

barriers of assumption, hypotheses and bias. Following in the footsteps of the most 

salient of all cultural anthropologists, Margaret Mead, I value how ethnography has stood 
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the test of time.   “The method of approach is based upon the assumption that a detailed 

intensive investigation will be of more value than a more diffused and general study 

based upon a less accurate knowledge of a greater number of individuals” (Mead, 1973, 

179).   

The framework of ethnography offered several advantages in answering my 

research questions: What is the relationship between youth identity and commodities? 

What commodities are youth using to develop their identity? Why are they choosing 

those specific commodities? How are they choosing those specific commodities? What is 

the commodity’s link to the local culture, history, and economy? What is the 

commodity’s link to the global culture, history and economy? By utilizing ethnography I 

was able break down the whole of identity formation into the recognition of small social 

interactions and behaviors that ultimately lead to creation of personal or cultural identity. 

While a quantitative paradigm would limit me to measuring whether or not something 

occurred, following the guidelines of an ethnographic paradigm allowed me to expand 

my focus to address how and why a phenomenon was occurring..  

By engaging in a 24 month ethnographic field study, I was able to gain insight 

organically into what may otherwise be a complicated social phenomenon (Creswell, 

2003).  The ethnographic method of allowing each subject to direct their own 

participation and information works as a check and balance system to make sure the 

questions are being driven directly from the situation and not from the bias of the 

researcher. Essentially, working ethnographically allowed me to highlight the salient 

information through the eyes of the subject, not in accordance with any predetermined 

agenda or direction.  
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Another advantage ethnography provided was the use of multiple interactive 

methods of data collection that offer different lenses through which to observe, gather 

and interpret data (Creswell, 2003, 2005). As I drew out the experiences and ideals of the 

participants my engagement was continually in flux in order to redefine and reframe the 

phenomena and the perspective of the participants. Through my participant observation, 

my daily field notes worked to substantiate process and/or eliminate certain questions and 

analysis while simultaneously reconfiguring new ones.   

Within the qualitative research paradigm, ethnography offers the strategy that 

allows researchers to observe the shared culture of individuals within a group in a setting 

that is natural to them (Creswell, 2003). Creswell identifies several characteristics to 

define a culture-sharing group. The group must have at least two members, but can be 

quite large. The group meetings must occur over a long period of time and provide a 

regular opportunity for members to interact. The group must be representative of a larger 

group and have adopted shared behaviors, beliefs and norms. The shared culture enables 

the researcher to contextualize the interpretation of the data to respond to the realities of 

that culture that the researcher encounters in the field setting (Creswell, 2003).  

The culture being observed in this study was a community of older youth (18-25) 

in a rural Jamaican locale.  While researching what cultural commodities have the most 

impact on identity formation among older youth in St. Thomas, Jamaica, I initially 

envisioned including in the study cultural commodities such as music, literature, fashion, 

films, television, and food. However the emphasis changed once I returned to St. Thomas 

and realized the saliency of the Gaza vs. Gully feud on the lives of my potential 

participants.   
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In recognizing the research qualities of rigor, relevance and responsiveness, it is 

of upmost importance to provide the reader with a comprehensive description of how the 

design and timeline of this study came to be. Although the vision remains the same, there 

was a different version of the study initially than the one that is described in this chapter, 

as a result of significant changes to the popular social arena and the saliency with which 

the Gaza vs. Gully feud echoed in the lives of the study participants at this specific place 

and time. 

Pilot Study  

 
 I originally engaged in a pilot study of the environment and participants during 

the summer of 2008. At this point I was not necessarily thinking of doing this project in 

Jamaica, but was considering a country in West Africa. I travelled to Jamaica to work as 

a teaching assistant on an American university study abroad program and was struck by 

the potential for a vivid and engaging ethnography. Jamaica embodied many of the post-

colonial dynamics of creolism, dynamic interaction with globalization, local meaning-

making and self –reflection that I was looking for in a location of study. The very clear 

rural/urban false dichotomy was also apparent both locally and by the larger Jamaican 

political dynamics of the privileging of Kingston (the capital) in concentration and 

exploration. During this pilot phase I began to gather data relating the importance of 

certain cultural commodities in the relationship to identity development. Watching how 

bags, belt buckles, badges, and bullets were used, displayed and manipulated led me to 

develop a set of research questions that revolved around both the production and 

consumption side of the commodities. This proposed research of the production side was 

a gap that I saw in the identity development literature and one that I planned to peruse. 



 

 41

These questions changed when I returned to do the bulk of my research in the era of Gaza 

vs. Gully.  

Change in Concentration 

 
 Due to the overwhelmingly popular phenomenon that was the Gaza vs. Gully feud 

at the time of the data gathering phase of the research project, the scope of the 

ethnography shifted from following the production and consumption of various cultural 

commodities to focusing on the commodification of Gaza or Gully by four main 

participants and their families. When I initially started my participant observation and 

asked individuals questions about the importance, worth, community, and identity of 

different commodities, all answers pointed in the direction of their allegiance to either 

Gaza or Gully. This went well beyond the prescribed dancehall boundaries, into people’s 

homes, community centers such as churches and schools, and even in their jobs and 

workspaces. I was increasingly becoming aware that I had happened upon an extremely 

unusual and rare time and place in the Jamaican popular consciousness where allegiance, 

identity, understanding were all coming from one singular phenomenon: the Gaza vs. 

Gully feud.    

 Written about daily in all Jamaican newspapers including the national newspaper 

of record, the Gleaner, the phenomenon could not be escaped: “The words are quickly 

becoming the most prominent graffiti across the island. ‘Gaza’ and ‘Gully’ can be seen 

scribbled almost everywhere. In most garrisons they are as common as the Jamaica 

Labour Party (JLP) and the People’s National Party (PNP) signs” (McLean & Flynn, 

2009). The terms Gaza and Gully were on the tips of everyone’s tongues, from the 

politicians to the teachers. The feud was even utilized in most Sunday sermons drawing 
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comparison and being held up in orations of condemnation. Following the highly 

publicized lyrical clash between Adidja ‘Vybz Kartel’ Palmer (Gaza) and David 

‘Mavado’ Brooks (Gully) at the Sting concert in December of 2008, “a clannish divide” 

was created as fans latched onto their favorite artist and pledged allegiance with their 

identity. This phenomenon could not be overlooked or ignored; it became, through the 

framework of grounded theory, the only subjective direction that I could choose to go in, 

and thus the concentration changed.      

 The primary purpose of the study has been to begin understand the relationship 

between cultural commodities and identity formation among Jamaican youth in a 

“country” setting. Among its citizens, Jamaica is considered to be an island made up of 

many “country” locales and one “town” location. “He has gone to town” is the 

conventional description of a friend or family member visiting Kingston, whether it be 

from 15 miles away to buy that day’s groceries or from 8 hours away to look for work. 

As Kingston or “town” remains the understood epicenter of culture, politics, 

consumption, and production, the remainder of the island often gets ignored by 

researchers, thus missing the possible significance the relationship between “town” and 

“country” might contribute.  St. Thomas Parish, the location of the specific “country” 

setting looms even more distinctively outside of the typical Jamaican landscape because 

of its mountainous location, overwhelming homogeneity, lack of development, and the 

absence of any typical tourism-related industries. This study utilized qualitative methods 

in a variety of anthropological ways, ranging from traditional participant observation to 

multi-sited “following of the item” (Marcus, 1995).  
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 The following research questions frame this research study:    

• What are the relationships between youth identity and commodities? 

 

• What commodities are youth using to develop their identity? 

 

• How does one’s relationship with their Gaza or Gully community affect their use 

of specific commodities in identity development? 

Project Timeline 

 
The study was conducted in three parts starting in May of 2008 and concluding in 

May of 2011. The initial part was the Pilot Study that took place from May – July 2008. 

The second part, Phase 1 of the ethnography, took place from May – August 2009. The 

third part, Phase II of the ethnography, took place from August 2009 – May 2011. 

Analysis and writing continued intermittently from the end of the ethnographic phase 

through 2015.  

 

Sampling and Procedure 

 
 The selection of the setting and participants for this research is based upon 

purposeful sampling.  The ethnography was conducted in various places throughout St. 

Thomas Parish.  After the initial few months of my participant observation, I came to 

choose four young people to be the main participants of this study. The relationships 

developed both naturally and with purpose. I spent a few months meeting as many people 

as I could and participating in as many private and public outings as I was invited to or 

could invite myself to. I traveled throughout St. Thomas learning about the different 

areas: the small seaside towns; the capital where everyone went to the bank, to get 

groceries, and to go the market; the hillside towns that survived on subsistence farming 
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and small ganga trade; and the larger communities that were closest to Kingston where 

armed police and members of the national army frequented the small dusty streets 

looking for fugitives on the run. I went to people’s homes, schools, work places, 

wherever they would allow me. I went to the stageshows, school carnivals, health fairs, 

agricultural trainings. I walked the road (main street) in the evening hours with the other 

young people looking forward to what the night had to offer. Together with my 

participants, I helped to watch sisters and brothers, traveled the island for pleasure and 

purpose, spent an enormous amount of time in taxis and on buses, attended almost all 

sporting events, and participated in preparation and eating of meals. I took fieldnotes, did 

both formal and informal interviews, gathered artifacts by reading the daily newspapers 

and watching the daily news programs. Above all else, I watched and listened. I 

immersed myself in Gaza and Gully. I learned the popular songs, and developed 

favorites. I engaged in discourse on the pros and cons, the good and the bad.  

  The four main participants in the study Gavin, Vivine, Deborah and Maga Man 

(pseudonyms) lived in or had family in St. Thomas. Both Gavin and Deborah spent time 

outside of St. Thomas during the study: Gavin as a farmworker in Canada and Deborah as 

a student at the University of the West Indies Mona campus in Kingston.  The 

participants were young men and women ages 18 to 23.  The main participants were 

individuals solicited for participation in Phase II of the project after I had met them and 

their families and was able to be sure that they would allow me to spend time with them 

and participate in some of their daily activates. They were also selected in an effort to 

represent a purposeful range of realities. They represent multiple genders, ages, locations 

throughout the Parish, economic status, educational attainment, and affiliation with Gaza 
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or Gully. I ended up choosing these four main participants not only to try and capture a 

range of the realities of youth in St. Thomas, but also because of the access that they and 

their families offered me. I didn’t want to re-represent the traditionally and popularly held 

beliefs about people from St. Thomas and black youth in general. I wanted the lives of 

my participants to be able to highlight the multiplicity of identity and reality in the global 

era. I was introduced to both Vivine and Maga Man quickly in Phase I of the project 

because I had met them during my pilot project and I was living in the same small 

neighborhood as them at the beginning of the project. It took a few more months for me 

to develop a strong relationship with Deborah and Gavin. By the time Phase II started in 

August of 2009, I had met and determined who the four main participants would be, and I 

really put the opportunity for an ongoing relationship in their hands. I continued to 

cultivate these relationships with the participants and their families working to gain 

access and trust throughout the entirety of the project. Relationships and willingness were 

continually evaluated, discussed and re-defined.   The four main participants are 

introduced more fully in chapter four. Both phases of the study allowed for both 

structured and unstructured relationship building. The perspectives and meaning helped 

by community members were upheld as valid and important.  

Phase I: Unstructured Community-based Participant Observation (4 

months) 

 
 At this early stage of the project a large sample of participants who either lived, 

worked, and/or went to school in the aforementioned locale were observed and 

participated in semi-structured interviews in order to meet two main research goals. The 

first goal of this stage was to determine the various commodities that would become the 
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central units of analysis. In engaging in participant-observation throughout different 

locations in the area (grocery store, school yards, neighborhood hangouts, etc.) it was 

expected that various commodities would “show themselves” as being the most 

influential and popular at this specific moment. The plan was that once saturation had 

taken place, three specific commodities would be chosen as the “key commodities” that 

would determine how Phase II would operate. The second goal of this phase was to begin 

to make connections with a variety of participants that may be open and available to 

become main participants as the project moved forward. With this goal in mind I 

purposefully narrowed down my field by accounting for a variety of life experiences and 

limitations in availability or eagerness. This first phase took four months, and then the 

second phase changed a bit in relation to the overwhelming influence of the Gaza vs. 

Gully feud that has been introduced in chapter one.   

Phase II: Intimate Participant Observation (20 Months) 

 
 Phase two originally consisted of two data collecting strategies happening 

simultaneously. Part A of this phase consisted of highly focused participant observation 

with four key participants. This phase also included multiple semi-structured and 

structured interviews with the participants and their family members, friends, teachers, 

and employers. The key participants were purposively selected based on the 

characteristics of their daily lives as well as their relationships to the Gaza vs. Gully feud.  

Part B of this phase was the idea of following the ideals of multi-sited 

ethnography highlighted by George Marcus (1995). This mode of constructing the multi-

sited space of research involves tracing the circulation through different contexts of a 

manifestly material object of study, such as commodities, gifts, money, works of art, and 
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intellectual property. This is perhaps the most common approach to the ethnographic 

study of process in the capitalist work system. George E. Marcus explores the adaptation 

of traditional modes of ethnographic practices as he relates the emergence of multi-sited 

ethnography within the cultural anthropology field.  Marcus feels that in response to 

characteristics of cultural globalization, ethnographic studies pertaining to identity 

formation must be located both within their local specificity and as actors on a global 

stage of cultural influence, adaptation, acculturation, and production.  He writes, 

“Ethnography moves from its conventional single-site location, contextualized by macro-

constructions of a larger social order, to multiple sites of observation and participation 

that cross-cut dichotomies such as the ‘local’ and the ‘global’, the ‘lifeworld’ and the 

‘system’” (Marcus, 1995, 95). Processes of identity formation must be considered in 

relation to the impact of global cultural citizenship.  As identity formation is examined, 

new theories of nationhood, global community, citizenship, communication, and 

generational activism maintain centrality within the emerging local constituencies of 

identity.  In understanding the cultural process of identity formation, various influences 

brought upon by the emergence of cultural globalization are determinant of one’s 

relationship to the local community, the nation-state, and the world. Indeed, this 

technique is at the heart of Wallerstein’s (1991) method for fine-grained study of process 

in the world system: 

The concept of commodity chain is central to our understanding of the processes 
of the capitalist world-economy…Take any consumable product, say clothing. It 
is manufactured. The manufacturing process minimally involves material inputs, 
machinery, and labor. Material inputs are either manufactured or produced in 
some way. Machinery is manufactured. And labor must be recruited either locally 
or by immigration, and must be fed…We may continue to trace each box further 
back in terms of its material inputs, machinery, land, labor. The totality 
constitutes a commodity chain. (4) 
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Wallerstein’s commodity chain is hardly laid out with specifically ethnographic 

sensibility, but it is clearly a blueprint appropriate for multi-sited research. 

In anthropology, Mintz’s cultural historiography of sugar (1985) is an exemplar of 

the “follow the thing” technique, but also within a conventional political economy 

framework that depends on a master historical narrative of the workings of colonialism 

and capitalism. However, the most important and influential statement of this technique 

for multi-sited research on the circulation of things is Appadurai’s introduction to his 

collection, The Social Life of Things (1986).  

While Phase II part B did take place in looking at the commodities of Bullets and 

Badges, the essential idea to work backwards from the point where the relationship 

between the commodity and the subject was revealed did not go as planned. Following 

the item in this phase took on less movement than expected as I was only able to follow 

the local commodity chain that led to the eventual interaction between the commodity 

and the subject. It is in this phase that I wanted to address issues such as: production, 

consumption, re-production, second hand purchasing, informal markets, mimesis, and 

other phenomena associated with popular commodities, yet it became more a focus of 

how the commodities were being utilized at the current moment in the development of 

identity and allegiance. Both parts of Phase II were conducted at the same time, 

informing and driving one another. They comprised the bulk of the ethnographic research 

and lasted approximately one year. 

Method in the Field 

 
 The process of ‘making friends’ or gaining trust took a few months and did not 
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really materialize until two distinctive things happened. First was, something that both 

Gavin and Vivine revealed to me later, the recognition on behalf of the participants that I 

was not going to repeat anything they said to the greater community. Issues of gossip and 

stigma delve deep throughout the community and the idea that I was not betraying their 

trust in any way took some significant time and building of trust to develop.   

Second, was when I began to open up as to my Gaza and Gully preferences. This 

was something that I hesitated about for quite some time and did not begin to genuinely 

open up about with my participants until about six months into the fieldwork. They kept 

asking me “Wha you seh” (What do you say) almost daily. Then they would ask me 

about music that I liked, who was better looking, and what button/badge/pendant I 

wanted to wear. It got to the point where the question of my affiliation to Gaza or Gully 

became more important than the questions I was asking them.  

At the same time I was presenting about my project in a yearlong speaker series at 

the University of the West Indies on qualitative research being done throughout the 

island. After presenting to about 100 graduate students they all asked me the same 

question, but in this case it came with judgement. They were the future scholars of 

Jamaica, all “uptown” kids, from Kingston and the surrounding suburbs. Children of 

financial and color privilege that did not think a study about Gaza and Gully had any 

place in academia. They were indeed fans of Gaza or Gully, and identified as having 

allegiance to one or the other, yet they failed to grasp the intellectual importance of the 

era.  

The woman who was conducting the series, Moji Anderson, an anthropologist and 

professor at the University of the West Indies (UWI) Mona campus, asked me why I was 
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so hesitant to talk about my preferences. It was then that I realized that the insincerity that 

I felt from the UWI students who were deeming my study not worthwhile while 

simultaneously, privately, identifying with the feud. I needed to identify with my 

participants to show that this was not just something for them to hold as important. It was 

not just important for the marginalized, poor, or rural. I could engage in negotiating this 

identity as well. At no point in the study did I fully commit to either Gaza or Gully 

allegiance, yet I did discuss preference to certain songs, lyrics, rhythms, groups, etc.  

The data represented in this study are based on participant observation for 

approximately five days a week in St. Thomas from 2008-2010. I attended school, 

community, and family functions days, nights, and weekends including: dances, 

stageshows, plays, community trainings and meetings, parties, government/judicial 

meetings, church services, funerals, weddings, classes, study groups, sports events, social 

events with participants and families. I also spent time participating in more informal 

activities such as: shopping, going out to eat, hanging out, going to the beach, and 

countless hours traveling in taxis and buses. I established strong relationships with 

several participants and communicated with them by phone, text, and WhatsApp during 

the study and beyond.  Fieldnotes were recorded and written on a daily basis.  

Thirty seven taped interviews were conducted mostly with the four main 

participants. The interviews were semi-structured with a changing and flexible interview 

protocol that developed as the research moved along. The interviews were generally short 

and followed up with through casual conversation at a different time. Throughout the 

study, I also conducted informal, mostly untapped interviews with participants and their 

friends and family members. I had numerous informal conversations with family 
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members, community members, teachers, taxi drivers, and higglers (women and men 

who sell on the street).  

 

Research Site – St. Thomas, Jamaica 

 

 
 
Illustration 2. Map of Jamaica 
 
  This research took place in the “country” setting of St. Thomas Parish, Jamaica. 

Saint Thomas is a rural parish that is situated at the south eastern end of Jamaica, in the 

county of Surrey. It is the birth place of Paul Bogle, one of Jamaica's seven National 

Heroes. Morant Bay, its main urban center and capital, is the home of the Morant Bay 

Rebellion, of which Bogle and George William Gordon were leaders. Agriculture plays a 

vital part in the economy. Sugar and bananas are the main items produced for export. 

Most small farmers produce domestic and orchard crops and this is the main source of 
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employment. St. Thomas is a rural parish community of approximately 94,410 residents 

located in the south east of Jamaica about 25 miles east of Kingston (Statistical Institute 

of Jamaica, 2012). St. Thomas has many small neighborhoods and villages each with 

their own main road. Morant Bay, its capital has a central square that contains a handful 

of grocery stores, a few fast-food restaurants, a few banks, an outdoor market, as well as 

a variety of food and service stalls. Morant Bay is the transportation hub for the Parish, 

all taxi and bus routes originated from its streets. St. Thomas has several basic schools (2-

5 years old) both private and public, a primary school (5-12) and a comprehensive high 

school as well as various post-secondary trade schools.  This site was selected because of 

its cultural richness, its proximity to the “town” center, and because of the fact that many 

Caribbean and Jamaican researchers fail to look beyond the borders of capital cities when 

addressing issues of modernity and globalization. 

Solicitation of Study Participants 

 
Study participants were recruited using typical methods of community organizing. 

Starting with the relationships already in place stemming from the pilot study (June-July 

2008), I revisited contacts and locations engaging in typical daily rituals. From there 

based on access, opportunity, and the willingness of certain participants, solicitation took 

place on an individual level.  

Participant Compensation 

 
When planning the study I was unsure about whether or not I should compensate 

participants. The issues involved with compensation of participants highlights the bias, 

legitimacy and power issues brought forward through traditional scholarship on 
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ethnographic sensitivity and participants who are marginalized and/or stigmatized 

(Atkinson, et al, 2001; Goffman, 1963).  Throughout the study my participants were not 

directly compensated for their time spent participating in the project, yet I supported 

some of our activities in socially and culturally appropriate ways. If we were traveling to 

a faraway show, I would cover the transportation costs, but not the ticket. If we were 

having dinner, I might bring the chicken. The compensation took the form of informal 

gifting. Gifting as a form of inter-personal recognition is indeed appropriate in Jamaican 

society, thus this was primarily the way in which participants were compensated. There 

were times when these relationships had to be spoken about and negotiated, particularly 

when one of the participants got arrested and his family came to me for financial support. 

It is important to note that the principle of communal support is very common in the St. 

Thomas, when one neighbor needs, the other is there with what they may have. This 

support almost always falls outside of formal familial ties.   

Data Confidentiality 

 
All participants’ information and the data collected have been kept confidential 

and are stored in a locked room only accessible by myself. Furthermore, all study 

participants were informed that their responses to the interview questions were for the 

purposes of the study only and would not be distributed to their community as the 

research was being conducted.  

The identities of the participants have been protected in this manuscript of the 

study’s findings with pseudonyms and with paraphrasing when necessary.  While it is 

difficult to ensure anonymity for the participants all efforts have been made to do so 

through the use of pseudonyms.  Real names were used in fieldnotes, interview notes, 
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audio recordings and transcriptions for subjects; however, pseudonyms have been used 

for these subjects in my dissertation.  I was the only individual with access to research 

notes and data.  I saved all typed fieldnotes, interview notes and transcriptions onto a 

firewall-protected and password protected computer which was stored in a locked office.   

Data Analysis 

 
In regards to the data analysis and data reduction methods utilized in the project I 

took a traditional anthropological approach in that I did not use any type of qualitative 

data program in the analysis phase. Analysis was ongoing throughout the project and was 

utilized to frame and re-frame new questions and concepts. Coding for themes was 

central in the process and once levels of saturation were determined for particular themes 

they were investigated more deeply through follow up interviews.  

 

Role as Researcher  

  

My role as the researcher for this study was one that I had to be sensitive to 

throughout the duration of the study and in my interactions with study participants as well 

as others at the research site. I am an outsider to the community in nationality, race and 

socio-economic status. Even though I have spent many years living in third-world post-

colonial settings, I lack many of the cultural competencies that were highlighted in my 

day to day interactions with the participants. While I assumed that language might 

become an issue as English is the official language and spoken by most, yet the majority 

of day to day interactions among Jamaicans is carried out in a language known as Patois, 

I actually had little issue with translation. Anytime that I had questions about language or 
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meaning, I asked participants, family or community members and used it as a time of 

teaching, learning and reflection.   

 Throughout the project I was in constant reflection of my positionality as a white 

American woman and as an outsider. Although I was now a part of the racial minority, I 

very much understood that my race brought with it majority status in a lot of ways. My 

position did change throughout the timeline of the project both internally and externally 

due to geographical moves as well as new personal relationships. I discuss these aspects 

further and at length in chapter six.   

As I worked with gate-keepers and culture brokers, I constantly engaged in self-

reflection to assure that I was recognizing my unique positionality and the ways in which 

it might affect the data collection. This meant thinking and talking about white and 

American privilege in a way that was sometimes hard and confusing, but ultimately 

strengthened my relationships with my participants. Deborah used to say, “Sally, you are 

the only white woman I know that will talk about being white”. In a place where colorism 

ruled the dialogue on race, this acknowledgment was both powerful for me and powerful 

for Deborah. She used our interactions in her papers and used our relationship to speak 

openly in her classes. While my relationship with Deborah was challenging me to reflect 

on my notions of development and privilege, her relationship with me was allowing her 

to add a level of critique to her university subjects and assignments.  It is a discourse that 

we continue to this day, and one, now as the mother of daughters of color, benefits my 

daily reflections, activities, and choices.  
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Limitations of Study 

There are additional limitations to a study of this design that must be acknowledged, 

specifically the principle of generalizability. Generalizability of this study’s findings are 

limited as this is an ethnographic exploration, yet I feel confident that there are case-

study and theoretical contributions to the field.  I continue to discuss these limitations in 

more specificity in chapter six as well as acknowledge some choices that I would have 

made differently.  
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CHAPTER 4 

ENVIRONMENT AND PARTICIPATION 

 

 

 
Illustration 3. The Environment of Gaza vs. Gully 

 
The local is decidedly not conceived as a narrowly insular uniformly 
flat landscape, cut off from currents of thought beyond its shores. 
Indeed, an island is a frontier. Seemingly bounded on all sides by the sea, 
it does have porous borders and remains open to multiple influences. The sea, 
after all, is not a constricting dam, but a vast waterway across which 
Caribbean people and our cultures constantly recirculate to continents of 
origin and beyond. (Cooper, 2004, 2)  

 
In this chapter I describe the context for this ethnographic study that explores the 

intersections of commodification and youth culture with globalization and identity 

development in St. Thomas, this “rural” Jamaican parish that acts as a bedroom 

community for Jamaica’s capital city, Kingston. An understanding of the community 

context and the political/cultural climate of the time requires descriptions of the 

communities and landscapes, the area’s history, and the people who live there, have lived 
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there, and/or are a part of the virtual, political, imagined, or cultural community. An 

understanding of these aspects as well as recognition of the role that globalism has on 

issues of production and commodification provides context for this study of youth culture 

and identity development in St. Thomas, Jamaica. Lastly, I finish this chapter with 

descriptions of the four young people who shared their lives with me for 24 months as 

participants and begin to give a picture as to how their actions and experiences shape this 

study and its analysis. 

Gavin, Deborah, Vivine and Maga Man: Introductions 

 
 After the initial few months of my participant observation, I came to choose four 

young people to be the main participants of this study. The relationships developed both 

naturally and with purpose. I wanted to make sure that I provided for difference as well 

as represented both the Gaza and Gully camps.  

The four main participants came from three different communities in St. Thomas. 

Gavin game from a very small community located deep in the hills of St. Thomas. The 

community has only a few bars and shops. This community is thought to be one of the 

most rural and most “backward” of the parish, especially by other people in St. Thomas. 

You would often hear people in St. Thomas exclaim, “well at least me nah from up so”. 

The community was founded by the runaway slaves and maintains a great sense of ethic 

and cultural homogeneity. Almost everyone is related either by blood or marriage and 

travel to and from the community can be restricted by even the smallest amount of 

rainfall. The community once some thriving banana plantations, yet now, the local 

farmers relay on small yields of ginger and breadfruit. There is one basic school and one 

primary school in the area and no high school option. If you are able to test into a high 
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school located in another part of the parish, travel issues become a big restriction to those 

who can actually attend regularly.  The neighborhood is decidedly Gaza. 

Deborah is from the capital city of St. Thomas. This is where the major 

supermarkets, markets, banks, government offices, courts, patty shops, clothing stores, 

medical offices, parish hospital, and the best public and private school are located. All 

transportation in the parish runs to and from the capital. Although the capital allows for a 

lot of action and trade, it does not have a very significant community culture beyond the 

ideals of marketing and trading. Very few people live in the capital, yet many people 

traverse it daily. The capital is the historic site of the Morant Bay slave Rebellion and 

many of the remanence of it remain. There are both Gaza and Gully supporters in the 

capital area.  

Vivine and Maga Man are from the largest neighborhood in St. Thomas which is 

also the closest to Kingston. It has a town square, a supermarket, market, bank, patty 

shop, many jerk stalls, a gas station and some small clothing shops and computer cafes. It 

has a reputation for violence and harboring criminals from Kingston and has armored 

police patrol 24 hours a day. The neighborhood spans from the seaside to well up into the 

mountains and is said to be the best place to buy marijuana in the parish. The 

neighborhood is decidedly Gully.  

Gavin 

 
 Gavin was a 21 year old young man from a very small hillside farming 

community in St. Thomas. He had attended and graduated from a regional agricultural 

high school, but at he describes it, it was more to play football (soccer) and chase girls 

than for educational attainment. 
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  Mi love school, mi miss it. Mi have nuf gals at school, and play 
in all de matches. Transport was dear, but mi nah miss one day 
cause mi wan chase gal and ramp wit mi yutes dem.   
 
I love school, I miss it. I had lots of girls at school, and played in all the 

(football) matches. Transportation was expensive, but I never missed one 

day because I wanted to chase girls and play with my friends.  

 
Gavin comes from a small homogeneous community, where most people have 

family ties with one another. Along with his mother and older sister, Gavin lives in a 

small cinderblock house facing the town football field. Gavin plays football for the local 

semi-professional team. He also makes and sells crawfish soup on the weekends and for 

parties. Ultimately, he relies on his mother, who is a higgler, and his sister, a school 

teacher, to support him financially. About 18 months into the project, Gavin qualified to 

travel to Canada on a farmworker visa. 

Gavin absolutely loves Vybz Kartel and will tell everyone he meets, “Gaza me 

seh.” When walking down the lane to Gavin’s house, one can spot Gavin’s homemade 

Gaza flag, constructed from two used plastic Pepsi bottles, weighted down with water, 

and a bedsheet, upon which he has painted the word “Gaza.” The sign hangs off the 

town’s electrical wiring to span the lane. Everyone in the neighborhood knows Gavin 

made the sign. Gavin’s phone flashes the word “Gaza,” he dreams of being in Vybz 

Kartel’s crew, and he broadcasts Kartel’s music both day and night from his bedroom 

window. 

Deborah 

 
Deborah was an 18 year old woman from the capital city of St. Thomas, who out 

and out refused to speak in Patois with me. She was not from a family of privilege, but 

she had quickly risen in the community due to her educational success. She lived in a 



 

 61

large, unfinished house by the sea that was being built over many years by the 

remittances of her grandfather, living and working in the United States. She lived with 

her mother, brother, uncle, cousins, great aunt as well as a varying number of relatives 

passing through or visiting from the United States or England. Deborah had attended the 

most prestigious high school in St. Thomas and had then gone on to complete 6 Form 

(12th grade, which is the equivalent to the first year of university study in the United 

States) at a private secondary school in Kingston. When we met, she was about to begin 

her first year as an undergraduate student at the University of the West Indies. 

Throughout the time we spent together, she went back and forth between spending a few 

weeks living on campus in Kingston and living at home in St. Thomas but traveling daily 

by bus to UWI to continue her coursework. Deborah was the second runner up in the 

Miss St. Thomas pageant. This title was more about her academic success and 

community involvement than about beauty, poise or sophistication. Deborah was a Gaza 

supporter although she was reluctant to state this in some settings. She always wore her 

Vybz pendant and could be heard singing along to any Gaza songs on the radio.  

Vivine 

 
Vivine is a 20 year old woman from the seaside neighborhood that is known to be 

the most dangerous part of St. Thomas. It’s the first neighborhood you reach, traveling 

from Kingston, and it tends to be a bedroom community for those who work daily in 

Kingston as well as a shelter for criminals escaping the city to the country. At the time of 

our meeting, Vivine’s daughter was three and she was about four months pregnant with 

her second child. She dropped out of high school after her first year as it is policy that 

pregnant girls are not allowed to attend school. She talks a lot about how she meant to go 
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back, wanted to go back, after having her daughter but ultimately the costs associated 

with returning to school proved to be too large. Vivine lives in a small house constructed 

from wooden boards, with an outside kitchen and bathroom. The one-room house, 

divided at night by a sheet curtain, is shared between herself, her mother, two younger 

brothers, and her daughter. She spends each day working in the yard, cooking, doing 

laundry, getting her brothers ready for school, while her mother travels back and forth to 

Kingston where she works as a maid. Vivine supports Mavado and Gully. Her baby 

father (in Jamaica this term is synonymous with boyfriend, partner or husband. It does 

not carry with it the negative stereotype or assumption of separation it typically does in 

the American vernacular) is a “badman” in her local neighborhood and periodically stops 

by with a hand of bananas or a pound of chicken to contribute.  

Maga Man 

 
 Maga Man is a twenty-three year old man from the same dangerous seaside 

neighborhood as Vivine. Maga Man goes exclusively by his nickname. The only person I 

ever heard use his real name was his mother. Though pseudonymized, Maga Man real 

petname (nickname) describes his long and lean physical characteristics. Maga Man is a 

man a few words. He became the head of his household at a very young age and takes the 

responsibility of supporting his mother, and four half-siblings very seriously. His family 

lives in a small house made of concrete cinderblocks, set right off of the community’s 

main square. But Maga Man spends the majority of his time with his crew at a large, 

partially-built, partially-abandoned concrete mansion in the hills overlooking the 

neighborhood. Maga Man left school at ten and supports his family by hustling and 

making money with his crew through a variety of illegitimate means. Maga Man usually 
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carries a gun and garners respect and adoration on his lane by the young people and fear 

and disappointment by the old. Maga Man supports Gully and Mavado. He has met 

members of the Gully crew and participated as security/entourage for Mavado and other 

members of the Gullyside on many occasions. He has two sons, ages six and two, with 

two different baby mothers.  
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Illustration 4. Fire at Reggae Sumfest 

Bullet, Bullet!! Dancehall Baptism by fire (literally) at Reggae Sumfest 

 
 A few months after I had arrived in St. Thomas and begun my participant 

observation I learned about the must-attend stage show of the year. Up to this point I had 

been joining my participants at the regional stage shows that they usually went to every 

other weekend. They were dominated by small soundstages erected on vacant lots or 

football pitches the day of the proposed concert. Most of these shows were overly 

advertised with signage displayed along the main road through the entire parish, radio 

advertisements, and the modern day town crier, a rented taxi with a boom box and 

speaker strapped to the roof as it casually rolled through each community announcing the 

event over and over again. For me, and my participants, these shows were almost always 

a disappointment. Most of the artists that were advertised failed to show up, or arrived 

hours late into the wee hours of the morning at which time the show had already been 

shut down by local police forces.  The shows were always split along Gaza and Gully 
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artist lines, the proposed line up of artists would always be either all from Vybz Kartel’s 

Portmore Empire or from Mavado’s Alliance.  At this point, without having experienced 

the feelings of connection and euphoria that everyone around me was explaining to me 

for a few months, I began to doubt if I was on the right track. Was this allegiance and 

identity really as all-encompassing as it has seemed? Was dancehall really so 

transformative? Why did this mean so much to everyone? Why were the youth driven by 

dancehall?  

 Just at the right time, I decided to join Gavin as he took the seven hour trek across 

the island by route taxi (going from car to car connecting many small routes to make the 

journey) to attend the dancehall night at the annual Reggae Sumfest stage show in 

Montego Bay. Gavin was a Gaza supporter thorough and through.  This annual, 

international mega-stage show takes place in a large open air amphitheater beginning at 

dusk and continuing until the morning hours. This is where I started to understand what 

was really going on. The crowd was electric: people from all walks of life smashed 

together on a grass field just waiting to get a glimpse, a listen, of their beloved artist.  

Due to the international magnitude of this show, both Vybz Kartel (Gaza) and Mavado 

(Gully) were performing. As artist after artist performed well into the night and the 

morning light started to come up the excitement grew as concert-goers knew that the 

main features were soon to come. When Kartel burst onto the stage the Gaza supporters 

raised their arms into the air and fired their imaginary guns, “Bullet, Bullet!! Gaza me 

seh!” (Bullet, Bullet, I say Gaza) could be heard through the crowd. Women and girls 

were screaming “Adi the Dadi!” (Adidja Palmer is the Daddy) and the most boisterous 

fans of all were throwing homemade fireballs into the air using lighters and cans of spray 
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starch. The crowd was electric, and so was the performance. Kartel didn’t just sing 

through his most popular songs disconnected from the crowd in an attempt to fulfill his 

contractual obligations, he connected. He constantly stopped the music to engage in call 

and response, elicit allegiance, respect and love, and of course point out all of the sexy 

ladies. He was their Dadi in those moments, their leader, their family, and I finally felt it, 

thus beginning my journey to understand what had just happened and why even I, and 

outsider, felt so moved, so transformed by it all.   

St. Thomas Jamaica: A historically rural place with an unquestioned tie to the 

Urban 

Modern-day St. Thomas is a mountainous, suburban-rural parish within the 

county of Surrey in southeastern Jamaica. Spanish colonization began in 1494 with the 

arrival of Christopher Columbus. During their rule, the Spanish did little to develop the 

island but still managed to decimate the entire indigenous Taino/Arawak population. 

Significant changes and so-called development did not occur until the arrival and 

ascendancy of the British crown in the mid1600’s. The Jamaican colony expanded as 

European settlers were offered land parcels to cultivate sugar cane and cocoa. The 

island’s raw materials were exploited to maximize capital accumulation for the colonizers 

and Mother Country. Sugar production flourished through reliance on slave labor. 

Between 1655 and 1808 one million slaves were forcefully brought to Jamaica (Waters 

1985).  Persaud (2001) suggests, “the plantation system, the totality of institutional 

arrangements surrounding the production and marketing of plantation crops, has seriously 

affected society in Jamaica” (72). By the late nineteenth century, sugar production had 

significantly dwindled consequent of the abolition of slavery and subsequent 

emancipation. Despite the emancipation of slaves, however, the plantation aristocracy or 
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“plantocracy” continued to dominate society in accordance with their 

interests/hegemonically. “Jamaica’s class structure today reflects its history as a colonial 

plantation society and its beginnings of industrial development characterized by a high 

rate of inequality and poverty” (Waters 1985, 26).  

Nestled in St. Thomas, its capital Morant Bay is the site of the greatest civil unrest 

in Jamaican history. A Baptist deacon, Paul Bogle, led a delegation of peasant farmers on 

a nearly 45 mile trek from Stony Gut to Spanish Town to protest a cadre of economic, 

political, and civil issues, including wages and labor rights, taxation and 

disenfranchisement, and lack of access to healthcare, education and land. At the time, the 

protestors were denied a hearing with Governor Eyre. On October 11, 1865, Bogle and 

his assembly returned to the Courthouse armed with sticks and machetes. The militia 

confronted the protestors to recite the Riot Act in an effort to disperse the assembled 

group. However Bogle and the protestors would not be put off. When they retaliated 

against the militia by throwing stones, the militia responded with gunfire, ending the lives 

of seven men. The surviving protestors returned later and set fire to the Courthouse and 

nearby buildings. When government officials tried to escape the burning building, the 

protestors killed them. Governor Eyre declared martial law and over 430 men and women 

were executed in connection with the Morant Bay Rebellion. Within two weeks, on 

October 24, 1865, Bogle was captured by Maroons, handed over to the authorities, and 

hanged.Socioeconomic disparity divides the predominantly landless residents on the 

eastern side of St. Thomas from the peasant farmers on the western or “upland” side of 

the parish, who own or long-term lease small parcels of land.  Post WWII there were 

migration opportunities to England. This led to changes in settlement patterns. In 
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the1970s, physical infrastructure (roads, water) and medical care became more accessible 

to lowland communities, which attracted the isolated hill residents to Kingston and 

further divided the mountainous lands and residents of St. Thomas 

“The dilemma of Jamaica today arises from the island’s neocolonial status. Freed 

from British dominion in 1962, Jamaica became an uncharted economic entity, with the 

responsibilities but not the means for true independence” (Nicholas, 1996, 18). Though 

Jamaica secured political independence, they implicitly remained Great Britain’s 

economic colony. Kwame Nkrumah describes this relationship where “the economic 

system and thus the political policy [in neo-colonies] is directed from the outside.  . . 

Neocolonialism is the worst form of imperialism. For those who practice it, it means 

power without responsibility and for those who suffer from it, it means exploitation 

without redress” (1965, xi). While the Jamaican Labor Party (JLP) defeated the People’s 

National Party (PNP), the United States was on a path to replace Great Britain as the 

dominant global power.  “The confusions of a small country trying to grapple with 

changes in its political, economic, and social life are all taking place 

simultaneously…internal problems are further complicated by external pressure at both 

the regional and global levels” (Floyd 1979, 154). Jamaica’s elite classes and Prime 

Minister, Alexander Bustamante, promoted foreign investment—and concomitantly 

governance—from the United States and Great Britain.  

There is a sense in which Britain and America, but particularly America, formed a 
kind of founding myth through which the ruling class in Jamaica had imagined 
themselves and the Jamaica they wanted…With the [Jamaican] government’s 
acceptance of American inspired ideas and institutions, the quest for economic 
resources was to be achieved through multi-nationals, international financial 
institutions, and/or bilateral relations with Western developed countries (Persaud, 
2001, 114-123).  
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Sugar production had become characterized by high production costs and falling profit 

margins, and was eventually replaced by the bauxite industry, which came to represent 

15% of the Gross National Product and two-thirds of the island’s exports (Campbell, 

1987, 86). Bauxite is a scarce resource and the world’s main source of aluminum. 

Foreign aluminum companies like Alcan, Reynolds, and Kaiser Bauxite invested in 

Jamaica because of its rich deposits of bauxite coupled with a deep reservoir of cheap 

labor. Despite this influx of foreign investment, the multinational companies did not 

choose to reinvest in other sectors of the Jamaican economy. The bauxite multinationals 

purchased the limited available land before buying out small farmsteads. By 1976, 

foreign capitalists had accumulated more than 191,000 acres and displaced more than 

560,000 rural Jamaicans (Campbell, 1987, 86).  The multinationals extracted the bauxite 

from the ground only to ship it across the ocean to provide aluminum manufacturing jobs 

in Europe and North America (1987, 88).  

 The development promoted by foreign investment, including foreign control of 

the bauxite industry resulted in outmigration to the United Kingdom, United States, and 

Canada as well as substantial rural-to-urban migration. With both less land and less 

farmers for cultivation, the island’s dependency on foreign food grew. Many of the 

remaining farmers turned to the cultivation of marijuana, which had a steady demand 

from U.S. capitalists. By the mid-1960s, the export of marijuana to the United States 

alone was a multi-million dollar a year business (Campbell, 1987, 111).  Without 

significant access to other markets, Jamaica must rely on relationships determined by 

Western powers. The effects of these foreign investments and multinational corporations 

in Jamaica represent a painfully vivid example of neocolonialism.   
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 Despite Jamaica’s reception of foreign investment, structural adjustment 

programs, and multinational corporations, and participation in the global market, the 

island’s economic output had fallen precipitously along with the unequal distribution of 

wealth, growing unemployment, and increasing inadequacy of infrastructure, housing, 

and healthcare (Nicholas, 1996, 18). The so-called failures of Jamaica’s ability to thrive 

on foreign investment is not unique to the Caribbean island. According to Immanual 

Wallerstein (1974), the capitalist world system is characterized by core nation-states like 

the, which benefit from extracting capital surpluses from peripheral nation-states. Relying 

on Wallerstein’s conceptualization of the world system, “core” nation-states, such as the 

United States or United Kingdom, are able extract capital surpluses through their 

exploitative relationships with “peripheral” nation-states like Jamaica. 

 It is important to mention the relationship between the drug and weapon 

trafficking industry in Jamaica and the dancehall industry and community. Although this 

study does not delve deeply into the realities of these illegal industries, they are very 

much a part of the reality of both the Gaza vs. Gully feud as well as the greater 

gang/garrison culture of feudalism in the Jamaican community at large. They also played 

a salient role in the stories and lives of Maga Man and Vivine. The high rates of 

unemployment and generally low economy in Jamaica have added to its rise as a middle 

man in the South America to North America drug trade. The Council on Hemispheric 

Affairs (COHA) describes the issue as “economically marginalized islanders (the 

majority of whom are woman seeking quick money to feed their families), lured by their 

potential earning to be a courier” (2007, 2), yet the reality is not so simple. Drug 

trafficking and other illegal activities happening in Jamaica are typically bound to 
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garrison relationships. Garrison communities in Jamaica are those poor areas typically 

secured by either political party and ruled by a local leader or ‘don’. The community 

votes overwhelmingly for the political party that it supports in exchange for 

infrastructural support. These communities are typically ruled by fear and poorly 

maintained and supported. Gaza and Gully are essentially an extension of the garrison 

community characteristics of influence and rule.  The artists and communities of Gaza 

and Gully are linked in a relationship to the heads of the communities for the good and 

the bad.  

 

Historiography of Gaza vs. Gully Feud 

Vybz Kartel’s Gaza 

 
Gaza refers to the Waterford community in Portmore, St. Catherine, aligned with 

the music of Vybz Kartel. Kartel, born Adidja Palmer in 1976, is also known as Di 

Teacha (the Teacher). At the height of the Gaza vs. Gully feud Kartel was the island’s 

most popular dancehall artist. The term Gaza was created as an ode to the Gaza Strip in 

referencing strength and severity of place. Popularly, in Jamaican dancehall culture the 

term is leveraged to denote an alliance to Kartel’s crew with very little connection to the 

original geographical area. Most Gaza supporters may not even know of the term’s 

origins.  Kartel has reported that he named the group “Gaza,” because according to him 

Palestinians are “serious and dem nah back down” (they are serious and they do not back 

down). The term used amongst Gaza supporters to identify allegiance is “Gaza Me Seh” 

(I am Gaza).  Popular Jamaican track star, Usain Bolt, infamously came out as a Gaza 

supporter after his successful run in the 2008 China Olympics to much backlash from the 
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Jamaican government. They pleaded with him to stay neutral for the safety of young 

people in communities throughout the island. Regionally, as allegiance is expressed 

thought the island, Gaza is aligned with locations and communities that support the 

People’s National Party (PNP). 

 Mavado’s Gully 

 
Gully (or Gully-side) refers to the “Cuba” area in Kingston aligned with the music 

of Mavado. Mavado, born David Brooks in 1981, is the rival dancehall artist of Kartel. 

The term used amongst Gully supporters to identify allegiance is “Gully Fi Life” (Gully 

for life). Of the two crews Gully is less popular, yet is identified as being tougher and 

more genuine. Regionally, as allegiance is expressed thought the island, Gully is aligned 

with locations and communities that support the Jamaica Labour Party (JLP). 

 

Gaza and Gully Differences 

 
While musically Gaza and Gully focused on very similar themes of violence, sex, 

gal tunes, love of family, and dis tracks, the general consensus of their difference was that 

Vybz Kartel was an intelligent, socially elite artist and Mavado was a gangster and thug. 

Both sides took pride in the imagined definitions of their leaders. Vybz Kartel’s music 

and lyrics were said to be a beautifully woven commentary of the country’s inequitable 

conditions. Mavado was heralded as the biggest gangster of them all.  Journalists and 

cultural theorists were continuously debating the merit of their works, for they were both 

popular and engaging. Vybz Kartel was decidedly more popular in Jamaica, but Mavado 

had seen greater international attention and success. Vybz celebrated his local popularity 
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in lyrics through the promotion of his liquor, condom and cake soap businesses. Mavado 

continued to highlight his international superiority with lyrics that boasted about having a 

green card and access to foreign money. While Vybz was celebrated for his class 

superiority with stories of his educational attainments (making 6 subjects), Mavado 

plainly and simply referenced the amount of American money he made. It should be 

noted that while Vybz Kartel was once welcomed by the Jamaican elite and even invited 

to be a guest lecturer at the University of the West Indies, he was quickly dismissed once 

he engaged in two socially inappropriate behaviors. After he bleached his skin he was 

dismissed by the elite as being “ghetto”. The act of skin bleaching is thought of as a low 

class attempt to pass as a naturally lighter skinned person. He was also ousted for his 

departure from Christianity. Once he began to publically question the Christian doctrine, 

he was quickly labeled a devil worshiper and denied access to those elite audiences that 

he had previously held.  

Gaza vs. Gully Timeline 

 
1960s  The historical development for the basis of feuds in the Jamaican 

musical tradition. Musical feud between Derrick Morgan and 

Prince Buster made up of songs and public statements targeting 

one another. Very little violence related to the feud.  

 

1990s  Musical feud between Beenie Man and Bounty Killer. Songs and 

counter songs addressing one another’s legitimacy as an artist. 

Artists begin to align with either crew personally, socially and 

economically with the production of music and stage shows in 
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alignment to either crew. Later, Beenie Man marries Bounty 

Killer’s ex-girlfriend (singer D’Angel). 

 

1996 Mavado becomes Bounty Killer’s protégé. His music and persona 

become more popular. 

 

2002 Kartel crowned 2002 Deejay of the Year at Stone Love’s 30th 

anniversary, legitimizing his rising popularity and likable public 

persona. 

 

December 2003  Sting Festival Stage show on Boxing Day (December 26th): After a 

string of popular hits, Kartel publically finishes the year with a 

strategically planned on-stage clash with Ninjaman at the annual 

Sting stage show on his home turf in Portmore. The musical clash 

turned violent when Kartel and his crew initiated violence in the 

form of punches onstage. The violence spread to the crowd as 

bottles, stones, homemade fire balls and automatic gunfire whirled 

through the air. Order was temporarily restored when Beenie Man 

took the stage and calmed the crowd down. However, once it was 

announced that Bounty Killer would not be performing because of 

the tension in the environment the crowd once again engaged in 

violence. Four days later, the artists announced a truce and 
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apologized to Sting organizers. The truce would only last a few 

months. 

 

2006 Kartel officially leaves the Alliance (Bounty Killer) and sides with  

Beanie Man, even attending his wedding to Bounty Killer’s ex-

girlfriend. Kartel’s feud with Mavado officially begins. Many 

music scholars relate this development to the Biggie-Tupac feud 

going on at the time in American Hip-Hop music. Scholars also 

have concluded that the otherwise non-influential feud was 

leveraged by the Jamaican music industry at a time when reggae 

and dancehall were losing popularity. Initially, the Kartel v. 

Mavado feud produced a number of “diss” tracks: Kartel called 

Mavado a pseudo-gangsta, a Gully girl, claimed to have sex with 

his mother; Mavado claimed Kartel was a battyman (homosexual), 

skin-bleacher (Kartel claimed he used his own brand of “cake 

soap”, not bleach, which incidentally lightens skin), and an atheist. 

At this point, due to complications with his record label, Kartel 

adopted the new monikers Addi di Dadi or Di Teacha. 

 

2007 Kartel establishes the Portmore Empire label and begins to mentor 

younger artists and produce his own and others’ music.  
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March 2007 Police oversee a press conference at the Pegasus Hotel in Kingston 

where Kartel and Mavado announced an end to hostilities and a 

public apology.  

 

2008    Truce ends quickly and “diss” tracks continue. 

 

December 2008 Sting Festival stage show on Boxing Day (December 26th): Kartel 

and Mavado engage in a lyrical battle. Kartel is dressed in army 

gear while Mavado is dressed as a modern day cowboy. Kartel 

carried out a coffin that read “RIP Mavado.” DVD’s of the show 

were informally distributed across the island within hours of the 

show. Popular consensus was that battle was a draw, with Kartel 

the favorite until he crossed the line by criticizing Mavado’s 

mother.  

 

2009 Feud continues and comes to an all-time high. Youth and 

communities begin to publically take sides and violence related to 

the feud grows. Highest-ever murder rate in Jamaica’s history. 

Multiple reports of violence and murders related to the feud.  

 

December 2009  Final Truce: On December 8, 2009 Kartel and Mavado met with 

Jamaican Prime Minister Bruce Golding in an attempt to end the 

feud, which had, by that time, fueled mob attacks in some of the 
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garrison neighborhoods of Kingston. Garrison neighborhoods are 

neighborhoods in the poorest parts of downtown Kingston that are 

governed not by state law, but by law of the gang that governs and 

controls them. In the case of Jamaica, most garrison communities 

utilized by rival political parties in conjunction with their criminal 

bosses and are ruled by terror and their ability to grant or deny 

access to basic needs. In a sign of goodwill, the two had performed 

together on-stage the previous night at the West Kingston 

Jamboree. Kartel and Mavado shook hands and apologized to each 

other and the country on national television.   After the truce in 

December 2009, the two artists were scheduled to perform a unity 

concert in March 2010 in Barbados which was later cancelled by 

the prime minister of that country. Many believe that the truce was 

orchestrated in order for Kartel and Mavado to regain their 

American visas so they could continue to tour internationally and 

economically capitalize on their popularity.  

The Gaza vs. Gully timeline runs beyond the “truce” but for the purposes of this project 

am going to stop here. It is important to note that there have been some critiques about 

the validity of the feud. People have questioned whether it was some sort of pretend 

marketing strategy done by both camps to capitalize on the popularity and buying power 

of the population. I purposefully do not want to highlight this concept too greatly because 

I feel that it demeans the validity of my participants’ realities. For them and their 

worldview, the feud was very real. Regardless of the meaning or reasons for the 



 

 78

production of the feud, the reality of what it represented in their lives was salient and 

meaningful. I highlight some more of the current situations of both Vybz Kartel and 

Mavado in chapter six.   

It is important to situate the influence that the feud was having on music as well 

as society. The split between Gaza and Gully in a lot of ways mirrored the political split 

of the country, yet for the first time, communities and families were not following 

directly in line with one another. Youth were creating the division rather than following 

the previous generations. While the experiences highlighted in this study were happening 

in St. Thomas, the influence of the feud was happening both throughout Jamaica and 

among the larger international Jamaican and Caribbean community. As reported by 

musical journalist Baz Dreisinger the scope and bounds of the feud were re-defining the 

lenses of agency and structure locally, regionally, and globally. Dreisinger shares his 

experience by writing,  

I traversed four Caribbean islands in the past two months and spied one common 
denominator: graffiti. Scrawled precipitously on a cliff suspended above the lush 
mountains of Saint Lucia, on the aluminum siding of a rum shop in French Saint 
Martin, on the concrete walls of a Trinidad office park, on accessible surfaces 
covering urban and rural landscapes across Jamaica, one of two words made its 
inevitable appearance: “Gully” or “Gaza”. No island hopping tagger is 
responsible – blame Jamaican music’s latest, scariest personal feud. (2010, 7) 
 

This sense of saliency and saturation of the feud is of upmost importance to keep in mind 

while learning about the experiences of the participants.  The music was infectious and 

the lyrics were a reflection of the growing resistance to the traditional narratives of power 

in the Caribbean. Men and women, young and old were all a part of the conversation 

about Gaza and Gully. While some rejected its influence, all people new about it, spoke 

about it, recognized the visual, musical and commodity representations of it. 
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CHAPTER 5 

YOUTH IDENTITY AND CULTURAL COMMODITIES 

 

 
 
Illustration 5. You a Wha’?, May, 2009 

   
The findings that have emerged from this study complicate the identity formation 

literature specifically because of the nuanced reality of how local has been changed from 

specificity to globality. Because of the limitations of utilizing traditional literature on 

youth identity development, I have chosen to recognize the youth of St. Thomas and 

specifically my four participants as members of immigrant communities and/or a modern 

diaspora. Even though these young people have not immigrated themselves they are 

indeed experiencing the realities of literal and imagined immigration in both their daily 

lives as well as the macro cultural indicators that are driving their identity development. 

Take the very idea of the naming of the “Gaza” crew. This is a name that was given 

based on the neighborhood that Vybz Kartel grew up in. A neighborhood in downtown 

Kingston that is said to be so rough it is compared to the “Gaza Strip” in Palestine. This 
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consumption of the name and characteristics of the “real” Gaza Strip indicates how 

Jamaican youth are changing in similar ways as immigrants are believed to be while they 

are remaining in the some locale. I believe that this distinction is where traditional 

ethnographies of identity have failed to capture a more complex understanding of their 

participants’ realities.    

The experiences of participant observation represented here explore what identity 

development looks like in St. Thomas, Jamaica and how the features of the community 

and era of the Gaza vs. Gully feud that promote or inhibit agency and structure in identity 

formation may ultimately influence youth identity in profound ways.  I chose to study 

youth identity development in St. Thomas because I was initially intrigued by the unique 

duality of the locale of St. Thomas as being both solidly rural and inescapably connected 

to the urban at the same time. All of my participants’ lives were experienced in both rural 

and urban locales simultaneously.  The idea of a “global city” such as Kingston operating 

on its own without relationship to the rural “country” of St. Thomas was calling out for 

complication and criticism. Additionally, my initial interaction with the concept of the 

“bullet” during the summer before I started my research was integral in leading me to 

wonder about how this narrative of representations of violence in consumption and 

performance was relating to youth identity development.  

Through a review of the literature on globalization and identity development, I 

realized there was a space for my ideas and questions to be explored. Gavin, Deborah, 

Maga Man, and Vivine offered me a glimpse into their lives in order for me to begin to 

understand some of these concepts. Quickly into my participant observation the reality of 

the overwhelming prominence of the Gaza vs. Gully feud drove me to recognize the 
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complexity of the social environment of the time. I was unable to unpack identity 

development among youth in St. Thomas (and the whole of Jamaica additionally) with 

the era of Gaza vs. Gully. Identity, consumption and “crew” affiliation became 

undeniably linked and lead me to recognize how special this “time and space” was.  

This chapter provides analytic descriptions of how identity development is 

experienced by youth in St. Thomas during the era of Gaza vs. Gully. The chapter utilizes 

examples and experiences from the lives of my four main participants to analyze the 

features of identity development in this specific “time and space”. Throughout the 

analysis of identity and cultural consumption in this chapter I will rely on the literature 

and theoretical frameworks shared in Chapter two, the methodology of the study 

explained in Chapter three, and the context of St. Thomas, Jamaica and the era of Gaza 

vs. Gully described in Chapter four.  Conclusions about and implications of the data from 

the participant observation presented here in Chapter five will continue to be addressed in 

Chapter six. 

Identifying an Imagined Community 

 
Each participant experienced their membership in the imagined community of 

Gaza or Gully in a different way. Gaza or Gully were constructed in several ways by 

private reality and public belonging. While Gavin and Maga Man were explicitly open 

about their relationship with community through their use of commodities, Deborah and 

Vivine utilized commodities to produce a more nuanced relationship to their community 

of choice.  

Gavin unapologetically idolizes Vybz Kartel. Of all the participants, he was the 

most open and somewhat idealistic about his feeling of imagined authenticity to the Gaza 
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community. The way in which he idolized Vybz Kartel felt the way in which a 

schoolchild idolizes Superman. In the times when we’d have in-depth conversations 

about what he wanted the future of his life to look like, they always included being a part 

of the Gaza crew, either as a DJ, an artist, or a producer. When I would question him 

about his skills or experiences in the music business, he would always respond, “That nah 

matter. Mi heart matter. Gaza is in mi heart. Vybz will see. Vybz will see.” This 

imagined Gaza-ness is a key element to understanding the authenticity of Gavin. He was 

not putting this on in times that it would benefit him. His allegiance caused issues with 

his family and girlfriends, and ultimately led him to have to seek employment beyond the 

scopes of the traditional Jamaican society. Everyone in St. Thomas knew him as a Gaza 

supporter and this allowed him few options to gain legitimate employment. They knew 

him because of his drive to be the first to get or buy anything related to Gaza or Vybz 

Kartel. All of the shop keepers in Morant Bay knew to send message to him as they got 

new deliveries of stuff from Kingston each week. Badges, buttons, posters, t-shirts, 

anything new, he would pay top dollar for. The construction of his Gaza-ness pervaded 

all aspects of his day to day life.  

The rules and regulations of Gaza vs. Gully were pervasive and salient even in the 

most rural of places.  Not unlike the entirety of dancehall culture, the culture of Gaza vs. 

Gully is ruled by norms, and is not an essentially free space where individuals can do, 

wear, buy, and perform, whatever they feel like. In this case, those guiding rules and 

regulations often overtook the traditionally prescribed rules of the larger community. 

School or job uniforms had to be re-conceptualized and used to identify participation in 

either community first, then participation in school, job, or family. 
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Sally: “If you have to wear your uniform/clothes properly, how do you 
identify your artist? How do you say Gaza?  How do you say Gully?” 
 

Gavin: Mi nah care who sees mi badge, mi buttons. Mi nah leave  
mi yard wit out Kartel pon mi chest.  
 

I don’t care who sees my badge, my buttons. I don’t leave my house 

without Kartel on my chest.  

 

Deborah: I wear it on my chain. 
 

Maga Man: Mi nah need dat, everybody know mi one badman. Anyone 
question mi, and mi show mi weapon real quick and dey tun dunce.  
  
I don’t need that, everybody knows that I am a gangster. If anyone asks 

any questions I will quickly show them my gun and the will become stupid 

(shut their mouths).  

 

Vivine: Mi have one tattoo, can’t no body take mi tattoo.  
 
I have a tattoo, nobody can take away my tattoo. 

 

In my extensive observations I saw how the majority of people traveling to and 

from school and work were utilizing images subvertly displayed on their body to be sure 

to privilege their allegiance to either Gaza or Gully above their other identities (school, 

job, religion, political party, and hometown). The only identity that seemed to maintain 

saliency over affiliation to Gaza vs. Gully was gender. Even in this domain, similarly to 

dancehall culture, the gender of the actor offered different possibilities for participation. 

Not unlike the greater Jamaica society and the dancehall culture, the Gaza vs. Gully 

community is gender structured. It is important to highlight this, because the community 

has been able to transform other seemingly concrete social structures like political lines, 

urban and rural issues, generational structures and even some financial structures, yet 

gender structure remains throughout the Gaza vs. Gully community. Men and women 

hold different positions and loyalties and can participate in different ways.  
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Gavin: Mi nuh care if a gal say Gaza or Gully, mi ramp with all a dem. 
 
I don’t care if a girl is Gaza or Gully, I will play (have sex) with all of 

them. 

 

Sally: But you have said over and over again that all your friends, youths, 
family, must be with Gaza, so why don’t you care about your girlfriend.  
 

Gavin: Mi woman, I care, she mus seh Gaza, but just likkle gals, mi nuh 
care. If she a biscuit mi nuh care. 
 

My girlfriend, I care, she must say Gaza. But just little girls, I don’t care. 

If she is cute, I don’t care.  

 

Sally: So you are saying that if she is pretty and you get to have sex with 
her, then you don’t care? 
 

Gavin: Uh-hu, but mi nah carry her pon the road. Only mi Gaza gal go pon 
the road with mi. 
 
Yes, but I would not go out on the main street with her. I would only take a 

Gaza girl on the main street with me. (Road can also signify any party or 
night time activity)   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 85

Badges 

 

                          
 

Illustration 6. Vybz Kartel and Bob Marley Badges 

My interest and understanding of the importance of badges and bullets grew both 

out of my observations of them and out of a conversation I had with Barry Chevannes in 

2009. Chevannes (2001, 1994) is a noted Jamaican anthropologist, scholar and author of 

many books on Jamaican culture and community. He spoke about badges and their 

origination in Jamaican popular society as relating back to historical legacy from World 

War II. The conversation about the origins and duality of badges that Dr. Chevannes and 

I had, is not reflected in any works that I could find, but lead me to develop a sort of 

historiography of how badges came to become what they were for the Gaza vs. Gully era.   

Jamaica’s Western military tradition dates back to the West India Regiment used 

by the British to police the colony similar to the puppet Rajahs of the British Raj. The 

twentieth century saw the emergence of the Kinston Infantry Volunteers of WWI and the 

Jamaican Infantry Volunteers of WWII. When infantry volunteers returned from the 

front, they proudly displayed badges of honor. These badges that they had earned serving 

for the British during WWII were not just about honor in serving in the military, but 

about the social and cultural capital that came with those experiences and those 
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commodities. The badges represented experience, trust, travel abroad, access to foreign 

money, legitimacy in a larger white world. Although the power and pride of these badges 

brought with them the institutional history of slavery and subservience, they were being 

creatively utilized by those wearing them to subvert their given meaning, resist the 

relationship of institutional enslavement and celebrate characteristics and identities that 

they gained from their experiences. Ultimately, the men who served changed the meaning 

of their badges to represent characteristics that were valued in their communities.  

What happened next was the actual changing of the badges themselves. Once the 

newly prescribed meanings of the badges took on greater saliency then the original 

reasons for the badges themselves, new, creative badges were born. This can be seen in 

different social movements and popular cultural phenomena throughout Jamaica’s current 

history. For example, over time these military badges were appropriated by the Jamaican 

government as well as by those involved in Rastafarianism. 

G. Llewellyn Watson (1973) examined the social structure and religious and 

political movements of Rastafarianism and came to understand how badges and other 

commodities were indeed a salient part of this intricate social movement. He writes about 

how badges are among a “complex system of symbols—flags, badges, portraiture, drums 

and so on, all of which demand an attitude of respect or evoke a special feeling of 

reverence. Indeed these objects are central to the ritualistic activities of the movement 

and the rituals are collective actions whereby certain sentiments of group solidarity are 

aroused and sustained” (193).  Almost in a direct link to the ways in which Gavin, Maga 

Man, Vivine, and Deborah wear their Gaza or Gully badges, individuals during the social 

movements of Jamaica in the 1970’s wore badges to symbolize their identity and mark 
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them as members of a certain collectivity. For many, this commodification for purposes 

of identity remain to this day.  For example, the strict Bobo Ashanti distinguish 

themselves from other Mansions of Rastafari by covering their dreadlocks with turbans 

and wearing long robes.  This may not be the wearing of a badge, per se, but it is the 

commodification of symbolic articles that simultaneously create self-identity and place 

someone outwardly within a community.  

The concept of the badge in understating identity development within the scope of 

the Gaza vs. Gully feud naturally lead me to talk to my main participants about their 

badges.  

Sally: “If you have to wear your uniform/clothes properly, how do you 
identify your artist? How do you say Gaza?  How do you say Gully?” 
 

Gavin: Mi nah care who sees mi badge, mi buttons. Mi nah leave  
mi yard wit out Kartel pon mi chest.  
 

I don’t care who sees my badge, my buttons. I don’t leave my house 

without Kartel on my chest.  

 

Deborah: I wear it on my chain. 
 

Maga Man: Mi nah need dat, everybody know mi one badman. Anyone 
question mi, and mi show mi weapon real quick and dey tun dunce.  
  
I don’t need that, everybody knows that I am a gangster. If anyone asks 

any questions I will quickly show them my gun and the will become stupid 

(shut their mouths).  

 

Vivine: Mi have one tattoo, can’t no body take mi tattoo.  
 
I have a tattoo, nobody can take away my tattoo. 

 

 The ways in which the participants were continuously and creatively utilizing 

badges and other iterations of the idea brings up the principles of creativity as resistance 

that Michael Witter (1990, 2001) speaks and writes about in his multi-decade 
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interrogation of the social economy of the island.  Witter contends that Jamaican 

dancehall music and the commodities that come with it are subversive and seductive. He 

identifies these as part of the cultural out-pouring of creativity that inner city, ghetto 

communities and rural or country peasant communities and villages are now experiencing 

in reaction to the economic changes that took place in the 1960’s that developed the 

“uneven exchange in the modern social economic system of Jamaica” (2009). Witter calls 

for the utilization of the culture complex to reorganize the economy. Witter highlights the 

principle organizational problem of the Jamaican economy as the historical way in which 

Jamaicans were lead to revisit hierarchical organization from slavery. He believes that 

capitalizing on technology can begin to create a collective from the individual. It is 

precisely these economic actions that are happening alongside the Gaza vs. Gully feud 

that are allowing for this re-organization. In a conversation we had in 2009 when I asked 

about his thoughts on the future of the Jamaican economy, Witter called for 

“enfranchising the propertyless with intellectual property”. He talked about the 

possibilities of cultural services; the re-thinking of how money is made; the requiring of a 

different type of education; and the inclusion of new high tech ways of development. 

These were the ways that he thought the underdeveloped entrepreneurial class could 

begin to grow throughout the island. These are indeed the ways that the Gaza vs. Gully 

feud is creating industry, development, and commodification. Intellectual property has 

become valued and a way in to manufacture cultural goods and commodities that result in 

real money making endeavors. The intellectual property of Vybz and Mavado, became 

the intellectual property of the Gaza vs Gully feud, then became the intellectual property 
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of any enterprising young Jamaican looking to express community through their 

creativity, drive and the manufacturing and selling of badges and the like.  

 

Bullets 

 

 
 

Illustration 7. Di Real Big Man, Patterson, 2010 
 

Bullets are also wearable symbols however their connotation stretches beyond 

identity and belonging to signify violence and resistance. In the mid 1980’s as digital 

dancehall culture began to rise and digital rhythms and a harsher DJ sound became 

popular. This is when the sound of a gun firing initially became popularized in dancehall 

music on tracks and utilized as added hype noises by selectors themselves. The addition 

of these sounds representing bullets and guns were not only relegated to the hard core 

gangsta tracks, but were utilized in softer gal tunes and female ballads to maintain a sense 

of legitimacy in the rougher sound of digital dancehall at large. These sounds of bullets 

quickly became symbols and commodities. Buttons, belt buckles, necklaces, shirts, and 

tattoos: both the symbol of a gun, and more importantly the symbol of a bullet being fired 
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quickly grew in popularity. Shifts in the definitions and use of the term “bullet” reveal 

how experience and creativity allowed young people within the dancehall culture to 

redefine something once thought of as bad into a representation of greatness. Once a 

proclamation of wrongdoing, bullet came to signify something exciting or hot. I would 

see it and hear it in church and written on the papers of young students by their teachers 

as an accolade of job well done.  Yet it simultaneously retained some of the menace of 

gun and gang culture and as such evoked the hyper masculinity prized in Jamaican 

culture.  

Carolyn Cooper (1994) reviews the concept of the gunfire and the bullet in 

dancehall by distinguishing it as lyrical, metaphor, and role play. She highlights the 

historiography of how references to guns in the culture of dancehall are not always 

intended to be literal. She writes: 

Note the way in which in Jamaican dancehall literal gunfire has, in the 
past, been used as a symbolic salute to the verbal skills of the heroic 
DJ/singer. In this modern-day, oral ‘epic’ tradition, fire-crackers are also 
used to simulate gunfire. In recent times, this purely ritual gunfire has 
been replaced by the flashing of cigarette lighters as the preferred signal of 
the audience’s approval of the DJ/singer’s lyrics: a symbol of a symbol; 
the flash of verbal creativity (434). 

 

Essentially, this utilization of gunfire as approval has become commodified within 

identity development for youth throughout Jamaica and the Caribbean. In the case of the 

Gaza vs. Gully era, you cannot escape the symbolic utilization of the gun and the bullet.  

Cooper writes, “In yet another metaphorical turn, the expression ‘pram, pram!’, a verbal 

rendering of simulated gun shots, becomes a generic sign of approval beyond the domain 

of the dancehall” (435).  This ‘pram, pram!’ that she describes is the ‘Bullet!, Bullet!” 

that I describe through the lives of my participants.  
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Ebony G. Patterson is a Jamaican artist whose mixed media explore conceptions 

of identity and the body. Her well-known "Gangstas for Life" series explores notions of 

masculinity within Dancehall culture. She explore how the notions of the bullet often 

expressed masculinity for young men, while expressing a sort of sexual “hotness” for 

young woman. Both Vivine and Deborah highlighted these feelings often. Vivine chose 

to utilize the bullet as a source of pride in her body, her dancing, and her personality. “Mi 

nah lazy pon me man, mi wok mi wok mi hips quick so. Bullet! Bullet!” (I am not lazy 

when I am having sex with my man, I work my hips fast like this.). While Deborah was 

conflicted about how there were places in which she wanted to harness the sexual energy 

implied in the bullet and others where she wanted to harness the power. “For Kartel, I 

would be sooo hot! Bullet! But, dem other guys, now way. I don’t want to be just what 

they expect, I want to be the one who has expectations. But, for true, Sal, mi turn one hot 

bullet for Kartel any day.”  Cooper (1994) writes that ‘the power of the gun is magnified 

by the fire power of the singer’s music and lyrics” (433). For Vivine and Deborah it is the 

power of their sexuality that is represented by the bullet, yet their ability to magnify it 

through their bodies and representations are gendered through the saliency of masculinity 

and patriarchy that frames the Gaza vs. Gully feud.  

 

Experiences of Commodification and Identity Development 

 
Both Gavin and Maga Man utilized countless things to solidify their place solidly 

within their imagined community. Gavin’s phone, house, bag, belt, clothing, and jewelry, 

all announced his relationship to Gaza and Vybz Kartel. Each and every day he wore a 

badge or button with a photo of Vybz on it displayed on his chest. These badges and 
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buttons were both modern and traditional—some designed by the local Rasta man out of 

dried coconut shell and paint renderings of Vybz’s face or music lyrics and others 

produced in the Morant Bay Library by entrepreneurial kids using computer images and a 

button maker that their auntie bought them at Bed, Bath and Beyond and sent over in a 

barrel. Shipments from the US were commonly referred to as barrels. Family members 

would pack as much as they could in to 55 gallons cardboard or plastic drums and send 

them on cargo ships to be picked up in Kingston’s harbor. Getting a barrel shipped to you 

from the US was both necessity and contained things like rice, pots and pans, and tooth 

brushes and a sign of your connection to foreign access with commodities more sought 

after as luxury items. Once someone received a barrel, they typically would display it in 

their yard to let neighbors and passersby know of their connection.  Gavin’s collection 

was impressive, especially given that he had never actually seen Vybz Kartel or heard his 

music in person. The only time Gavin was without a physical representation of his 

allegiance on his body was during his beloved football matches.  

Maga Man was similarly ensconced on constructing his authenticity of belonging 

to Gully, but his commodities were less honorary and more practical for his everyday 

activities. Maga Man physically represented his allegiance through his consumption and 

use of guns, bullets, and other weapons that were directly linked to the campaigning of 

the Gully community. Community members knew that he was a member of Mavado’s 

local “badman” crew. His bullets, guns, weapons, and t-shirts were authenticated by the 

fact that they once belonged to other members of the Gully community produced his 

identity.  
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While Gavin’s identity was constructed by representations of Gaza, Maga Man’s 

identity was constructed by the knowledge of authenticity and legacy of the commodities. 

Legacy and reputation lived in Maga Man’s commodities while performance drove 

Gavin’s construction, use, and practices. For Gavin, constructing his allegiance to Gaza 

was more in the vein of the idea of taste as explained by Chris Richards (1989). Richards 

explains how “subjects may position themselves in relations with others through a 

mapping of such relations onto the allegiances and divisions available in discursively 

constructed taste categories: friends might, for example, register friendship through a 

common liking for rap and not pop” (256). Gavin’s overt reliance on commodities 

representing Gaza and Vybz Kartel highlighted the way in which he was utilizing taste to 

create connection. Conversely, Maga Man’s connection to Gully and Mavado was 

grounded in the authenticity of the passing down of the commodities from members of 

the Gully community.  

Sally: Why do you always talk about Vybz and Gaza so much? 
 

Gavin: Gaza is mi life. Mi nah wan nuting else. Mi wan all St. Thomas yutes to 
know Gavin seh Gaza. 
 
Gaza is my life.  I don’t want anything else. I want all the youth (read: brothers, 
mates, friends) of St. Thomas to know that I say Gaza. 
 

Sally: Why don’t you wear Mavado t-shirts or badges? 
 

Maga Man: All da people dem, dey know mi Gullyside.  
 

All of the people already know that I am Gullyside. 

 

Sally: But how do people know? 
 

Maga Man: All dem people nah know, da right people know. Mi nah care if all 
dem people know. Mi only care wah Mavado know. And Mavado know mi pon 
da Gullyside, for life. 
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All people don’t know, but the right people know. I don’t care if all people know 

or not. I only care what Mavado knows. And Mavado knows that I am on the 

Gullyside, for life.   

 
 Deborah was a shopper. And as time passed, and she became more ensconced in 

the UWI community, the ways in which she utilized commodities to represent her 

allegiance to Gaza became more and more nuanced. When we first met, she displayed her 

beloved gold Gaza pendant proudly and would engage in conversation about her love for 

Vybz Kartel in most any setting.  

  
 Taxi driver: Wah Vybz have that you love? 
 
 What does Vybz have that you love? Why do you love Vybz? 

 

Deborah: I love his gal songs, and the way he moves, and his rhythms.  
 

Taxi driver: But Mavado have nuf gal songs? 
 
But Mavado has a lot of songs about girls (love, romance). 
 

Deborah: But Vybz is speaking from his heart and I can tell.  
 
As Deborah spent more time at the university, mixing with the social elite, she 

began to identify with Vybz and Gaza in a more intellectual way.  

Deborah: Sally, do you know what I learned today? Vybz has six subjects. Six, 
Sally! I don’t even have six subjects.  
 

Sally: What are subjects? What does that mean? 
 

Deborah: He went to 6 Form. He could have gone to UWI. He passed six 
qualifying exams. This shows that for him, this is more than just music. He is 
making a statement with his lyrics. It’s not just dumb gal and gangsta songs like 
Mavado, Vybz knows exactly what he’s doing. You know he came and spoke on 
campus the other day, you know Ragashanti, Sally? You know he’s a professor, 
right? Ragashanti brought Vybz to campus to speak. He spoke about the music 
industry and how young people in Jamaica need music to talk about politics and 
their social situations. And you know what, Sally? He spoke in proper English the 
entire time. He’s smart. I told my mom he was smart. I’m going to make my 
brother listen to him now. I knew I liked him for a reason.  
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Deborah’s allegiance to Gaza and Vybz continued but the commodities that she 

utilized to represent this changed. She went from t-shirts, pendants, and badges to books 

and newspaper articles and CDs. She wanted to understand the literary contribution of his 

music. Her imagined Gaza-ness was now produced through her shared identity of 

intelligence and participation in the tertiary education community. Her construction of 

Vybz changed from his moves to his mind, his actions to his meaning.  

 Vivine identifies with Gully more as a representation of her allegiance to her 

boyfriend than anything else. Although Vivine’s life exists side by side in daily contact 

with the realities of the Gaza vs. Gully era, her commodification and identity 

development depends more on survival and the need to be supported by her baby father. 

When asked why she likes Mavado, Vivine replies with the typical answer based on taste 

and style, “Mi luv him pencil foot jeans” (I love his tight/skinny jeans). This is about as 

far as she will go in discussing why she likes Gully but she’ll open up about how she 

likes Gully.  

Vivine: Mi cook for dem. Mi boil dumpling and yam and curry goat. All de while 
dem yutes party pon de Gullyside and at di parties, mi support dem. Mi baby 
father wan mi a show him friends dat mi luv Mavado. Mi nah listen to Ramping 
Shop even doh mi used to luv Spice cuz mi know Spice nah wit Mavado. For true, 
Sally, mi luv dah tune but mi nah listen, mi nah dance, mi nah sing cuz Gullyside 
mi man seh and Gullyside mi seh. 
 
I cook for them. I boil dumplings and yam (traditional Jamaican food) and curry 

goat. The whole time the youth are on the Gullyside and at the parties, I support 

them. My baby father (boyfriend) wants me to show his friends that I love 

Mavado. I don’t listen to Ramping Shop (Vybz Kartel’s biggest hit song) even 

though I used to love Spice (the female singer on the track) because I know that 

Spice is not with Mavado. Honestly, Sally, I love that song, but I don’t listen, I 

don’t dance, I don’t sing because my boyfriend says Gullyside and I say 

Gullyside.  
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Essentially Vivine’s commodification patterns and construction of imagined Gully-ness 

were in relation to her support of her baby father. The saliency of gender as the one 

identity that maintained as much importance as association in the Gaza vs. Gully era 

highlights how the social constructions of gender pervade even in this context of change. 

While political party, location, and social class were usurped by Gaza or Gully identity, 

gender construction remained. It was automatically assumed that Vivine was linked to 

Gully because her baby father was linked to Gully. Deborah escaped this gender link 

because she didn’t have a baby father or boyfriend to speak of.  

Experiences of Structuration 

 
The following narratives highlight how the participants negotiated both free 

agency as well as structural constraint while navigating the duality of the Gaza vs. Gully 

era.   

Gavin: Marking Gaza at Home and on the Road 

 
Gavin, more than perhaps any of the other participants, crafted his identity and 

allegiance through the creation of public displays of commodification and artistry. He 

scrupulously follows Gaza taste preferences in music and fashion and rejects any 

commodities that may be labeled as belonging to the Gully community. He will only 

wear, listen to, write, speak, and participate in things he deems “being Gaza.” Gavin’s 

allegiance to commodities that identify him as a member of Gaza come at some cost and 

sacrifice for his family. This is highlighted in his inability to get work due to his embrace 

of representing Vybz Kartel at all times.  

Gavin: When mi go to Morant Bay to look wok at Juicy Patty, mi mom send mi 
because mi auntie wok there. Mi auntie talk to her boss and ask him to give mi 
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one likkle wok. Da boss tell mi, he knows about mi, he say he heard about me pon 
the road. He heard about mi and mi Gaza something. He say mi can wok if mi nah 
talk Gaza at wok. But mi nah do that. Mi hav to wear mi badge. Mi hav to rep me 
artist. Mi hav to speak mi trut. Mi hav to big up mi yute dem.  
 
When I went to Morant Bay to look for work at Juicy Patty, my mom sent me 

because my aunt works there. My aunt spoke with her boss and asked him to give 

me a small job. The boss told me, he knows about me, he said that he heard about 

me in the community. He heard about me and my Gaza talk. He said I can work if 

I don’t talk about Gaza at work. But I can’t do that. I have to wear my badge. I 

have to represent my artist. I have to speak my truth. I have to support my friends. 

 
Gavin: Mi hear dem were building one house down the lane. Mi friends and mi 
went down to help pour da concrete. To look one day wok. Mi nah stay for one 
hour. Mi nah even get mi lunch. All dem do is listen to pure Gully music. Mi nah 
wok with Gully.  
 
I heard they were building a house down the street. My friends and I went down 

to help pour the concrete. To look for a day of work. I didn’t stay for one hour. I 

didn’t even get lunch. All they listened to was Gully music. I can’t work with 

Gully.  

Deborah: Occupying Multiple Social Positions 

 
Having spent her whole life living in St. Thomas yet gaining privilege through 

educational attainment, Deborah skirts the edges of what it means to be in the Gaza 

community. She knows and can express intimately what other young women in St. 

Thomas do to identify themselves with Gaza. She knows about the tastes, dress, 

mannerisms, commodities, music, but she also knows that this may not be how she 

represents her allegiance to Gaza.  

Deborah: Often when I walk on the road in my area, everybody knows that I go 
to UWI. Everybody sees me with my books and my backpack and my pressed 
shirt traveling to and from Kingston. One guy, he turned around and asked me, 
“Wah gwan wit u?” Why should I have to dress a certain way, walk a certain way, 
talk a certain way? I love Gaza in my heart but I know how people can be judged. 
I don’t act the way they act.  
 

Deborah becomes simultaneously coded by her community as both for and against Gaza. 

Different than other types of identity codeswitching, this is not a border that she can 



 

 98

easily traverse. It does, however, highlight how new sites of identity are being created in 

response to such an all-encompassing phenomenon. Deborah struggles between letting 

her tastes and likes dictate her identity and understanding the larger social structures at 

play.  

 

Experiences of Disembedding and Duality 

 

 Prior to the rise of the Gaza community in Gavin’s life, he spent a lot of his free 

time at his local youth sports and rec club. His mom, sisters, aunts and uncles recounted 

story after story to me about how Gavin had been the youngest vice president of the 

sports club in its history. At nine years old, he was leading fundraising efforts to purchase 

new uniforms for the local football and netball teams. He was at the clubhouse on most 

weeknights and most weekends. It’s important to note that local sports and rec clubs are 

closely aligned with the local controlling political party, in this case the JLP. The 

dominating political parties of any community typically financially support a local sports 

and rec club in order to gain favor with community members and recruit future party 

members. 

 Sally: Gavin, why did you stop hanging out at the sports club?  
 

Gavin: Sport clubs are for baby. Sport clubs are for pickney. Mi nah pickney no 
more so mi nah go.  
 

Sports clubs are for babies. Sports clubs are for kids. I am not a kid anymore so I 

don’t go.  

 

Sally: But Gavin, that’s not true. I see plenty of kids your age hanging out at the 
club, playing on the teams, coaching the kids. And your mom told me all about 
how much time you used to spend there.  
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Gavin: Mi nah want to wear Green no more. Mi nah want to wok for dem 
labourites. Mi seh Gaza.  
 

I don’t want to wear Green anymore. I don’t want to work for the Labourites 

(members of the JLP party). I say Gaza. 

 

Sally: Why couldn’t you do both? 
Gavin: Vybz and dem be badmen for true not like dem Labourite badmen. Vybz 
be a gangsta badman. Mi luv Vybz. Mi hear him seh wat da yute dem want. Mi 
nah hear dem Labourites talk bout da yute. Now when Gaza people come through, 
come pon da road, dem take care of mi. Mi nah beg no Labourite for nothing. 
Gaza tek care of mi now.  
 
Vybz and his crew are real gangsters not like the Labourite gangsters. Vybz is a 

real gangster. I luv Vybz. I hear him say what the youth want. I don’t here the 

Labourites talk about the youth. Now when Gaza people come through, come on 

the main road, they take care of me. I don’t ask any Labourite for anything. Gaza 

takes care of me now.  

  
 Transferring the things that he bought, wore and identified with from Green, the 

color of the JLP, to anything Gaza proved to be quite a turning point in Gavin’s life. 

People, families, communities, lived and died by their allegiance to their political party 

color. Their clothes, car, house, fence, anything that was able to be viewed by others 

would most likely be either green or orange in accordance with their party, and they 

would never be caught in the opposing color.  I watched Gavin do everything he could to 

learn more about Gaza and Vybz and to amass more commodities that represented Gaza. 

The aforementioned Gaza flag that Gavin worked so hard to create and situate so 

prominently on his lane was once a JLP flag created by his mother. As much as Gavin’s 

mother highlighted his past affiliations with the sports and rec club (and the JLP), she 

was talking about his identity through the lens of her own ideals of importance. Gavin 

was moving beyond the local sports and rec club as a hub for information and knowledge. 

He was connecting with a larger community. His mom followed suit, because of her 

desire to also belong in the changing social structures, yet ultimately she was not able to 
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understand. Gavin’s mom used to continuously state teasingly, “Gaza mi seh too but mi 

nah have time for dat. Mi pickney has time, mi nah have time” (I say Gaza too, but I 

don’t have any time for that. My child has time, I don’t have any time).  

 Deborah was the first one in her family to go to university. But she quickly 

realized how the influence of the Gaza vs. Gully era was changing the context in which 

students critiqued forms of knowledge and literary contributions. Discussions of 

dancehall and musical lyrics as social critique became part of the norm on campus.  

Deborah: You wouldn’t believe my professors. They’re actually letting us use 
songs as texts. Back in high school, the only thing we were allowed to read was 
old and British, you know, like Shakespeare and stuff. Now we get to read things 
that are actually interesting.  

  
Sally: Tell me about what you’re reading. 
 

Deborah: I’m reading this book about how rap music, you know like hip hop, is 
listened to by tons of young people in Japan. The author talks about how Japanese 
kids are turning to American music because social critique can’t be found in their 
own music.  
 

Sally: What does your professor think about it? 
 

Deborah: Well he’s letting us read it and talk about it but I can tell that he doesn’t 
really buy it. He thinks rap music and reggae and dancehall are just silly things 
that kids listen to. I don’t know, he might be right. Some of what Vybz says in his 
songs seem to matter so much but some of it just seems like he wants to make 
money.  
 

Sally: What does your mom say about what you’re learning?  
 

Deborah: Oh I would never talk to my mom about that. She’s proud of me for 
going to school. But she just really wants me to get a job, working for the 
government, and to be able to help support my family. School for her is about me 
getting a better job.  
 
 
 
 
 



 

 101

 

Examples of Difference Making: Defining self vs. other 

 
 For all of the participants, it was just as important for them to highlight their 

allegiance to either Gaza or Gully as it was for them to deny their loyalty to the other. 

This was particularly true for Vivine who was less enthusiastic about her association with 

Gully. Her identity with the Gully community came more from a place of necessity and 

support from her baby father. She spoke mostly about her dislike of Gaza rather than how 

she liked Gully.  

Vivine: Mi tell mi likkle sister, “Put that Kartel piture down. Nah put it up in dis 
yard. We nah have room for that.” Anytime mi walk down the lane and mi hear 
Kartel and dem rhythm play, mi just turn mi head. Mi nah let know one see mi 
whine to dat music.  
 
I told my little sister, “Put that Kartel picture down. Don’t put it up in this house. 

We don’t have room for that.” Anytime I walk down the street and I hear Kartel’s 

music play, I just turn my head. I don’t let anyone see me dance (wind my hips) to 

that music. 
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CHAPTER 6 

INTERSECTIONALITY, IMPLICATIONS, AND POSITIONALITY 

 

 “Society expects people who do not identify with this symbol 

of their enslavement to not have any spirituality. Not so. 

Vybz Kartel is not a Euro-Christian nor am I Roman Catholic. I still don’t 

understand how a man in Jamaica who can’t even get a visa to reach Italy 

considers himself a Roman. Not being a Euro-Christian does not preclude 

one from giving thanks to Jah, it may not be your Jah. For Kartel, it does not 

matter who your Jah is. Your Jah could be Life, Jesus, Buddha, Allah, 

Krishna, Yoga or Jehovah as long as it is a force of good: a force of livity. 

(Palmer, 2012) 

 

- Adidja Palmer (Vybz Kartel)  

 

This ethnographic study has explored identity development linked to popular 

social communities in “rural” Jamaica. In analyzing the data gathered and recognizing the 

genuine agency involved in understanding identity development in relationship to popular 

culture, I have outlined many important findings in the proceeding chapter.  The identity 

development experiences in relationship to the Gaza vs. Gully feud have proven to be 

transformative for some and reproductive for others.  This chapter will summarize the 

study’s findings and identify the implications of this research for “rural” Jamaican 

communities and for the literature. I will also share how I hope that this work informs our 

positioning of “peripheral” youth popular cultures as powerful, rich, and analytically 

informative. 

Recognizing youth identity development as “core” in the imagined periphery of 

Jamaica 

 
The former localizing strategies of culture, community, and region that allow 

researchers to investigate identity development as a collective activity among black youth 

disregard much of the reality and information that is highlighted and revealed through the 
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cultural dimension of globalization and the actuality of transnational cultural formations 

and hybridized “diasporic” communities.  

We live in a world of transformations, affecting almost every aspect of what we 
do. For better or worse, we are being propelled into a global order that no one 
fully understands, but which is making its effects felt upon all of us. Globalization 
may not be a particularly attractive or elegant word, but absolutely no one who 
wants to understand our prospects can ignore it (Giddens, 2002, 7).   
 

The borders and margins of urban environments have become new spaces for cultural 

negotiation that contribute to the creation of a new zone of identity development.  This 

zone is where assumptions are being explored, images are being problematized, and 

spaces, groups, and histories are intersecting.  These margins are what I believe are the 

identity development core.  Above all, investigations into the reality of youth identity 

development in peripheral locales must be centered on a theoretical framework that 

acknowledges how time-space compression and globalization intersect with identity 

development.  Negotiating and understanding one’s identity is a central feature to the 

development of adolescence and early adulthood, yet many psychological theories and 

concepts are culturally constructed in a singular sense.  Specific focus needs to be 

controlled to understand the unique multi-layered dynamic of “immigrant” (read 

“imagined immigrant” or “immigrant at home”) youth.    

Many psychologists, sociologists, and anthropologists have attempted to examine 

the identity development of black youth and/or black immigrants, yet they have failed to 

incorporate the theoretical principles of time-space compression and globalization in their 

investigations (Pedraza 2006, Phinney, et al 2006).  This failure limits their analyses to a 

single layered focus.  What results from a quick glimpse into the existing literature on 

identity development of black immigrant youth is the realization that most investigations 
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have limited their analyses to a singular understanding of the present.  Scholarship needs 

to incorporate a detailed examination of the processes that have created our modern-

world system, produced the reality of a global arena, and challenged the definitions of 

black identity.  

What does this look like epistemologically and theoretically?  It is with this 

theoretical incorporation that I can begin to give a voice to the youth in “rural” Jamaica 

that are, indeed, members of the “core”.  These findings contend that “imagined 

immigrant” experiences combined with issues of globalization and historical concepts of 

the Jamaican “crew” have created a unique identity development arena. Jamaican youth 

have become a valuable analytical group in this arena and can provide answers to some 

of the growing issues concerning identity development.  Identity development 

constructions based in theoretical frameworks of diaspora or hybridity don’t provide an 

adequate framework for the examination of adolescents of color in non-American 

settings.  

Setting concepts of diaspora and hybridity to the side, the problems become: can a 

perceived collectivity imagine or be made to imagine itself as a bounded entity when its 

members are exposed to a “cosmopolitan cultural regime” through media, travel, and 

experiences as consumers? How does tension between tradition and a global 

disembedded society affect how identity development is negotiated? How do modern 

narratives promoting reflexivity of the self interact with narratives endorsing the power of 

the familial collective memory of tradition?  As Jamaicans from St. Thomas continue to 

navigate the global social arena in combination with a literal and imagined connection 

with their “crew”, there arises an insightful and intellectually significant community that 
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represents the reality of identity development negotiation in a time-space compressed 

arena of the “glocal”. 

 

GAZA vs. GULLY Identity through the lens of Giddens 

 
Anthony Giddens’ theory of structuration and principle of disembedding in the 

era of globalization provides an excellent framework for understanding the observed 

experiences that were highlighted in Chapter five.  Giddens works to problematize grand 

theoretical empire building endeavors with his belief in their inability to adequately 

analyze society within a single theoretical dimension. “Giddens’ writings set out to 

clarify the essential characteristics of a globalized world that is quite different from 

anything the early sociologists could envisage, and therefore cannot be adequately 

understood using their models” (Wallace & Wolf, 2006, 190). Giddens writes, “The basic 

domain of the study of social sciences is neither the experience of the individual actor, 

nor the existence of any form of societal totality, but social practices ordered across space 

and time” (Giddens, 1984, 9).  This proclamation highlights Giddens’ theoretical 

principles as valuable in understanding the dynamic nature of the representation of 

Jamaican identity development that I observed. 

Giddens incorporates investigations of both human agency and societal structures 

in his analysis, two things that must be accepted and incorporated in a useful analysis of 

identity. For Giddens the individual side of duality, creative human agency, makes it 

impossible for grand theoretical perspectives to determine the reality of social action and 

the trajectory of modernization.  For these Jamaican youth negotiating identity 

development as actors/agents/consumers of the Gaza vs. Gully feud, their individual 
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human agency is influenced by their unique experiences and makes it impossible for 

current concepts of singular identity to adequately describe their realities and include 

their perspectives.  For my participants and their contemporaries identity cannot be 

constructed as a bounded entity in the same way social practices cannot be adequately 

understood under the guise of grand theoretical narratives.  Giddens’ insistence on the 

creative aspects of human action that work to modify and reproduce social practices 

rejects the possibility of formulated theorems of structural causation that determine 

generalized social action. 

The theory of Structuration among St. Thomas youth 

 
Giddens’ theory of structuration highlights the duality of structure by asserting 

that subjects must be re-conceptualized as a duality.  “It is as misleading to concentrate 

only on the activities of a ‘free agent’ as it is to look only at structural constraints that set 

limits to free activity. Both are necessary” (Wallace & Wolf, 2006, 187). After I was able 

to grasp a genuine understanding of the Gaza vs. Gully feud and its impact on youth in 

St. Thomas I was able to understand how it represented both “free agency” as well as 

“structural constraint” for my participants. Gavin, Deborah, Maga Man, and Vivine all 

interacted with the Gaza vs. Gully feud and its surrounding industries in both of the 

aforementioned ways openly and consciously as well as imagined and unconsciously. 

Duality among St. Thomas Youth 

 

Human actors recreate through their actions the social practices and institutions 

that constrain those actions.  Their actions can also work to modify or change the 

constraining practices or institutions, thus normal routine activities form and reform 

human social life.  Giddens’ believes that human action is indeed transformational, “the 
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structural properties of social systems exist only in so far as forms of social conduct are 

reproduced chronically across time and space” (Giddens, 1984, xxiii).  This central, 

critical belief of Giddens’ theoretical approach promoted his framework to be so 

eloquently employed as a lens of analysis for understanding the complexities of identity 

development.  When exploring the nuance of human experience specifically in the case of 

my participants in St. Thomas it is critically important for research to encompass a 

both/and agenda.  I must be able to allow for them to identify as both Jamaicans and 

either members of the Gaza or Gully crews or communities, both traditional and 

cosmopolitan, both local and global.  These characteristics can only be brought to the 

foreground if Giddens’ theory of structuration is utilized to conceptualize both citizens 

and structures as subjects of duality. 

Disembedding in Cultural Commodification 

 
Giddens looks beyond economic forms of ownership to understand how 

technology and the communications revolution has compressed time and space and 

allowed for the incorporation and integration of various social systems. The 

“contemporary world system is, for the first time in human history, one in which absence 

in space no longer hinders system coordination” (Giddens, 1984, 185). Youth in St. 

Thomas were indeed experiencing this reality, although not wholly unobstructed as 

Giddens may imply.  In juxtaposing tradition and expertise in a new social arena tradition 

becomes highlighted as an organized medium of collective memory that guides action 

because of the combined moral and emotional content and expertise becomes understood 

as the global scale of modernity that undercuts traditions’ legitimacy.  Youth is St. 

Thomas are left to negotiate this dichotomy with almost every action they take. 
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Allegiance to political party (read “crew”) represents the tradition and Giddens idea of 

economic forms of ownership. Identification with Gaza or Gully “crew” exemplifies how 

space has been re-defined and re-imagined through the technology and communications 

revolution to create a new social system that now governs their forms of ownership. 

Where a young person’s entrance into a political party in St. Thomas used to be their 

ultimate identity marker in the past, the disembedding of world system and the 

recognition of the powerful role of technology and imagined community has promoted 

their allegiance to a Gaza or Gully crew as their new most significant identity marker. 

While the nation-state reigned so did political affiliation in St. Thomas. Now that the 

global state reigns in St. Thomas popular culture affiliation and your actions as a 

consumer have become their definitive identity marker. This shift came later to St. 

Thomas than other parts of Jamaica and indeed other parts of the world, yet to deny that 

the shift has come because of the continued issues related to poverty and access is wrong. 

For even though Gavin has never used a computer himself, his life experiences are 

extrinsically linked to how technology has changed his possibilities and social networks. 

 
Giddens explains that youth begin to assimilate to their new surroundings and 

social structures (both imagined and literal) and feel psychologically ready to forge their 

own identity development path, they begin to participate in the process of disembedding. 

Disembedded expertise replaces tradition as a legitimate authority to provide guidance as 

to what people should do, eat, or say; essentially it begins to provide the framework for 

generational discrepancies in identity. It is precisely this tension between tradition and a 

global disembedded expertise that is what holds the keys to how identity development is 

negotiated for the youth in St. Thomas.   
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Globalization has promoted disembedding as a worldwide experience, resulting in 

individuals experiencing the world in ways that are different from traditional societies, 

and in most cases of youth experiences different from the realities of their parents’ 

generation.  The results demand a theoretical analysis that understands the duality and 

allows for a both/and reality, yet the era and influence of Gaza vs. Gully seem to provide 

a distinctive example in which the parental generation is indeed changing as well.   

Implications for the Role of Popular Culture in Literature and Research 

 
 Throughout this project I utilized the work of Nadine Dolby (2001) as the 

framework for which I was able to investigate identity formation in popular culture as a 

primary site of research. Prior to her work the idea of popular culture as popularized by 

Foucault (1972) was not typically understood or considered as a site for identity 

formation in ethnographic studies. Utilizing the theories of popular culture as expressed 

by Hall (1981), Willis (1990), and Grossberg (1989), Dolby was one of the first to 

actualize ethnography in the location of popular culture. “Popular culture is a key site for 

the formation of identities, for the ways in which we make sense of the world and locate 

ourselves within it. It is intricately woven into our lives; it surrounds us, influencing the 

way we map our realities, imagine our possible lives, and relate to others” (Dolby, 2001, 

15). My hope is that my own project will add to the growing body of work which 

problematizes location in ethnography and sheds light on the saliency with which popular 

culture is indeed a rich and genuine site of potential exploration. Popular culture a as site 

remains powerful not only in the lives of young people as Dolby investigates it, but also 

through my work as youth popular culture interacts with and acts upon the more 

dominant culture of the adult generations and/or state powers.  
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Implications for Urban Education 

 
Recognizing this work in the field of Urban Education allows it to add to the 

existing and expanding youth culture canon. By continuing in the path of works by Dolby 

(2001) and Bettie (2003) this ethnographic example allows us to recognize the principles 

of teaching and learning outside of the traditional classroom setting. Identity, knowledge, 

socialization, class, and roles are all being negotiated, taught and learned in this project 

among youth, yet not in the traditional educational settings. Another, and possibly more 

important way in which this project can impact the field is in its utilization as a tool to 

evaluate the ethnographic method. This ethnography can be utilized pedagogically to 

evaluate the most basic contributions of qualitative inquiry: substantive contribution, 

aesthetic merit, reflexivity, impact, and expressed reality. This practice both benefits the 

student and the elevation of the field as a whole.    

 
 

Locating Myself: Changing Positionality over time and space 

 

 Race, gender, class, nationality - all of these aspects played a major role in the 

ways in which I interacted with my participants and the environment around me as well 

as the ways in which people interacted with me. When I first came to St. Thomas I was a 

true outsider. A single, white, American woman coming to live, work, and study in an 

environment that was simultaneously so much different and so much the same as the city 

that I called home. Like many graduate students before me, I had to manage multiple 

roles as I strung funding together to afford me the privilege of spending two years in the 

field. In addition to performing my research, I sometimes worked as a professor for a 

local abroad program of an American University, I sometimes taught a course at the 
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University of the West Indies and interacted with prominent Jamaican scholars and 

students, I became a member of a local women’s cooperative, and I became a wife. All of 

these experiences affected my relationships, challenged my thinking, and negotiated the 

ways in which the community understood me. Throughout it all, racial privilege remained 

prominent. My white privilege defined, in large ways, my experiences throughout 

Jamaica politically, economically, socially as well as on a community and personal level. 

It afforded me access and expertise that I did not deserve. It challenged people’s trust and 

faith in me.  

When I spoke with people in Jamaica about my project I was always pushed to 

choose an artist. Was I Gaza or Gully? After people admonished the poor, rural youth for 

their participation in the feud and judged their complexity and intelligence for identifying 

so radically with one or the other, they then pushed me to choose. They pushed me, but 

they didn’t judge me. I was allowed to choose Gaza or Gully and maintain respect and 

humanity, because of my white privilege.  This was something that I struggled with and 

eventually chose to disclose to my participants. Ultimately, my acknowledgement of the 

privilege that I was granted because of my race to my participants allowed us to create a 

more genuine dialogue and greater degree of trust. I was the first white person who had 

ever talked about this openly with them, and this dialogue proved to be invaluable in 

allowing me to push into the “fifth moment” so prized in the principles of critical 

ethnography (Lincoln & Denzin, 1994). These interactions forced me to reconsider how I 

would have changed my methodological framework to be more critical, more action 

based, more genuinely and holistically inclusive of my participants.     
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Where are they now? Vybz Kartel and Mavado 

 
Gaza’s Portmore Empire and Gully’s Alliance no longer exist in the way that they 

did during the height of the Gaza vs. Gully era. However dancehall culture still reigns 

supreme in Jamaica and both Vybz Kartel and Mavado remain important figures. The 

escalation and popularity of the feud ended abruptly in January 2010, yet their influence 

in music, popular culture, business and politics have remained in ways not tied to the 

popularity of the feud, but within their own personalities, lives, and brands.  

 In 2014, Mavado overcame a slew of legal troubles to score one of the biggest 

achievements of his career, inking a deal with DJ Khaled’s We The Best Music Group. 

Thanks to a deal between Cash Money Records and We The Best Music, Mavado is now 

a part of one of the most influential labels in American hip hop.  Mavado continues to 

perform in Jamaica and internationally. 

 After the end of the feud, Vybz Kartel got embroiled in a skin bleaching 

controversy and put out his own line of condoms. In March 2013 following a 65-day trial 

(the longest in Jamaica’s history) Kartel was sentenced to life in prison for the killing of a 

known associate. Kartel has since published a bestselling book, The Voice of the Ghetto, 

and continues to put out new music from behind bars. Following his sentencing, Kartel 

was placed at the Tower Street Adult Correctional Centre, a facility where the artist Jah 

Cure recorded three albums during his imprisonment there in the early 2000s. According 

to Jesse Serwer at Rolling Stone (2014) “Kartel’s conviction and sentencing clearly 

signal the end of an era for dancehall, a genre that has struggled to retain its international 

footing in recent years due in large part to the legal issues of, and controversies 

associated with, top artists like Kartel…It’s impossible to overstate Vybz Kartel’s impact 
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on dancehall over the last 10 years, Dancehall is very centered around the song — the 

song is the thing. Kartel without question became the thing to talk about. Whether it was 

skin bleaching or whatever controversy, he’s kept himself the focus of attention."  

What have I learned? 

 
Throughout this process I have learned to both believe in myself and believe in 

the power of research.  What I began to understand as a graduate student critically 

engaging the canon, I came to see in my own work. Youth culture in indeed a powerful 

place to research informal exchanges of teaching and learning.  Although I was not able 

to fully develop my own original theories, I am on my way, and the utilization of the 

theory of structuration and principle of disembedding is salient in unpacking the nature of 

how human agency and societal structures interact. I will be able to reframe these 

contributions in the future to further unpack the relationships between commodities and 

identity.  Lastly, globalization needs to continue to strive to be understood for its 

changes, not just its negative impacts. Although this idea comes out some much in our 

popular discourse today, it needs to become firmly situated in the youth culture canon to 

allow researchers to uphold the value, worth, and integrity of their participants 

perspectives, meanings, creativity, and worldview.      
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