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FAYE V. HARRISON

WOMEN IN JAMAICA'S URBAN INFORMAL ECONOMY:
INSIGHTS FROM A KINGSTON SLUM

INTRODUCTION

The West Indian legacy of colonialism and imperialism is the world's oldest
and possibly the world's harshest.1 The work, adaptations, and struggles
of Caribbean women, particularly poor Afro-Creole2 women, warrant
scholarly attention, for these experiences can reveal much about the part
that gender inequality, especially in its intersection with race and class
oppression, plays in colonial and postcolonial domination and in dependent
forms of national development.

Much of the material that exists on gender and on women in Caribbean
societies can be found embedded in the many studies of lower-class family
structure and in the works on internal marketing among peasants.3

However, over the past decade or so, increasing attention has been more
directly focused on the sociocultural, political, and economie underpinnings
of women's lives.4 The purpose of this paper is not to provide a general
framework for analyzing the varying statuses of women across class
boundaries in West Indian societies, but to offer a perspective on the
positions occupied and roles played by women within what is sometimes
called the "informal economy" of urban Jamaica, specifically the Kingston
Metropolitan Area.5 Drawing upon ethnographic data from "Oceanview,"
a slum in downtown Kingston, the ensuing discussion attempts to elucidate
and provide a context for understanding important facets of the everyday
lives and struggles of those women who occupy the lowest strata of the
Jamaican class structure: women who represent some of the most marginal
segments of the working-class and the petty bourgeoisie; and who, together
with their young and aged dependents, constitute the largest proportion
of their nation's poor.
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A basic premise of this essay is that the problem of sexual inequality
as it obtains in Jamaica today is integrally related to the broader processes
of uneven development within the Caribbean periphery of the world
capitalist system. That is, sexual oppression must be viewed in the national
and international contexts of class and regional disparities which condition
the specificity of women's everyday lives (Nash and Safa 1980:x-xi). The
world capitalist system embodies a structure of labor market segmentation
wherein workers in peripheral countries receive no more than one sixth
of the wages received by their counterparts in the advanced industrial
center (Amin 1980). Since female workers receive considerably less than
their male counterparts, Third World women represent a cheaper than
cheap segment of the international work force (Lim 1983:80; Nash 1983:3).
Capital accumulation and transfer on a world scale is based upon relations
of superexploitation, the brunt of which Third World women bear. The
interplay of class and gender is, therefore, integral to capitalist development
at both national and international levels.

PATTERNS OF UNEVEN DEVELOPMENT IN JAMAICA

Jamaica, formally independent since 1962, has historically been one of
the most important countries, politically and economically, in the Com-
monwealth Caribbean. lts current population is approximately 2.2 million,
one-half of which is urban and one-third of which is situated in the primate
city, Kingston (Department of Statistics 1978b:3). The Jamaican economy
is marked by uneven development or "underdevelopment," i.e.,historically
constituted processes that distort and subordinate domestic production
and exchange to the accumulation interests of metropolitan capital (Mam-
dani 1976:6). Based largely on the production of sugar and bananas, the
mining and partial refining of bauxite, tourism, and manufacturing,
Jamaica's economie structure is extroverted in that its dominant enterprises
and sectors are largely foreign owned or controlled and oriented toward
an export market. The economy is internally disjointed, for there are few
organic links between domestic sectors (Beckford and Witter 1980:66,81).
Instead, the major linkages are vertical; that is, agriculture, bauxite, tourism,
and branch-plant manufacturing are integrated into North American (and
largely American) corporations. Accordingly, all inputs - raw materials,
services, technology, and skilied personnel - are imported, and virtually
all outputs from these industries are exported.

However, all of the economy is not directly controlled by corporate
capital. Jamaica's peripheral capitalism encompasses variant forms of

Downloaded from Brill.com05/19/2023 07:14:06PM
via free access



WOMEN IN JAMAICA'S URBAN ECONOMY 105

production and exchange which are subordinate to the dominant capitalist
pattern. Some of these subordinate economie forms, e.g., subsistence
agriculture, have their origins in earlier non-capitalist modes of production/
exchange that have been absorbed into the domestic capitalist system due
to the consolidation and widespread penetration of large-scale and primarily
foreign capital (cf. Post 1978). Other patterns, such as many of those found
within the small-scale, unlicensed sphere of the urban economy, have
developed out of contradictions and complexities endemic to peripheral
capitalism itself (cf. Kowarick 1979:83).

Crisis of the 70's and 80's

During the 50's and 60's, foreign investment, principally American,
propelled a rapid and sustained growth in the economy (Jefferson 1972).
This capital-intensive growth benefitted the national bourgeoisie and middle
class while it engendered a rise in unemployment and a decline in the
poor's share in national income (Girvan and Bernal 1982:37). In sharp
contrast to the boom period, the 1970's brought two world recessions,
quadrupled oil prices, sharp price increases for manufactured imports, and
acute price and demand instability for Third World exports (National
Planning Agency 1978:6). The People's National Party (PNP), the ruling
party of the 1972-80 period, instituted various reforms to redistribute
national income and to secure greater "Jamaicanization" or sovereignty
over the economy. One of the most dramatic actions the government took
in response to international conditions and pressures from segments of
the national bourgeoisie was the imposition of a production levy on the
bauxite companies in 1974. Following the levy and Jamaica's part in the
formation of the International Bauxite Association, the PNP announced
its commitment to democratie socialism and to liberating itself from
imperialism.

Fearing that Jamaica would move further leftward and expropriate
investments, foreign and domestic capitalists, largely through the agency
of the Jamaica Labour Party (JLP) opposition, mobilized a destabilization
campaign to undermine the legitimacy of the PNP administration and oust
it from office (Keith and Girling 1978:29). Bauxite companies cut back
production and filled a litigation suit; the American press discouraged
tourism, Jamaica's second largest foreign exchange earner; local capitalists
cut back production and, in many cases, closed down business and fled
the island with their capital; and international commercial banks ceased
making loans to Jamaica.

Facing an economie collapse, in 1977 the country was compelled to
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seek foreign exchange from the International Monetary Fund (IMF), whose
restrictive policies exacerbated the island's economie slump as well as its
volatile political climate (Girvan and Bernal 1982:39, 40). In order to gain
eligibility for IMF loans, the government had to undertake a number of
drastic readjustments, among them cuts in real wages and retrenchment
in the public sector. Initially the administration resisted the IMF strategy,
but a severe credit squeeze forced it to re-open negotiations. Adhering
to the terms of a standby loan, in April, 1977 the government was forced
to devalue its currency by almost fifty percent, impose indirect taxes, lift
price controls, and limit wages increases. These measures resulted in a
thirty-five percent decline in real wages and a fifty percent rise in the
price level (Girvan and Bernal 1982:43). After failing fiscal performance
tests for two consecutive years, in early 1980 the government called for
general elections in order to determine the nation's economie path. A month
later the negotiations with the IMF were discontinued. The continuous
shortages of basic commodities (even food Staples), the rising unemployment
(thirty-five percent in 1980) especially affecting young adults and women,
the constant currency devaluations and sharp price increases, and the
unprecedented wave of political violence accompanying the campaign
demoralized the population and eroded its confidence in the PNP govern-
ment. Within several months the opposition party had electorally ousted
the PNP as the country's ruling party and returned the economy to the
orbit of Western banks, transnationals, and the IMF.

In spite of massive support from the United States government and
international institutions, principally the IMF, the Jamaican economy has
deteriorated since the JLP's rise to power. Following stringent IMF
directions, the administration de-nationalized public-owned businesses,
drastically cut back in public employment, abolished price regulations and
food subsidies, imposed restraints on wages, and devalued the national
currency several times. The IMF strategy for economie recovery has
increased the balance of payments deficit and imposed a degree of austerity
on living conditions more severe than the hardships that prevailed during
the PNP administration (Headley 1985).

THE URBAN INFORMAL ECONOMIC SECTOR

Since the consolidation of the capitalist mode at the turn of the century,
Jamaica, like many Third World countries, has been unable to offer secure
and stable employment opportunities for most of its working-age popu-
lation. The chronic problem of "surplus" population, severely aggravated
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by the balance of payments crisis, is manifest in high rates of unemployment,
immeasurably rampant underemployment, and successive waves of emi-
gration; and is the consequence of the displacement of labor from both
subsistence and modern sectors of the national economy. Much of the
surplus working population - the dislocated peasants, displaced and landless
wage-workers, and the marginally self-employed - is absorbed into the
urban informal economie sector, which encompasses income-producing
activities outside formal sector wages, pensions, and gratuities (Portes
1981:87).6

Within the urban informal economie sphere are myriad productive,
marketing, and service activities and enterprises, most of which are
unlicensed, untaxed, and able to circumvent the expenses imposed by State
safety and sanitary regulations. This petty-scale sector of the economy
is dependent upon large-scale and capital-intensive industry and comple-
ments it by taking on tasks that the latter generally neglects because of
unprofitability (Roberts 1978) or illegality. Because of the export orientation
of capitalist production in most of the Third World, the dominant economie
spheres are not organized to satisfy all market demands. Whereas the formal,
corporate sector meets the demands of the export market, the informal
sector caters to many of the requirements of the domestic market. For
example, due to the gravity of economie conditions during the latter years
of the PNP administration (when I collected most of my field data), the
importation of a wide range of consumer and capital goods virtually ceased.
A premium was, therefore, placed on items that had become scarce or
unobtainable in the formal domestic market. The informal economy,
particularly its illegal segments, became a major source of many goods
and services, including such staple foodstuffs as rice, milk, flour, and cheese.

An integral and fairly stable component of Jamaica's illegitimate eco-
nomie sphere is the production of and trade in ganja or marijuana. While
the local and national trade is important, the international distribution
of "herb" is even more economically significant (Lacey 1977). In fact,
at the height of the balance of payments crisis of the 70s, ganja production
and trade was "the only healthy [sector] of the Jamaican economy. The
1.1 billion dollar business [was] the economie lifeline of Jamaica. . . after
traditional segments of the economy failed" (Newsweek 1980). This starkly
illustrates how integral informal sector activities often are in peripheral
capitalist economies.

While it may be clear that informal economie processes are subordinate
to and dependent upon formally recognized economie sectors, it is also
important to realize that capitalist accumulation itself is dependent upon
the subsistence-oriented and other petty-scale activities of the informal
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sphere. The largely unlicensed and unregulated small-scale domain plays
a critical role in subsidizing part of the costs of transnational corporations
operating in Third World nations, enabling these firms to enforce com-
paratively low wages on their labor (Portes 1978:37). Moreover, by lowering
the costs of reproduction, informal economie activities indirectly subsidize
workers in core nations, e.g., the United States, and, thereby, help maintain
the rate and transfer of profit (Portes 1981:106). The urban informal sector
helps reduce labor costs for corporations in two major ways: first, by
providing relatively cheap and/or accessible goods and services amd, hence,
reducing some of the costs of subsistence for the urban population,
particularly wage-workers; and, second, by decreasing the relative size of
the formal labor force with its abundant labor available for casual and
disguised forms of wage-work.

"Self-employment" or "own-account" work represents a pattern of
concealed wage-work which permits capital to extract surplus labor from
petty producers and traders. Several scholars, e.g. Portes (1981), Birkbeck
(1979), and Scott (1979) have shown that much informal sector activity
is actually work done for the benefit of formal sector firms. For example,
the informal marketing of formal sector goods constitutes a well organized
business ultimately controlled by capitalist firms. Rather than invest in
retail chains, distributing firms utilize "independent" traders. In this case,
informal trading represents an efficiënt and profitable means of circulating
both national and imported goods in the domestic market. The character
of this inter-sectoral linkage is concealed, because capital does not intervene
directly in the informal labor process, which is generally organized around
personalized, often familial relationships. The informal labor process,
therefore, should be distinguished from the underlying social relations of
production and appropriation which permit capital to superexploit informal
labor (cf. Amin 1980:25).7

Informal economie relations, which are typically embedded in kinship
and peer networks, permit the use of free or nominally paid labor and,
consequently, "an output of goods and services at prices lower than those
which could be offered under formal productive arrangements" (Portes
1981:86). While these conditions reduce the costs of reproduction for the
petty-scale sphere and, therefore, permit its viability, ultimately, these very
conditions maximize surplus extraction by reducing the costs that the
dominant sector must pay to reproduce labor power.

The "feminization" of the informal economy

The part the informal sector plays in lowering the general costs of
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reproducing labor power for formal sector capital is also the role attributed
to a reserve army of labor.8 Saffioti (1978) bases her theoretical discourse
on women in class societies upon the premise that intrinsic to capitalism
is the existence of a reserve resulting from the exclusion of considerable
segments of the working populations from a secure position in the labor
market. Under capitalist social conditions, a large proportion of women,
particularly housewives who have been displaced from what are socially
defined as productive economie roles, constitute a reserve labor force, whose
surplus labor power is absorbed into the domestic domain of the social
economy.

While women as housewives, working to reproduce their mates' labor
power without the benefit of wages, may indeed represent an important
and, in analytic terms, neglected component of the labor reserve, the
quintessential reserve in peripheral societies such as Jamaica, where women
constitute a sizeable component (47%) of the work force as well as of
the displaced work force (i.e., informal workers),9 includes those women
who, as breadwinners and quite often as heads of households, must operate
within the context of an insecure and informal opportunity structure to
eke out a livelihood for themselves and for their young and aged dependents.
From these segments of the reserve, middle- and upper-class housewives
recruit and hire their domestic helpers, who for pitiably low wages perform
most of the functions necessary for maintaining privileged households.
From this informal labor force also come many of the female street vendors,
called "higglers", who are responsible for distributing staple foodstuffs
throughout the urban population, particularly to the poor.

The rate of formal unemployment for Jamaican women (39%) is more
than twice as high as that for men (16%), resulting in more than twice
as many women (167,900) being unemployed as compared to men (79,200)
(Department of Statisticsl978b:26). The relative feminization of unemploy-
ment and poverty is manifested in the informal economy wherein females
participate in survival and subsistence activities in comparatively larger
numbers and proportions. Moreover, in view of the pivotal position women
occupy within familial and domestic configurations,10 they tend to play
principal mobilizational roles in "scuffling" ventures, i.e., small-scale
income-generating processes.

THE SEXUAL DIVISION OF LABOR IN THE INFORMAL SPHERE

The urban informal economy consists of an expansive, competitive tertiary
sector, a small sphere of secondary production or petty manufacture, and,
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in light of the physical constraints of the urban economy, a restricted
sector of primary production, e.g., gardening and animal husbandry. The
principal focus of informal sector activity in the Kingston Metropolitan
Area, therefore, tends to be that of commodity circulation and services
rather than that of production. The latter process is concentrated largely
within the formal sphere of the urban economy. That is to say that petty
producers have been substantially displaced by large-scale capital, and this
displacement has affected women more drastically than men.

According to government data for the late 1970s and early 1980s,
approximately 70% of all female workers in Jamaica were employed in
the tertiary sector (i.e., commerce and services), while only about 32-33%
of all male workers were active in this sector (Department of Statistics
1978b:27; 1984:308; Statistical Institute of Jamaica 1984:10). Only 7-8%
of the female work was in manufacture, whereas on average 14% of the
male work force was concentrated there.

The respective distributions of female and male workers in the informal
sector of one neighborhood's economie structure (that of Oceanview)
indicate that both women and men shared exceedingly large concentrations
in the tertiary sector of the locality and metropolitan economy. Still, the
percentage of women workers in this sector exceeded that of men by about
11%." Moreover, while a substantial percentage of men worked as
producers (35%), a much lesser percentage of women (20%) was engaged
in productive labor. It seems, therefore, that although most informal sector
participants were involved in commercial and service activities, the con-
centration of women's work in this particular domain was especially high
(88%). This evidence suggests that compared with women, men tended
to have access to income opportunities across a wider range of occupations,
activities, and sectors. Furthermore, the income opportunities accessible
to men, e.g., those in construction, provided higher levels of remuneration
than female-specific jobs. Many of the higher paying jobs available to
males, however, tended to be insecure, or available only on a temporary,
casual basis.

Nelson (1979) shows that within the informal economie sector of Nairobi,
Kenya, women by and large are restricted to marketing skills (e.g., preparing
beverages, cooking, caring for children, and washing clothes) practiced
in the home, whereas men market a much wider range of skills and services.12

Evidence from Oceanview confirms this kind of sexual division of labor.
For instance, close to 33% of the working women in my sample were
engaged in some sort of domestic service, while about 26% were employed
in general services (e.g., casual streetcleaning, hairstyling, and spiritual
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healing). In contrast, 40% of the men in the sample were engaged in general
services (e.g., taxi-driving, vehicle repair, and photography).

Approximately 46% of all of the women sampled were involved in either
or both the marketing of domestic services (33%) and the marketing of
domestic or household consumer goods (24%), e.g., foodstuffs, cooking
utensils, and clothing. Few (i.e., 3%) of the men were engaged in services
(e.g., baking and cooking) that could be classified as domestic; nonetheless,
approximately 18% were involved in marketing domestic commodities -
food, durable domestic goods, and clothing. It is important to realize that
the majority (78%) of these female marketers were "higglers", i.e., street
vendors selling fresh, and, therefore, perishable vegetables and fruits, and
only about 22% of the female retailers were shopkeepers.13 Conversely,
64% of the male retailers were proprietors of small grocery shops, stores,
or restaurants while only about 36% were street vendors. Male retailers
were more likely to manage larger-scale interprises. Furthermore, whereas
these male proprietors generally benefitted from the labor of their spouses
and/or kinswomen, their female counterparts were less inclined to have
adult males as regular sources of labor.

Although perhaps the large higgler category may evince salient man-
agement and organizational skills among women as instrumental actors,
these abilities and achievements were not widely channelled into other
important areas. Men were more likely to hold supervisory positions and
to market leadership skills and services, for example, as foremen of
construction and public works crews and as informal labor recruiters and
political party brokers. Further, a larger proportion of men than women
was engaged in productive and service activities (e.g., vehicle repair,
electrical work, plumbing, carpentry, masonry, weiding, etc.) which de-
manded some readily recognized degree of technical expertise.

It is also noteworthy that male and female informants had different
patterns of participation in the small urban primary sector. Women, for
instance, tended to raise fowl and tree fruits for household and domestic
subsistence, while men were more inclined to produce for commodity
exchange. Half of the men involved in primary production were engaged
in raising pigs or goats for the market. Women's involvement in secondary
production, viz., petty manufacture, was largely restricted to the production
of children's and women's clothing, while men produced men's clothing,
shoes, furniture, woodcarvings, and were involved in building construction.
Women's work across all sectors was linked largely to domestic needs
and functions.

Another discernible category of informal economie activity is that related
to entertainment or recreation.14 Approximately 22% of the males in my
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sample admittedly participated in this sphere as barkeepers (5%), ganja
traders (14%), and gambling vendors/brokers (3%). Approximately 31%
of the women were involved in often multiple and interrelated occupations
within this sphere as barkeepers (13%), ganja traders (7%), gambling
vendors and housemistresses (11%), and "sportin gals" or prostitutes (5%).
Of course, these percentages, which represent only what informants were
willing to divulge, grossly underestimate the extent of involvement in illegal
activities, particularly in the ganja trade and prostitution. These two illegal
spheres seem to reflect a division of labor by gender, in that although
women are indeed active in the production and exchange of ganja, the
trade is a domain in which males predominate. On the other hand,
prostitution at the local-level is largely organized by women, who tend
not to have pimps or male superiors. This relative autonomy, however,
is absent in the major tourist zones, where commoditized sexual exchanges
are typically mediated by male brokers.

Nelson (1979) treats prostitution as well as those serial mating practices
in which an economie motive or dimension is apparent as instances of
the marketing of services that women practice and perform within the
domestic domain.15 Although she places prostitution and those mating
practices which, for all intents and purposes, represent an economie survival
strategy into the same category, the two behaviors should not be equated.
The sexual services embodied in mating behavior are not commodities,
as are the services prostitutes market, but use-values.

In view of this conceptual distinction between commodities and use-
values, it is necessary to underscore the fact that the informal economy
is not limited to the production and exchange of petty commodities. Of
great significance is the production and non-market exchange - what
Lomnitz (1977) calls "reciprocal exchange" - of such resources as infor-
mation and any good and service which contributes in some way to
subsistence and economie viability. Non-market exchange is especially
crucial for the subsistence of a considerable proportion of ghetto (i.e.,
slum and shantytown) populations that cannot regularly engage in monetary
transactions.

THE SOCIAL ORGANIZATION AND CONSTRUCTION OF GENDER

Social networks - or very fluid and diffusely structured social relationships
organized primarily around kinship, co-residential, and/or peer ties -
constitute the basis for much of the socioeconomic activity within the
informal economy. Kinship groupings extend beyond individual residential
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units, and the embeddedness of these households in broader domestic
configurations is critical given the absence of State aid or welfare benefits
for the formally unemployed or the non-wage working poor.

The primacy of extended consanguineal ties characterizes the situations
of both women and men; however, ghetto women tend to be comparatively
more reliant on or committed to kin and domestic groupings for salient
and sustained social relationships. Women informants (particularly those
in the 18-30 year range) tended to express distrust for friendship and
marriage,16 suggesting that investments in such non-kin relationships would
lead to additional demands on limited resource, "trouble" and "war" over
gossip and men, and, in the case of legal marriage, constraints on female
independence and autonomy. "Me naa keep friends" was the claim of
several women who restricted most of their intimate, reciprocal interactions
to relatives. Women who where higglers with relatively stable retail
enterprises, officers in local-level political party associations or mutual
aid societies, or "bankers" in rotating credit networks called "partners"
tended to have more intense relationships outside the domestic sphere.
For these women peer relationships were often significant; nonetheless,
kin ties were viewed as much more reliable and valuable.

While the idiom and organization of kinship are key in the everyday
lives of poor urban women, among ghetto men peer bonds are highly
valued and play a central role on the street corners where male networks
are based (cf. Brana-Shute 1976; Lieber 1976; Wilson 1971). The peer
networks of men between the ages of 15 and 35 often assume the form
of gangs which may combine to form gang hierarchies extending over
the territory of an entire neighborhood or an even more inclusive district
or zone. Street corners and their associated gangs provide the context
within which subsistence-related information is exchanged, material re-
sources are redistributed, casual labor is recruited for government-sector
employment, and legitimate and illegitimate hustling strategies are devised
and carried out.

Interestingly, in the way that both women and men talked about their
lives and survival struggles, women seemed to place greater emphasis on
independence and autonomy than did men. Despite their actual dependence
on the "babyfathers" (i.e., consensual mates), mothers, sisters, and special
neighbors of their active networks, women underscored the importance
and necessity of independent action in surviving Kingston's slums and
shantytowns.They viewed their participation in familial networks, which
extend and contract according to need and circumstance, as the outcome
of their individual strategies and negotiations rather than as the result
of group obligations and duties. "Networking", even among kinspeople,
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was described as voluntary and instrumental, and it involved no fixed,
long-term commitments to a clearly defined social unit.

The assertion of female independence is not at all controverted by kin
alignments. In fact, the extended organization of kinship and domesticity,
with its internal division of labor and forms of cooperation, frees some
women for work and other activities outside the home. Those women
remaining at home and in the immediate neighborhood supervise and care
for the children, while also carrying out other household-based tasks, some
of which generate income. Independence does not, therefore, imply "a
shedding of social attachments..[but] is linked to a strong sense of
interpersonal connectedness..." (Sutton and Makiesky-Barrow 1981:496).

Manifestations of female autonomy, particularly in the economie domain
as evinced by the high rate of female participation in the labor force,
have sometimes been taken by the public and by scholars to mean that
women enjoy sexual equality (cf. Mintz 1981; Sutton and Makiesky-Barrow
1981). However, evidence indicating that women indeed suffer from
underemployment, unemployment, low-paying jobs, and de facto disen-
franchisement more disproportionately than their male counter parts serves
to dispel this conception. Sexual inequality is also reflected in the incidence
of wife-battering and sexual violence as well as in ideological representations
in, for instance, mass media advertisements and popular music (Antrobus
and Gordon 1984:120; Henry and Wilson 1975:193-94). Male resentment
against female competence and assertiveness is expressed in song lyrics
which often encourage men to control or dominate women lest the latter's
alleged cleverness, deviousness, and promiscuity endanger men's standing
in the home and community (cf. Henry and Wilson 1975: 193).

Despite the ambivalence men may feel toward women's presence outside
the home, women's work is expected and tolerated. The tolerance for female
independence and for individual independence regardless of gender ori-
ginated during the slavery era when both sexes were equally involved and
exploited in the "public" domain of plantation work (Sutton and Makiesky-
Barrow 1981). Mintz (1981) hypothesizes that since enslaved men could
not assert "paterfamilial" domination over female slaves, and since slave
masters relegated both male and female Africans to the status of chattel
property, respect for individual rights and prerogatives for both men and
women was strong among Afro-Jamaicans.

Historically, the masses of Jamaican women have been conspicuous as
workers not (wholly) dependent on their kinsmen and mates for their
sustenance and security. During the post-emancipation period, peasant
women complemented the work of male producers through a system of
internal marketing controlled largely by the market women themselves.
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However, with the expansion and consolidation of capitalist social relations
at the turn of the century, the autonomy of Afro-Jamaicam women -
and that of peasants, artisans, and traders on a whole - diminished. Owing
to the entrenchment of colonial state power over the hitherto independent
peasantry,17 maledominance gained further legitimacy and was imposed
on the society by established churches, schools, laws, and a system of
job segregation and wage differentials.18

GENDER AND POLITICS

In the mid-1970s, a government redevelopment agency charged with
upgrading housing, Utilities, and social services in the Oceanview vicinity
conducted a survey in order to identify the neighborhood's leadership on
the basis of reputation. These "area leaders" were then to comprise an
advisory committee that would aid in implementing the government
program's objectives. Out of the 23 persons identified, only one was a
women. In a locality where women are quite visible in the economie arena
and where their membership and work keep alive and active local-level
political party groups and branches, why were women underrepresented
as area leaders?

On one hand, the term "leader" tends to connote authority and official
status and is typically applied to middle-class political party functionaries.
In this sense, Oceanview respondents would claim that there are no leaders
among the locality's residents. With a qualified, expanded definition of
leader as one with the respectability, personal influence, mobilizational
skills, and resources to determine and implement local or factional goals
(Swartz 1968:1), respondents would generate a list of persons strategically
situated in grassroots sociopolitical fields. The redevelopment program
sought to identify the latter persons; yet the survey results yielded a
predominantly male pool.

Contrary to the impression the neighborhood survey may have given,
and although females may be denied legitimate recognition, it is not at
all unusual for women to be principal political agents, i.e., de facto
protagonists, catalysts, directors, and sustainers of sociopolitical action
at the local level. Beckford and Witter (1980:99) confirm this observation
by pointing out that women are the main party workers in groups and
branches. They maintain the party machinery during terms of government
office, and they are the most committed campaigners during electoral
contests. Their activism is manifested not only in association membership,
but also in the leadership of neighborhood party organs, for they often
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appear as secretaries, vice-presidents, and presidents. Nonetheless, by and
large, despite various exceptions, women's power is largely confïned to
the lowest levels of political party structure and the inclusive State
apparatus; they are not highly visible in the decision-making echelons.
Even at the local level, the power and leadership of party women may
be preempted by gang brokers who are often more strategically placed
in the party machine.

In view of the constraints on their political role and participation, women
are inclined and, in some respects, encouraged to assert their unevenly
formed power by manipulating and influencing those men who are
authorized or empowered actors in parties, government, street gangs, and
mainstream churches.19 For example, a former female group president
recounted how she was pressured to become "friendly" with higher level
party brokers in order to gain access to important information and job
opportunities for her local area. Another woman, one who never joined
a party association, used her acquaintance and intimacy with a party broker
and a police officer to acquire favors which were crucial in securing and
expanding her ganja trade business. In another case, a former group leader
resigned from party activism because of the sexual harassment she en-
countered. She claimed that sexual services were often expected of women
in exchange for party patronage. While women may sometimes gain power,
influence, and control over resources through their relationships with male
brokers, this dependent access to political capital leaves women vulnerable
to manipulation and abuse.

The greatest proportions of women are found in informal fields of power,
e.g., revival churches, school associations, and markets, wherein there arise
opportunities for women as individuals and as groups to define and
implement strategie local goals - Swartz' definition of politics (1968:1).
Generally, this sphere of activity is not perceived or designated as political,
despite its intrinsic political dimensions and its articulation or interpe-
netration with formal political domains. Henry and Wilson suggest that
because of the subservient role women play in society, they predominate
in lower-class religious cults or sects (1975:190). They claim that

religion is one of the few areas...where women find some measure of equality with
significant others. It is also an area where women have free access and the fact that
they can hold positions of office gives them a measure of status outside the religious
group which they might not otherwise be able to achieve (1975:190).

In localities like Oceanview, where inter-party rivalry often attairis volatile
and life-threatening proportions, a large percentage of residents tends to
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retreat from "politricks" and is distrustful of partisan activities and activists.
Parent Teacher Associations, mutual aid societies, and churches are more
likely to be perceived as non-partisan and therefore potentially more
reflective of the interests and needs of a broader cross-section of the
neighborhood. It is in such extra-domestic situations that many women
are able to mobilize their limited resources for the survival of their families
and neighborhoods as well as for a sense of collective defense and autonomy.

Through their involvement in these often predominantly female spheres
of action, women produce an emergent praxis of sisterhood marked by
ambiguity and contradiction. The sisterhood engendered in certain informal
fields can be seen as a constructive reaction to the constraints women
confront as single-parents, formal and informal workers, and political
constituents. For example, many of the members of Oceanview's PTA
consider that organization an alternative to the local party associations
that have been unable to promote community development, peace, and
unity. The PTA (whose agenda encompasses much more than educational
objectives) represents a non-partisan vehicle for actively resisting the various
forms of victimization and oppression its members experience in their

everyday lives.
Nonetheless, sisterhood may also comprise elements of collusion (cf.

Westwood 1985) and escapism. Some Oceanview women believe that politics
is intrinsically "wicked" and not a righteous means of meaningful change.
The. recurring statement "Me naa deal in politics; only God can save
Jamaica" reflects this view. For these women any politician or political
activist, leftist or rightist, sincere or opportunist, is suspect and unworthy
of support; and churches, friendly societies, or other associations provide
a refuge. Whereas the informal sphere may provide women with alternative -
outlets for constructive political expression, it can also offer a means of
retreat, suppressing effective opposition and resistance.

An informally organized sector of Oceanview's social organization not
readily open to women's mobilization and empowerment is that of the
Rastafari. Local followers of Rastafari, particularly the more senior and
devoted "true Rastas," organize their religious worship, economie activities,
and domestic life along clear lines of male dominance.20 Rastafari represents
one of the most significant mass movements, culturally and politically,
in contemporary Jamaica.21 lts ideology and idiom of protest and rebellion
have permeated the slums and shantytowns, where displaced wage-workers
and the marginally self-employed dweil. In Rastafarian views and practices,
women are essentially spiritual and political dependents (Kitzinger 1969:260,
1971:583; Rowe 1980). Men must guide women in order for the latter
to achieve spiritual wholeness and "sight," the "I/eye."22 I broach this
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issue of patriarchy among Rastafari simply to highlight the sexist character
of important elements in Jamaican culture and to suggest some of the
contradictions within sociocultural forces that exert considerable influence
on the uneven and often contradictory patterns of opposition, protest,
and accomodation within some of the most alienated segments of Jamaican
society.

The sexism that shapes and inhibits the political behavior of women
active in the informal economy impedes the political development of the
entire informal and casual work force. While this relationship between
the social construction of gender and political underdevelopment holds
also for the organized working-class as well as for any class, it is especially
critical for informal workers, because women are disproportionately
represented among them.

I raise this question of the political character of informal labor, because
anthropologists and other social scientists have questioned whether the
urban informal sector functions as a safety valve reinforcing the status
quo or whether it represents a potential source of pre-revolutionary rebellion
(McGee 1971; Worsley 1972). Roberts (1978:135) claims that the fragmented
organization of small-scale socioeconomic enterprises, combined with the
present-day survival orientation of the actors themselves, give rise to
sporadic and inhibited patterns of political action. Elsewhere I have argued
that supralocal or State-level political processes also contribute to the
containment of rebellion. Patronage-clientelism undermines solidarity
among grassroots constituents; police and army repression thwarts efforts
to disrupt or challenge the social order; and by labelling many forms of
protest and rebellion as crime, the State delegitimates certain political
behaviors and isolates rebels from potential allies in, for instance, the formal
working class (Harrison 1982:326-335).

An additional factor that contributes to the underdeveloped political
character of the informal labor force, and one that has not been pinpointed,
let alone accentuated, is the suppression of women's participation in politics,
particularly in those fïelds most strategically aligned to or embedded in
national- (and international-) level political structures. These most strategie
fields, arenas, and institutions are male-dominated and conditioned largely
by middle- and upper-class interests.

CONCLUSIONS

Sexual or gender inequality represents an essential and integral feature
of social relations and cultural construction in Jamaica, where for the
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past four hundred years colonial and imperialist exploitation have governed
the development of economie, political, and sociocultural patterns and
structures. Although the focus of this paper has been on women and,
more generally, on gender differentials within the urban petty-scale sphere
of the Jamaican economy, it is extremely important to further contextualize
the subordination and oppression characterizing these women's position
by taking into account the pervasive impact of racism. During the course
of Jamaica's history, the exploitation of the masses has been legitimated
and rationalized by a system of ideas and symbols which has elaborated
the allegedly inherent and functional inferiority of Africans as a distinct
racial grouping and as bearers of a peculiar, "cultureless" culture. Racist
ideology and institutional arrangements have historically supported and
permitted the superexploitation of Afro-Jamaicans as a labor force, the
violation of black and brown women as objects of sexual indulgence, and
the political alienation and repression of the island's majority.

The many segments of the working-age population which, to varying
extents, are absorbed into the urban informal economy may represent a
surplus labor force from the point of view of their surface relationship
to corporate capitalist spheres; however, the casual workers, scufflers,
hustlers, and the petty producers and traders who fill the streets, lanes,
and yards (i.e., communal residences) with their daily survival struggles
are vertically integrated into peripheral capitalist structures that depend
upon the articulation and interpenetration of variant socioeconomic pat-
terns, the asymmetrical conjuncture of which constitutes a socioeconomic
formation specific to the complexities and contradictions of Jamaica's
historical development within a world system.

In a central way, the feminization of the informal sphere contributes
to the reproduction of a cheap, casual, and concealed work force accessible
to capital for performing its temporary and largely unskilled tasks. Although
responsible for supporting appreciable proportions of the nation's depen-
dents and for organizing their non-wage-compensated work into minimally
lucrative household-based ventures, wornen have the most limited access
to income and capitalization opportunities. Despite the undisputable
existence of substantial numbers of higglers, visible with the results of
their mobilization of petty capital, the informal sector is not ruled by
matriarchs. The economie status higglers have rests upon the marketing
of domestic and household use goods and, therefore, on a sexually
segregated system of economie opportunities which confines women to
spheres related to domestic consumption. Moreover, whatever status and
power individual higglers and other female retailers may in fact have within
their communities, associations, and their primary networks of kinspeople,
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friends, and clients, this power and status cannot be generalized to depict
the situation of the majority of women in the slums and shantytowns
of urban Jamaica. These latter women scuffle under fluctuating and
unpredictable circumstances to eke out minimal subsistence for themselves
and their "pickney" (children), eithér with or without sustained support
from their "babyfathers," and under diffuse and ambiguous contracts of
support and alliance with kin and fictive kin.

The mass of Jamaican women, who in some form or another operate
as informally organized workers, have a legacy to inform their lives and
struggles. On one hand, that légacy is long with the pain and blood of
"sufferation" and "downpression," but, on the other hand, that legacy
is also marked by the integrity of a peóple at some levels conscious of
its potential power as résisters, rebels, and rulers of its own destiny. Despite
obstacles and constraints, Afro-Jamaican women have historically made
their footprints in paths of struggle on both economie and political planes.
In light of the critical current state of affairs in Jamaica, it is becoming
increasingly obvious that for "deliverance"23 and change to come, Jamaica
has to mobilize all of its people, men and women. How exactly this
proposisition will be translated into political discourse and applied to
organization and praxis is a question for which only the unfolding of
social history can provide answers.

NOTES

1. Williams (1944) and Knight (1978) have written on political and economie aspects of
Caribbean history. For studies of underdevelopment and dependency, see Beckford (1972;
1975), Beckford and Witter (1989), Girvan (1973; 1976), Mintz (1977), and Thomas (1974).

2. The term Creole refers to the Caribbean-born descendants of the Africans and Europeans
who peopled the West Indies during the colonization and slavery era. The category is not
applied to post-emancipation immigrants such as the Chinese and East Indians.

3. For examples of classic family studies, see Blake (1961), Clarke (1957), and Gonzalez
(1969). See Bolles (1983) for a more current analysis of urban working-class households
in crisis-torn Jamaica. For work on internal marketing, see Mintz (1959; 1964; 1981).

4. Henry and Wilson (1975) have addressed the general status of Caribbean women; Moses
(1981) treats women's status in Montserrat, and Sutton and Makiesky-Barrow (1981) focus
on Barbadian women. Bolles (1983) deals with women's family and work responsibilities
in the context of the economie austerity exacerbated by the International Monetary Fund.

5. My perspective is based largely on fieldwork done on political and economie processes
in a locality in the Kingston Metropolitan Area in 1978-79. This research was made possible
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by a Fulbright-Hays Predoctoral Fellowship. The period of data-analysis was supported
by a grant-in-aid from the Wenner-Gren Foundation for Anthropological Research and a
Danforth-Compton Fellowship from the Danforth Foundation. Comments and support from
Louise Lamphere, Deborah D'Amico-Samuels, and Chandra Talpade Mohanty were inva-
luable in the re-writing of this paper.

6. It is impossible to directly measure the actual extent of participation in the informal
sphere of an economy, because informal activities and enterprises tend, for the most part,
not to be recorded or registered. We can assume, however, that this sector absorbs the
unemployed (defined as those actually seeking wage-work or those willing to do wage-work)
and those segments of the population which have never sought formal wage-employment.
It is also important to note that, to varying extents, formal workers - even members of
the established middle-class - are involved in informal economie activities as a means of
supplementing their income. While the informal economy acts as a buffer against unem-
ployment, it also provides capitalization opportunities for petty entrepreneurs and petty
capitalists. In fact, Stone (1977) claims that an indeterminant number of businesspeople
from the most precarious segments of Jamaica's petty bourgeoisie commonly engage in
informal and sometimes in illegal means of capitalization and appropriation (e.g., gambling
and ganja ventures) in order to maintain and expand their legitimate enterprises.

7. This distinction between labor process and social relations of production is pertinent
in light of the argument that the informal sector represents a distinct mode of production
(cf. Da vies 1979).

8. The reserve, surviving under tenuous and insecure social and economie circumstances,
consists of unemployed workers, casual workers moving from job to job, displaced peasants
and agroproletarians forced into cities, and long-term "scufflers" and the marginally self-
employed. See Braverman (1974:388) for a discussion of Marx's formulation of surplus
population.

9. In 1978 women represented approximately 47% of Jamaica's total recorded labor force
(Department of Statistics 1978b:26). Over 65% of all women above the age of 14 were part
of this force. In light of the factor that in 1978 38% of the female labor force was formally
unemployed, and an even larger percentage underemployed, it appears that women are
dislocated and excluded from normal labor market opportunities at a higher rate than men,
who suffered a 16% rate of unemployment in 1978.

There is a history of relatively high rates of both formal and informal employment among
women in former plantation slave societies such as Jamaica. During the slavery era, both
men and women were fully employed as slave labor. Scholars (e.g., Patterson 1967; Mintz
and Pricel976) have suggested that at this juncture the sexual division of labor was slight;
however, women experienced a doublé drudgery in that they were responsible for both field
and household tasks (Davis 1981). Women also played pivotal roles in the "proto-peasant"
sphere of the slave economy, and were partly responsible for marketing their agricultural
surplus. The peasant economy of the post-emancipation period was organized around a
clear sexual division of labor in which men were primarily responsible for cultivation while
women were largely responsible for marketing.

10. One-third of all households in Jamaica are headed by women (Department of Statistics
1978a:10).
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11. The data for this discussion were collected from a small sample of 45 women and
56 men. These data were gathered as part of a broader investigation of the organization
of socioeconomic and political life in Oceanview. Although the sample is limited, the data
it yielded are consistent with the results of government surveys (e.g., those done by the
Urban Development Corporation) conducted in the 1970's.

12. This pattern of sexual segregation in work (domestic vs. non-domestic) has been noted
by anthropologists such as Rosaldo (1974) who underscore the relevance of the domestic
vs. public dichötomy in a wide variety of sociocultural cases.

13. Of all the women sampled, 16% were higglers and 5% shopkeepers (e.g., grocers). Among
the men, 7% were street vendors and 12% grocers and restaurateurs. Interestingly, outside
of this domestic goods realm, female proprietors outnumbered their male counterparts. For
instance, whereas 13% of the women in the sample were barkeepers, only 5% of the men
were proprietors of bars. Most of the regular clientèle of neighborhood bars are men and
their guests. I am suggesting that women play an important role in entertaining men, for
whom public drinking and, perhaps, less open gambling, are regular features of peer-related
socializing and recreation.

14. This category which Nelson uses in her Kenya study is misleading in the sense that
ganja traders may also be seen as providing a product necessary for religious rituals and
healing, and gamblers may consider their activity hard work rather than mere recreation.

15. Nelson's conception of prostitution as domestic activity is consistent with the generally
held definition of domesticity or domestic functions: all those activities involved in the
production or preparation of food, in childrearing, in consumption, and in sexual reproduction
or mating (Yanagisako 1979).

16. Most women in the sample as well as in the population at large were not legally married
but involved in common-law unions and visiting relationships.

17. In the aftermath of emancipation, a reconstituted peasantry arose in opposition to
the declining plantation system. This peasantry emerged before the formation of a capitalist
mode of production and the consolidation of a class of agrarian capitalists. At this juncture
peasants were in a strong position relative to large landholders. The former usually owned
their own plots and paid little or nothing in taxes to the State. Furthermore, they were
able to circumvent the expropriation of some part of the product of their labor by controlling
exchange relations through networks of higglers - the mothers, wives, sisters, and daughters
of peasant households (Post 1978).

18. See Henry (1983:100-107) for a discussion of the post-emancipation cultural colonization
of Afro-Jamaicans, and Post (1978:34-35) for a treatment of the role of colonial State policies
in thwarting the development of a free peasantry and enhancing the power of an emergent
capitalist class. I have extended this line of argument to the realm of gender.

19. Henry and Wilson (1975) bring out that in the popular view women are often depicted
as devious, manipulative, and conniving. It is also noteworthy that these stereotypes also
apply to perceptions of lumpenproletarians who also commonly activate strategies of
manipulation when dealing with politicians.
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20. Whereas a large number of "youths" (i.e., male adolescents and adult males under
35) wear their hair in dreadlocks and claim to be Rastafarian, I am concerned with that
minority of males who are committed to Rastafari religious beliefs and lifestyle, and who
are desighated as "true Rastas" within the locality. This segment exerts considerable influence
over the secular "dreads."

21. See Smith, Augier, and Nettleford (1960), Nettleford (1970), Barrett (1977), Chevannes
(1981), and Campbell (1987) for analyses of the Rastafari in Jamaica. See Austin (1983:236)
for comments on the routinization of the movement during the past two decades.

22. Within the past decade, however, women have become more visible and vocal within
the Rastafari movement. For instance, in 1980 three women's organizations were establis-
hed.While "daughters" claim not to challenge the patriarchal tenets and structure of the
movement, their very mobilization and "reasonings" (i.e., consciousness-raising rituals) seem
to be generating new perspectives on women and on Rastafari itself.

The concept of "sight" refers to spiritual vision and knowledge of truth. That of the
"I" also refers to vision, but "I" also signifies the collective Rastafari, the "I and I," whose
shared "reasonings" and sacramental rituals (ganja smoking and Nyabingi) lead to heightened
transcendence.

23. "Deliverance" is a religious concept applied to popular political discourse in Jamaica.
During the 1980 electoral campaign against Michael Manley and the PNP, Edward Seaga,
the present Prime Minister, promised deliverance to Jamaica. Politicians commonly manipulate
popular religious symbols when mobilizing the electorate. The PNP made use of Rastafarian
and revivalist (i.e., syncretist Christian) symbols in earlier campaigns.
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