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FOREWORD. 

This dissertation is part of a wider endeavour which united three universities (the 
University of Amsterdam, the London School of Economics and Politics, and the Lud-
wig-Maximilian University of Munich) and several researchers (Prof. Eveline Dürr, 
Prof. Rivke Jaffe, Prof. Gareth Jones, Dr. Alessandro Angelini, Alana Osbourne, Bar-
bara Vodopivec) under the umbrella heading of ‘Inequality Tourism in the Ameri-
cas’. Drawing on a multi-sited approach, with ethnographic fieldwork carried out 
simultaneously by collaborating researchers in Kingston, Mexico City, New Orleans 
and Rio de Janeiro, the wider project sought to theorize the commodification of ur-
ban poverty and violence in the context of global mobilities and urban economies. 
Within this, I used tourism patterns in Trench Town, a marginalised low-income and 
high-crime area of Kingston, to address how residents participate in encounters 
predicated on the consumption of inequality.

The ‘Inequality Tourism in the Americas: Commodifying Urban Poverty and Vio-
lence’ project, previously entitled ‘Slum Tourism in the Americas’, was financially 
supported by the Deutsche Forschungsgemeinschaft (DFG), the Economic and So-
cial Research Council (ESRC), the Nederlandse Organisatie voor Wetenschappelijk 
Onderzoek (NWO), and the Open Research Area (ORA).
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INTRODUCTION.  
From symbolic to sensorial urban economies

A baby was wounded by cross fire in Trench Town, the dramatic outcome of a conflict 
that had animated the lower part of the neighbourhood over the summer. Anticipat-
ing some kind of retaliation, Joy, a local teacher, organised a peace march with the 
children from her school. They left the school building on Fifth Street and continued 
down to Spanish Town Road, zigzagging their way through the neighbourhood, chant-
ing ‘We Want Peace! No More War!’ and brandishing placards. They were escorted by 
special force police officers, who led the procession with two armed men on foot and 
followed it in a car. At the same time, an army vehicle with camouflage-clad military 
sitting in the back circled the wider area. I walked behind the procession for a while, 
alongside a growing crowd of concerned residents, before diverging towards the Cul-
ture Yard Museum located on First Street. The Culture Yard, where Bob Marley spent 
much of his youth rehearsing with the Wailers, is the main tourism destination in 
Trench Town. This day, however, the museum seemed to be void of tourists. Business 
had been slow and Jane, the chief tour guide, did not know whether to attribute this 
to the heat or to the recent escalation in neighbourhood violence. In the museum’s 
front yard, the usual local men were hanging out, smoking and talking. I sat with 
them for a moment, pausing in the shade of a mango tree, as the procession’s chants 
grew louder and closer. The heat, the sight of the army vehicles, and the relentless 
refrain of the marching children all conveyed a palpable tension that was however 
softened by the green, calm environment of the Culture Yard. 

When the children approached First Street, their singing unfatigued, the men in the 
yard got up to take pictures, holding their phones through the bars of the museum’s 
gated walls and hailing the kids they knew. They smiled and chanted along. I stood 
with them, waving hello to Joy, before noticing out of the corner of my eye a lone 
middle-aged tourist, standing with his driver by the front gate. He must have been 
inside the museum rooms and had come out to look at the noisy protest. He was 
wearing khaki shorts and a floppy-brimmed explorer’s hat, hands on his waist, smil-
ing. I went to stand by him, introduced myself, and asked what he thought of his 
experience in Trench Town. He shrugged his shoulders, grinning widely, apparently 
content with his tour. ‘Well’, he said, pointing to the kids as they marched away, ‘It’s 
crazy! It’s the ghetto! What d’you expect?!’ I later shared this anecdote with Rose,1 a 

1 A pseudonym. Throughout this dissertation all respondents have been given pseudonyms.
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friend who lived on the outskirts of the neighbourhood. She laughed. ‘Those Euro-
pean types, with the socks and the sandals, they’re not afraid of anything! He was 
probably happy; at least he got what he came for. White people like to come see war, 
you know’, she added in a matter of fact tone.  

This event took place in late August 2015, a month before the end of my fieldwork, 
and in many ways, encapsulates, almost caricaturises, my research topic. It lays out 
some of the key themes threaded through this thesis, which seeks to unpack the 
dynamics at the core of tourism encounters in urban areas marked by violence and 
poverty. The Culture Yard is a small but well-kept museum in Trench Town, a low-in-
come neighbourhood of Kingston. The neighbourhood is located in the larger part 
of the city colloquially referred to as ‘downtown’, a term used by the city’s residents 
to broadly map Kingston’s commercial and market districts, as well as the adjacent 
low-income neighbourhoods. In contrast, the middle-class and elite parts of the city 
are located ‘uptown’ at the foot of the hills that encircle Kingston’s wide natural har-
bour. In part because of its location downtown, and in a high-crime part of the city, 
Trench Town does not feature on the official government endorsed tourism routes 
through the capital. Yet, while the numbers of tourists that visit the museum – from 
backpacking travellers to honeymooners – vary greatly from month to month, it has 
been an active, locally-run attraction for decades. Most tourists who travel to the Cul-
ture Yard museum are enticed by Trench Town’s musical heritage and are primarily 
drawn to this tourism experience because of their love of reggae. However, beyond 
highlighting Bob Marley’s enduring legacy and the resonance of reggae across place 
and time, tourism in Trench Town’s Culture Yard is also indicative of another phe-
nomenon. It shows that in addition to the Edenic beaches and the vibrant nightlife 
that characterize dominant imaginaries of the Caribbean, low-income, high-crime 
areas in Kingston have also become a destination for tourists. 

In Trench Town, as in many disenfranchised urban areas that have become popu-
lar tourism destinations, urban violence, poverty, and their manifestations are an 
intrinsic part of the tourism experience. However, Rose’s comment about tourists 
with ‘socks and sandals’ suggests that while these encounters offer outsiders an op-
portunity to venture into areas perceived as ‘no-go’ zones, locals also observe and 
interpret tourists. Residents, alongside local guides, imagine the needs and desires 
of tourists, and attempt to cater to them. They are aware of tourists’ wish to ‘see war’ 
or get a taste of life in spaces of violence and poverty, and they engage knowingly in 
the tourism encounter. Locals are therefore active participants in the transforma-
tion of their neighbourhood into a tourism destination. While my conversation with 
Rose clearly indicated that she was mindful of the motivations of tourists, I still won-
dered: how does an awareness of tourists’ desires influence the production of place 
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for tourism consumption? How are violence and poverty transformed into products? 
What benefits can residents of marginalised – yet destination – neighbourhoods like 
Trench Town derive from selling glimpses of poverty and violence? These are the 
premises and questions that have guided my research.

In cities across the globe, urban poverty and violence are being rebranded to signify 
authenticity and creativity, fuelling a growing type of tourism (see for example Fren-
zel and Koens 2012). A range of actors, from city officials to neighbourhood stake-
holders, cast ‘ghettos’ or ‘slums’ as desirable destinations, in an attempt to attract 
visitors (including national and international tourists, artists, politicians and various 
celebrities), and funding. Within these tours, wealthier, often (but not always) White 
visitors travel to, and move through, relatively poorer neighbourhoods in which the 
everyday struggles and resilience of (often) non-White residents become part of the 
tourism product. This exchange is predicated on economic and racial inequalities. 
Rather than focusing on the experiences of tourists, the dissertation concentrates on 
the work of guides, and their perceptions of tourists’ desires. It places an emphasis 
on the experiences and choices of residents and other locals accustomed to Trench 
Town and specifically those who engage in the tourism encounter as guides of the 
neighbourhood. Throughout the dissertation, I use tourism in Trench Town as a lens 
through which to address how urban poverty and violence are experienced, sensed, 
and ultimately sold, unpacking the political and economic implications of this form 
of commodification. In so doing, I tie the research questions outlined above to larger 
debates in urban studies and anthropology that are concerned with the transfor-
mation of places into goods for exchange. Specifically, I analyse how urban dwellers 
engage in tourism encounters as a type of spectacle in which not only places, but also 
poverty and violence, are consumed. 

Throughout the dissertation, I engage with scholarship on urban spectacles and 
symbolic economies, two dominant concepts used to analyse the transformation 
of urban spaces and cultures into products. To understand how low-income urban 
areas become sites for (and sights within) the symbolic economy, and the staging 
grounds of urban spectacles, I focus on their production by local actors. While sev-
eral scholars (for example Goldstein 2004, Gotham 2005b) have emphasized that it 
is at the level of production of urban spectacles that political and economic negotia-
tions are most visible, I extend their work by highlighting the importance of the sen-
sorial in those transactions that produce places for consumption. The link between 
selling and sensing urban poverty and violence lies in what I call the sensorial econo-
my, which involves political and economic transactions in which locals deliberately 
make visitors feel and apprehend the violence and/or poverty of a place in exchange 
for economic or social capital. Elucidating this sensorial economy is an important 
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theoretical contribution to debates about the commodification of urban places. It 
offers a framework for understanding how residents of low-income areas negotiate 
the experience of urban violence, and what they can derive from this. Furthermore, 
it adds an economic and political dimension to scholarship on the senses within ur-
ban studies and beyond. 

In this introductory chapter, I start by discussing the commodification of cities, 
more specifically through tourism in low-income places. I extend conversations on 
the commodification of places to show that these processes involve negotiations that 
takes place through the senses, leading me to introduce and expound the concept of 
the sensorial economy. I then detail the ethnographic context and sensorial methods 
that ground and inform this work, and from which I derived the concept of sensorial 
economy. The final part of the chapter discusses questions of positionality and epis-
temology in the context of research carried out on places of tourism. I think through 
issues of situated knowledge production by exploring the relations and divergences 
between tourism and anthropology, focusing on their shared concern with ‘Other-
ness’ and self-discovery through travel. By placing myself in the context of the mate-
rial I share in this monograph, I further complicate the distinction between ‘Self’ and 
‘Other’. I conclude by outlining the structure of the monograph, recounting how each 
chapter adds on to the previous, collectively fleshing out the concept of the sensorial 
economy.

Commodifying the city

THE SYMBOLIC ECONOMY AND THE SPECTACLE

How urban places become products for consumption is a central query of this the-
sis. There is a large body of recent literature on the commodification of places, with 
scholars noting that urban places, beyond being the backdrop where economic ac-
tivities unfold, have themselves become the substance of economic transactions. A 
key scholar in this regard has been urban sociologist Sharon Zukin, who notes that 
in response to the decline of manufacturing industries in the 1970s, cities across 
the globe, in Northern America and Europe in particular, have restructured their 
economies around the service and cultural sectors, including the selling of urban 
experiences (Zukin 1991, 1995). Through an in-depth analysis of cases ranging from 
Disney World to New York City, Zukin unpacks how government policies focus on 
the support and commercialisation of urban culture through tourism, media, and 
entertainment, in what she terms the ‘symbolic economy’. Extending Zukin’s work, 
recent research in urban studies has focused on symbolic economies in diverse sites 
including, for example, the transformation of Barcelona into a ‘Cultural City’ (Dodd 
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1999) and through the Olympic games (Degen and Garcia 2012), the consumption of 
blues music in Chicago (Grazian 2004), and Scottish white-water rafting (McGillivray 
and Frew 2007). 

Zukin’s contribution is particularly useful for analysing the wider economy that sur-
rounds and grounds the transactions that turn places into products. Her work shows 
that leisure activities such as tourism and entertainment, in which a city’s architec-
ture, distinct cultural flavour, and atmosphere are the prime attraction, have given 
new weight to the service sector. She argues that this has transformed culture from a 
by-product to a generator of wealth (Zukin 1995). The symbolic economy relies heav-
ily on the development of cultural happenings and emphasises formal heritage sites 
such as museums and art galleries. But this economic realm expands far beyond to 
encompass food outlets, festivals, mega-events, local folklore, and other more mun-
dane habits of the city’s population (Olds 2001; Yeoh 2005; Spirou 2011). However, 
scholarship on the symbolic economy still focuses primarily on the analysis of for-
mal cultural institutions and the leisure activities produced around them. Under-
standing the commodification of place and the symbolic economy this entails also 
requires looking beyond staged events and cultural displays, and attending to how 
residents’ everyday life becomes transformed into products. Indeed, looking at the 
ways that urban environments and the mundane activities of their inhabitants be-
come products can reveal how various actors are impacted or themselves influence 
this process, and what economic and political gains or losses they might experience. 
I suggest that work on the notion of the spectacle can usefully complement the idea 
of the symbolic economy, and that a combination of these two concepts can help an-
thropologist and other ethnographers in analysing how individuals are involved in 
the transformation of their daily lives into consumable experiences for others. 

The spectacle as conceptualised by Guy Debord in 1967 refers to the particular aes-
thetics, knowledges, and representations or displays that signify the mundane activ-
ities of people and that have come to supplant social relations among individuals. It 
also alludes to the images and imaginaries we produce about our lives and, in its nar-
rowest sense, it describes the ways we create and consume mass media and images. 
In La Société du Spectacle, Debord (1967) focuses on the domination of these media 
images over social relations, and how this obscures the effects of capitalism. For him, 
the spectacle is a tool of depoliticisation, distracting consumer attention away from 
political interactions. Debord’s notion of spectacle has gained considerable currency 
in anthropological writings on the city in an age of global capitalism (see for example 
Goldstein 2004; Robb Larkins 2015), and his critical view on the mass production of 
representations of social life and the resulting political alienation of people has been 
widely debated. While Debord’s notion of the spectacle is useful in understanding the 
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commodification of everyday life through the production of mass media, images, and 
the sensational, more nuance can be brought to its political implications. 

As recent anthropological and sociological work shows, the production of specta-
cles can also involve moments of political negotiation and contestation, rather than 
processes of estrangement and disempowerment. For example, Erika Robb Larkins 
(2015, 13) uses the concept of spectacle to think about violence in twenty-first cen-
tury Brazilian favelas, arguing that through mass-media, cultural productions and 
everyday discourse ‘the spectacle draws the eye to the dramatic and stunning, legiti-
mating certain forms of political and economic power that create and reinforce social 
hierarchies’. However, she expands this understanding of the spectacle by proposing 
that ethnographic explorations can ‘peel back the layers of spectacle to defetishize 
the social processes that produce violence.’ Her analysis points to the possibility of 
researching the spectacle as other than a diversion from the economic and political 
hierarchies of capitalism. Drawing from Debord’s work, and coupling it with theo-
ries on symbolic urban economies, Kevin Fox Gotham (2005a) focuses on jazz fes-
tivals and carnivals in New Orleans to highlight how cities are converted into urban 
spectacles through the production and consumption of symbols, images, and media. 
Rather than seeing the urban spectacle as plainly deleterious to social relations, or 
as occluding the socio-political ramifications of capitalism, Gotham envisages it as a 
space for political negotiation. He shows how the staging of these festivals in New Or-
leans is at once a space of commodification and image-making, and an event through 
which disempowered locals can make claims of autonomy and resistance. Daniel 
Goldstein’s ethnographic account of spectacular lynchings in Cochabamba, Bolivia, 
reveals a similar process, and leads Goldstein to address the spectacle as ‘a form of 
political action based on visual display, undertaken by specifically positioned social 
groups and actors attempting to stamp society with their own agenda’ (2004, 18). 

These ethnographic studies emphasize that spectacles are realms of negotiation. 
They highlight the agential dimension of the symbolic economy, and understand 
the commodification of urban spaces as an economic and a political process that in-
volves variously empowered actors. Taken together, work on the symbolic economy 
and urban spectacles shows how the commodification of cities is tied into symbolic 
economies that rest in part on the production and transformation of everyday life 
into spectacles. Following these authors, I view these instances of spectacle produc-
tion as potential sites for political negotiation. Indeed, ‘urban spectacles are sites of 
struggle where powerful economic and political interests are often forced to defend 
what they would prefer to have taken for granted’ (Gotham 2005a, 236). 
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INEQUALITY TOURISM AND THE CONSUMPTION  
OF POVERTY AND VIOLENCE

Tourism is a salient example of urban spectacle, and one through which many of the dy-
namics that underpin the consumption of cities are made visible. Tourism involves leisure 
activities predicated on consumption in, and of, different places. It is a practice that rests on 
the staging and promoting of urban spectacles for the benefit of consumers. Scholars have 
therefore focused on tourism to unpack urban economies and urban spectacles (see for ex-
ample Gotham 2005; Roemer 2009; Lloyd et al. 2015; Robb Larkins 2015), noting that the 
tourist experience is one in which images, advertising, and consumerism are paramount 
in producing a destination and enticing visitors. Studying tourism-related advertisement 
narratives, branding campaigns, popular culture or the staging of events offers compelling 
insights into the production of urban spectacles and the commodification of everyday life. 

I suggest that tourism based on the commodification and consumption of disenfranchised 
places –  what I call inequality tourism –2 is a heightened expression of these processes. An 
ethnographic focus on inequality tourism shows that various actors participate in the com-
modification of their neighbourhood, seeking to gain profit, whether in the form of financial, 
social, or symbolic capital. It also highlights another process: tourism in marginalised plac-
es not only shows how cultural products and places become part of the symbolic economy 
but also how poverty and violence are transformed into commodities despite being long 
thought of as ‘unsellable’. In this thesis I use ‘inequality tourism’ as an umbrella heading 
for forms of tourism otherwise known as ‘slum tourism’, ‘ghetto tourism’ or ‘poverty tour-
ism’ that have in common the particularity that, as urban spectacles, they are instances in 
which places and poverty become consumable (see for example Dürr and Jaffe 2012). Work-
ing against Karl Marx’s much cited discussion of ‘commodity fetishism’, which states that 
poverty can never be bought or sold as it has no exchange value, Bianca Freire-Medeiros 
(2008) notes that poverty has in fact been turned into a product for tourism consumption in 
many of Brazil’s favelas.3 Poverty is a key aspect of inequality tourism. As Erika Robb Larkins 

2   This term was developed in conjuncture with colleagues from the wider ‘Inequality tourism in the 

Americas’ project of which this research is a part of, as described in the foreword.

3   Similar processes take place in a variety of urban settings, from guided tours of Dharavi in Mumbai 

(Meschkank 2011; Jones and Sanyal 2015) to visits of Cape Town’s townships (Rolfes et al. 2009), 

and from gang tours in South Central Los Angeles (Sharma and Towns 2016; Zerva 2015), to visits 

to Mexico City’s barrio Tepito (Vodopivec forthcoming). Key studies of slum and ghetto tourism 

have emerged in the fields of geography, sociology, and anthropology (Frenzel 2013, 2015; Frenzel 

and Koens 2012; Steinbrink 2013; Freire-Medeiros 2008, 2009; Dürr and Jaffe 2012; Jones 2015). 

Together, these works convincingly demonstrate that urban tourism predicated on the consump-

tion of poverty is both increasingly widespread and constantly diversifying as marginalised urban 

spaces are commodified around the world (Frenzel et al. 2015; Frenzel and Koens 2012). Inequality 

tourism is a form of urban spectacle that is gaining in prevalence.
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(2015) explains, relatively wealthier visitors are drawn to low-income urban areas to wit-
ness, understand and experience a poverty that they often associate with a more authentic 
or simple way of life. She notes that tourism in Brazil’s low-income urban neighbourhoods, 
‘like other forms of cultural tourism generally, is driven by the desire to know and consume 
“authentic” and “exotic” others’ (2015, 111). 

However, poverty-as-attraction is not sufficient to explain the increasing popularity of 
this recreational activity, especially in urban areas that also have high levels of crime. 
For example, while sparked by an interest in the cultural life of an area and a yearn-
ing to bear witness to social injustice, visitors such as the lone tourist described in 
the ethnographic account that opened this introduction may also wish, or expect, to 
experience ghetto violence or reminders of it, like Joy’s March for Peace.4 Tourism in 
low-income, high-crime urban areas cannot be understood comprehensively without 
an exploration of the relationship between violence and leisure travel. The coupling of 
violence and tourism is rarely studied (Andrews 2014) and has mainly been examined 
in relation to sites of exceptional death and suffering, such as war memorials (see for 
example Winter 2009) or disaster zones like Chernobyl (Yankovska and Hannam 2013), 
in a field of analysis researchers call ‘dark tourism’ (Light 2017).5 In contrast, this dis-
sertation seeks to provide a fuller investigation into the relations between tourism and 
the violence that structures and infuses everyday life in high-crime areas, including a 
better understanding of the ways that violence becomes part of the tourism product. 
Through my focus on the consumption of a low-income, high-crime neighbourhood as 
a form of inequality tourism, I shift the dominant focus of dark tourism to encompass 
the commodification of urban poverty and violence for the visitor’s benefit. Building 
upon Zukin’s (1995) observation of the shift of culture from by-product to generator of 
wealth, it elucidates how inequalities have evolved from providing the context, to be-
coming the object, of urban consumption. Paying to get a taste of life in relatively poorer 
and more violent urban settings than their own, tourists effectively consume the structur-
al inequalities that produce and maintain disenfranchised urban areas. 

PRODUCING SPECTACLES OF URBAN POVERTY AND VIOLENCE

Much ethnographic research on the commodification of urban areas marked by 
poverty and violence has tended to analyse the motivations and choices that guide 
patrons of cultural events and institutions. Studies of various forms of inequality 

4   While the march itself did not constitute a violent encounter, the presence of military vehicles, 

armed police, and aggravated demonstrators all spoke of an everyday community life marred by 

gun violence.

5  For exceptions see Lozanski (2007); Andrews (2014); Robb Larkins (2015).
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tourism have primarily attended to tourists’ motives, attitudes, and perceptions of 
the places they visit. They often analyse the tourists’ incentives, explaining why such 
areas could be attractive to visitors and in so doing, they highlight why poverty and 
violence, which were otherwise thought of as undesirable traits for tourism destina-
tions, could attract visitors (Freire-Medeiros 2008; Rolfes, Steinbrink and Uhl 2009; 
Rolfes 2010; Ma 2010). This consumption-focused approach to the commodification 
of urban ‘slums’ and ‘ghettos’, has recently been complemented by an emergent lit-
erature that concentrates on the forms of production which lay at the heart of this 
spectacularisation of urban marginality. These studies have looked at governance 
actors and the impact of their policies on disenfranchised residents (Dávila 2004; 
Zukin 2008; Betancur 2014). Collectively, these works highlight that inequality tour-
ism should not only be understood as a phenomenon of consumption but also, and 
simultaneously, as a phenomenon of production. 

Attention to the ways that disenfranchised areas of the city are transformed into 
products has followed two main strands: the policies and branding strategies de-
ployed by government agencies (see for example Yeoh 2005), and the images and 
broader popular culture that transform ghettos into urban spectacles and inform 
tourism in these areas. The urban policies deployed by government officials and city 
elites to promote cultural development and enhance the appeal of previously stig-
matised neighbourhoods (Zukin 2008; Kong 2000) hold together under the umbrella 
strategy of ‘city branding’. Branding is a tactic for promoting and marketing places 
(Kalandides 2011), and is one of the ways the city is produced for consumption. City 
branding generally relies on marketing campaigns that promote a city’s unique-
ness, authenticity, and distinctiveness (Gotham 2007, 824), thereby allowing cities 
to compete in a global market for grants, investments, and tourism (Johnson 2014). 
Through branding, an overarching narrative of place is constructed and leveraged 
to attract visitors. However, the production of such narratives is often conflictual as 
different actors – from city officials to commercial entities or locals – engage in po-
litical debates and negotiations around the portrayal of a city or neighbourhood. Be-
yond being an economic strategy for the promotion of destinations, branding is also 
a cultural and political process through which urban imaginaries and understand-
ings of places are transformed.

While city authorities have generally tended to hide ‘notorious’ neighbourhoods 
from sight, seeing them as having a negative symbolic capital (Silk 2002), ghettos, 
favelas, and slums are slowly being included as part of city brands, and their stig-
ma is sold as authenticity. From ‘slum tourism’ to ‘favela chic’, these development 
strategies attempt to resignify the images, meanings, and value of stigmatised areas, 
making urban deprivation and violence attractive to tourists and other consumers. 
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It is in part through branding that marginalised neighbourhoods become tourism 
destinations and that the violence and poverty at the source of their marginalisation 
are transformed into products of consumption. By becoming part of the brand, vio-
lence and poverty occupy an ambiguous position: they are no longer cast as merely 
deleterious forces, but also as intrinsic aspects of the area’s appeal. 

The branding of low-income, high-crime neighbourhoods is achieved by city offi-
cials who design communication strategies to cast areas previously understood as 
‘no-go’ zones into places of authenticity or cultural hubs. Their efforts to convert 
stigma into brand are contingent on the production of images, sounds, and popu-
lar imaginations of slums or ghettos in globally circulating news media, films, mu-
sic, and literature. Indeed, the poverty and violence that structure and permeate 
everyday life in toured and (re)branded urban areas are also central topics within 
popular imaginaries and representations. Cinema, literary fiction, journalism, and 
visual art transform these places into a consumable experience, making them tan-
gible through representations (Bourgois 1995; Roy 2011; Jones and Sanyal 2015). 
For example, Bianca Freire-Medeiros (2011) explores the aestheticisation of pover-
ty and violence in cinema, and unpacks how the critically acclaimed feature film 
‘City of God’, which depicts the life of two youths growing up in a violent area of Rio 
de Janeiro, has influenced and enticed tourists to travel to Brazilians favelas (see 
for examples Jaguaribe 2004; Meschkank 2011). These scholars analyse the specific 
sounds and images produced around favela, slum, and ghetto spaces, and the ways 
these representations circulate in what Veena Das and colleagues (2010) identify as 
relations of power involving global flows of images, capital, and people. 

While researchers have analysed how branding tactics and the production of cul-
tural representations influence the transformation of low-income high-crime neigh-
bourhoods into urban spectacles, fewer studies have examined how residents of 
these neighbourhoods participate in this process of production. While advertisers, 
place-marketers, and policy makers engage in the promotion of places as tourism 
destinations, residents of these areas are not passive bystanders in the commodifi-
cation of their neighbourhoods. Although they do not have the same financial lever-
age or capital as city officials or culture makers, they are actively involved in the 
production of urban spectacles and instances of symbolic exchange. In this thesis, 
I show how disenfranchised residents of these neighbourhoods, who may not have 
the means to engage in branding and image-making strategies, resort to sensorial 
tactics to transform place, violence, and poverty into products. I posit that, because 
they do not possess the financial capital to engage in the symbolic economy in the 
same way as urban elites who have the resources and expertise to persuade crowds 
of visitors to spend money in destination neighbourhoods, tourism stakeholders in 
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low-income areas create a sensorial product, which they offer visitors in exchange 
for remuneration and/or symbolic capital. I suggest that these grassroots actors use 
inequality tours and the consumption of their neighbourhood as a vehicle for eco-
nomic and political negotiation. 

GRASSROOTS ACTORS 

Ethnographic accounts that analyse how low-income residents negotiate the com-
modification of their neighbourhoods for their own benefit remain limited.6 As my 
research shows, there is a range of actors – from tour guides to residents – who are 
actively engaged at the grassroots level in producing the spatial atmospheres that 
tourists seek when they visit slums or ghettos. In disenfranchised urban areas, the 
built environment and local lifestyles are not merely the bearers of symbolic projec-
tions; guides and residents of these areas also craft the tourist experience. They are 
actively involved in the production and showcasing of their areas, making clear that 
the inequality tourism encounter is more than a moment of one-sided objectifica-
tion in which the tourist is the consuming subject, while the ghetto and its residents 
are the passive bodies, the objects of consumption. 

This dissertation concentrates on ‘grassroots’ guides, those who do not operate on 
behalf of big corporations, enterprises within the entertainment industry, hotel 
chains, or government agencies, but who instead work as tour guides of their neigh-
bourhood as freelancers, self-employed micro-entrepreneurs, or part of small Com-
munity Based Organisations (CBOs). It pays attention to these actors, their percep-
tions of tourist desires, and their activities, because they play an important role in 
transforming place, violence, and poverty into a product for consumption. With its 
focus on the production of a consumable ghetto space, this thesis understands such 
actors as brokers, who curate the experience of urban place. Rather than addressing 
the desires and motivations of tourists, the dissertation focuses on how locals – in-
cluding prominently such guides – interpret visitors to the neighbourhood, and how 
their perception of tourist desires shapes how they produce the neighbourhood, and 
its poverty and violence, as an urban spectacle. 

These local stakeholders are involved in economic negotiations that take place in a 
context where financial means are scarce and few opportunities exist to really invest 
in tourist activities. What they try to sell is the environment and atmosphere of the 

6   For an exception, see for example Robb Larkins (2015) work on Favela tours to Rocinha in Rio de 

Janeiro.
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place where they live. These grassroots players use the way tourists sense their envi-
ronment – the way they feel, smell, hear, taste, and touch place, violence, and poverty 
– to create a tourism experience. In the following section, I give an overview of how 
this process, which I call the ‘sensorial economy’, unfolds. 

The sensorial economy

The production of urban places for tourism by low-income actors in Trench Town, 
I argue, is a sensorial process. To situate this proposition, this section starts with a 
discussion of social science research on the nexus of urban spaces and the senses, 
sometimes glossed as ‘sensory urbanism’. Drawing on such literature, I suggest that 
interactions between bodies and spaces are best understood as dialectic, and as me-
diated by our senses and by affect. Bodies and spaces influence and co-construct 
each other. Exploring how we sense urban places, and how we articulate our senso-
rial experiences using the concept of atmospheres, can shed light on the role of the 
senses in the transformation of places, poverty, and violence into products. I connect 
the senses to processes of commodification, and discuss how disenfranchised ac-
tors assemble atmospheres in a process I call the ‘sensorial economy’. This senso-
rial economy constitutes the means through which disenfranchised actors engage 
in inequality tourism and produce urban spectacles, even as they lack the financial 
or political clout that allows that politicians, policymakers and businesspeople to 
shape the urban economy.  

BODIES, SPACES, AND AFFECT

In the early twentieth century, theorists such as Walter Benjamin (1925) and Georg 
Simmel (1903) highlighted the importance of the senses in approaches to analysing 
the city. Nevertheless, it is only recently that a larger body of work has focused on the 
nexus of the senses and the urban, influenced by philosophical literature on affect. 
Geographers, anthropologists, and feminist scholars have started to analyse how in-
dividuals see, smell, hear, touch, and taste their environment to better understand 
relations among people, things, times, and places.7 These scholars have emphasised 
that, more broadly, the role of the body requires greater attention in the social sci-

7   Within literature on the senses, there are debates over the number of senses, with scholars arguing 

that we possess more than the five senses that are linked to our five sensory organs (see Geurts 

2003; Pink 2011; Howes 2015). David Howes for example details how the Cashinahua of Peru divide 

up the sensorium into six percipient centers – eyes, ears, skin, hands, genitals, and liver. Howes 

also accounts for balance as a sense.
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ences, prompting some to identify a ‘sensorial turn’8 (Bull et al. 2006; Howes 2015). 
This turn aims to refocus scholarship on the body, emphasizing not only how people 
sense their environment but also how they interpret those perceptions, shedding 
light on the importance of affect and emotion in social theory. 

However, while researchers have increasingly paid attention to the senses and the 
body, theorising this at the level of the group has been more difficult. How best to talk 
about shared, collective senses of place? If several people sense a place in the same 
way, is this experience grounded in their individual bodies and psyche, or in their 
social and physical environment? While some scholars foreground the role of the 
body, drawing on the term ‘atmosphere’ to articulate the notion of collective senses 
and feelings of place, other authors focus their analysis on the environment as the 
origin of a shared sense of place. 

For those privileging the role of the body, an influential theorist has been philosopher 
Brian Massumi (1995), who examines the role of affect, and defines it as independent 
in its movements through bodies and space, and as separate from emotions. He con-
cludes that ‘affect is autonomous to the degree to which it escapes confinement in 
the particular body whose vitality, or potential for interaction, it is’ (Massumi 1995, 
228). Drawing on Massumi, geographers such as Nigel Thrift (2008) and Ben Ander-
son (2009) argue that the relationship between the senses and the urban originates 
in the human body, as the location where affects are triggered and from which they 
gain autonomy. Opening up the study of affect beyond the scale of the individual to 
the level of the group, they understand the body as the source of affects that, when 
shared by a crowd, become ‘collective affects’ or ‘affective atmospheres’. Other urban 
scholars locate the origin of affect in the landscape, placing their point of emphasis 
outside the embodied experience and the realm of perceptions. Here atmospheres 
are understood as located primarily in the material environment, which stimulates 
the corporeal senses of its inhabitants. For example, Kanishka Goonewardena (2005) 
details how urban spaces mediate ideology and aestheticise politics through the em-
bodied dimension of the urban experience, a process he calls the ‘urban sensorium’. 
Other urban theorists have looked at the impact of planning, architecture, and de-
sign in stimulating the senses and eliciting affect (see for example Degen and Rose 
2010, 2012). Jointly, their works show that affect does not only emanate from embod-
ied experience but is also freighted in landscapes and objects. 

Yet, atmospheres do not necessarily need to originate either in or outside of the 

8   The ‘sensory turn’ has its own history and draws from earlier work in phenomenology (see for in-

stance Husserl 1900, 1913; Heidegger 1927, Merleau-Ponty 1945).
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body. As anthropologist Yael Navaro-Yashin (2012, 159) suggests, affects are located 
in-between corporeal experiences and the environment, as a relationship materi-
alised through situations, events, and processes. She describes this as a dialectic 
process, ‘produced neither by the materialities nor by the inner world alone; it is 
produced through their interaction’. Conceptualizing the production of atmospheres 
and affects as taking place in a conversation between place and body means that ex-
periences of the urban have something to do with the intrinsic qualities of materials 
and something to do with corporeal senses (Rauh 2012). Therefore, as geography 
scholars have recently argued, the sensorial urban experience is best understood 
as a spatial practice in which bodies are attuned to, and attuned by, their materi-
al surroundings (Bille et al. 2015). Analysing this practice entails paying attention 
to the ways that our bodies adjust to their environment, and to the ‘cultural life of 
the senses’ (Howes 1991; 2009; 2015), or how we make sense of what we feel. It also 
entails that while individuals might be moved by collective affects, they can in turn 
shape the affective atmospheres of cities. An understanding of affects as resting in a 
dyadic, socially and culturally shaped relationship between body and environment, 
and in the porousness between corporeal experiences and atmospheres, grounds 
this thesis. I draw on this perspective on affect and atmospheres because it favours 
a relational approach to the urban experience, emphasizing that individuals are in-
fluenced and sensorially moved by their surroundings, but that they can also impact 
and work on the atmospheres the move through.   

SELLING ATMOSPHERES AND SENSORY EXPERIENCES?

Atmospheres speak to the relation between bodies and space. They are constituted 
by the affects that influence corporeal understandings of being in place, and they are 
in turn influenced by human interventions in the urban environment. While urban 
geographers and anthropologists have only recently begun to engage with the con-
cept of atmosphere, as a way to understand the relationship between senses and the 
city, the notion has a longer history in the context of urban economies. The connec-
tion between the environment and the senses is a key aspect of the commodification 
of place. Because the idea of atmospheres encapsulates the interactions between 
people and particular places, the concept is often utilised, in speech and in practice, 
in marketing strategies aimed at promoting and selling cities. This commodification 
of atmospheres indicates that sensing place can be an economic concern, something 
mobilised in commercial exchanges. The idea that atmospheres are shared and con-
tingent on the material composition of the urban landscape entails that they can 
be influenced by changing elements of the environment (Bille et al. 2015). It is this 
manipulation and advertising of distinct atmospheres that lies at the core of strate-
gies to sell the city. Selling urban atmospheres is an economic process involving the 
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production, circulation, and consumption of sensory experiences and of the inter-
actions between bodies and places. Urban economists and marketing scholars have 
long worked from the proposition that atmospheres can be manipulated, negotiated, 
and transformed, an understanding that is central to my approach to the commodifi-
cation of urban places. While many business analysts are interested in the relation-
ships among consumer moods, the experience of places, and the intentional staging 
of atmospheres in a commercial context (see for examples Wu et al. 2008; Schüll 
2012; Healy 2014), this connection between the senses and the commodification of 
places has been under-researched in critical urban studies. 

A small body of social scientific work also looks at the manipulation of atmospheres 
for commercial purposes. It centres mainly on notions of authenticity (Sloterdijk 
2011; Bohme 2013), debating whether atmospheres created to sell urban experienc-
es are to be understood as real or artificial (Edensor 2015). These studies have pri-
marily looked at the staging of mega events by city officials and major corporations 
in the context of the symbolic economy, exploring for example how festivals and 
folklore are staged for authenticity and how mega events like football matches are 
carefully orchestrated to give a particular feel to spectators (Edensor 2015; Edensor 
and Sumartojo 2015). 

However, because they focus on mega events, these explorations do not account for 
the vast majority of urbanites who may be involved in the production of atmospheres 
for consumption, but do not have the means and capacity to participate in the cre-
ation of large-scale cultural events. Addressing this gap, my research focuses on the 
production of urban spectacles by disenfranchised actors, who sell places through 
sensation at the grassroots level. Their manipulation of urban atmospheres for tour-
istic consumption can also be seen as a kind of transaction through which sensorial 
experiences are rendered economically and politically valuable. Bodily knowledges 
of the city can be actively curated for commercial purposes. Much like the curating 
of atmospheres in mega events, such as the football matches researched by Edensor 
(2015), micro-level producers in the sensorial economy curate the embodied experi-
ences and feelings of consumers. The concept of the sensorial economy points to the 
relationships of bodies and senses in – and through – urban space.

Rivke Jaffe and Anouk de Koning (2016, 133) note that urbanisation is increasingly 
geared towards consumption and excludes those who do not have sufficient means 
to consume. But it also excludes those who do not have the means to produce the 
city for consumption. In terms of mega events, cultural outlets, branding strategies, 
and representational tactics, the production of spectacles favours those who have 
the financial or social capital to partake in these activities. In contrast, the sensorial 
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economy – the process of assembling atmospheres in exchange for capital – allows 
local inhabitants and grassroots actors to also be involved in the production of ur-
ban spectacles, and the marketing of sensorial manipulations. Because the senso-
rial economy requires little other than the skill to manipulate atmospheres and the 
knowledge of what consumers want, it is accessible even to actors who do have few 
or no resources. Such residents may engage in the sensorial economy for a number 
of reasons. While the staging of atmospheres at the scale of the mega event is princi-
pally carried out for economic gain, more micro-level engagements with the senso-
rial economy may be aimed at achieving a variety of outcomes. 

In the context of inequality tourism, sensorial economic activities involve producing 
and selling places of urban poverty and violence, as experienced through the sens-
es, in exchange for monetary or symbolic capital. For example, in addition to remu-
neration for the tours, guides can gain respect, or status in the neighbourhood. En-
gagement in this economy allows actors to negotiate political and economic realities 
perceived as objectifying, and to achieve forms of symbolic, social, and monetary 
capital in a precarious context. Focusing on the sensorial economy is a potent way of 
examining a variety of transactional relations in circumstances of urban inequality. 
It centres our attention on the embodied aspect of economic transactions, including 
those in the context of cities, tourism and inequalities, and thereby brings us to the 
commodification of the senses.

Research methods in a place of tourism

Throughout this thesis, I develop the idea of the sensorial economy drawing on eth-
nographic research in Trench Town, a low-income, high-crime area of Kingston, 
famous for its musical heritage and the location of a small-scale tourism industry. 
Analysing tourism practices in Trench Town, I detail how local brokers, by imagining 
what tourists want to experience when visiting their neighbourhood, create tours of 
their community with few material resources other than their surroundings. I illus-
trate how they influence sensorial practices within the neighbourhood, moulding 
visitors’ experiences to their liking, and what they gain from this curatorial work, 
thereby bringing to light the transactional nature of the sensorial economy. Here, 
I discuss the ethnographic methods I used during this fieldwork, and outline both 
the context of my research and my position in the field. An analytical and empirical 
attention to the senses calls for a reflexive ethnographic practice that highlights the 
role of the researcher’s body, as a tool for knowledge exchange and collection, and in 
the production of theoretical insights such as those related to the sensorial economy. 
The research methods discussed here are intrinsically sensorial, and contingent on 
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my presence both in the field and in the text that recounts them. I start by outlining 
these sensorial methods, and then move on to show how, in the context of research 
carried out in a tourism destination, these methods entail becoming a practised 
tourist, and sensing the neighbourhood accordingly. 

I conducted just over eleven months of ethnographic fieldwork in Trench Town 
during 2014 (from July to October) and 2015 (from February to October). This field-
work focused on the areas of the neighbourhood that were, in part, dedicated to tour-
ism, to analyse how locals, residents, and tour guides engaged in selling the Trench 
Town experience. It involved various research methods, which I highlight in more 
detail below, that helped me understand how residents of marginalised — yet toured 
– neighbourhoods like Trench Town sell the experience of poverty and violence 
in tourism encounters, and to what ends. First of all, I carried out multiple inter-
views, both formal and informal, semi-structured and unstructured, with residents 
of Trench Town and tourism stakeholders throughout the city. The most important 
groups of interlocutors, with whom I spent the most time talking and recording in-
terviews, were local craftspeople, tour guides based in the Culture Yard Museum 
(Bob Marley’s former rehearsal grounds), and independent tourism brokers who did 
not always reside in Trench Town but operated their business there. Second, I relied 
on the broader method of participant observation, partaking in the life and activities 
of the neighbourhood. These included attending community meetings, and carrying 
mundane tasks, eating, partying, and socializing in the area. I also volunteered once 
a week at the Restorative Justice Centre, a program run by the Ministry of Justice 
to resolve collectively how to deal with the aftermath of conflict. There I heard the 
concerns of residents in Trench Town, and attended neighbourhood meetings about 
violence in the area. Third, I used participatory mapping and mobile methods such 
as walking (see Bernard 2011). Most importantly, during my time in Trench Town 
I drew on a sensorial approach in utilizing all of the above methods. Noting how I 
felt and what I smelt or heard in the neighbourhood, as well as particular tastes and 
sensorial experiences, formed a key aspect of my practise. This sensorial approach 
was both a critical component of my methodology, and, as discussed earlier, forms a 
central part of the conceptualization proposed in this dissertation. 

FROM RESEARCHER, TO TOURIST, TO GUIDE, AND BACK

During my fieldwork in Trench Town I spent a large portion of my time in and around 
the Culture Yard, where I participated in, and shadowed, tours of the museum and 
of the community. There, I held both more formal, semi-structured interviews, and 
informal conversations with the various Culture Yard staff, guides, local residents, 
and tourists who maintain, occupy, or traverse this space of encounter. I also con-
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versed with local craftspeople, who are an integral part of creating and maintaining 
the tourism landscape. I attended cultural and touristic events, including the yearly 
Bob Marley Anniversary and related Trench Town Festival, a week-long celebration 
of the neighbourhood’s cultural, religious, and musical heritage. As I met more peo-
ple and became more familiar with the neighbourhood, I realised that local tourism 
relied on informal networks, and that these were multiple and spread out geographi-
cally. Save a few government-backed initiatives to include the Culture Yard in official 
city tours, tourism activities in Trench Town had a casual, ‘off the beaten track’ feel. 
Many informal tourism activities led outside of the Culture Yard into the neighbour-
hood’s back-pockets, through walking tours and visits to music studios, or via guides 
from other parts of Kingston who were familiar with the neighbourhood, and who 
brought visitors to meet individuals with whom they had particular personal ties. 

In an attempt to identify this range of informal local tourism spaces, I printed sev-
eral copies of a broad area map that I took from Google Maps and asked various 
community members and key tourism stakeholders to chart Trench Town and its 
key attractions. Armed with coloured pencils, I asked my respondents to trace the 
borders of Trench Town and those of any smaller areas or demarcations they were 
aware of, engaging in a method called ‘participatory mapping’. Used in anthropolo-
gy and critical geography, participatory mapping allows researchers to draw maps 
that take into account local, embodied, and practised experiences of place (see for 
example Bernard 2011). It also takes into account the power dynamics at the core of 
mapping. I drew on this method not so much to create official maps or counter maps 
of Trench Town, but to use these mapping sessions as opportunities to walk, talk 
about, and sense the neighbourhood with residents and tour guides. The aim of this 
ethnographic method was to build an account of tourism in Trench Town that was 
intellectually rigorous and conveyed ‘a certain emotional resonance’ (Latham 2003, 
2012) with how the people directly involved experienced it.

The mapping exercise sparked conversations about space, tourism, violence, and 
mobility, with respondents explaining where in Trench Town they did and did not 
go, and what they thought could be of interest for tourists to experience. They also 
described which tourism attractions they would like to develop, projecting what 
Trench Town would be like, should it become a more official destination, adding a 
temporal dimension to my investigations, which I explore more thoroughly in Chap-
ter 3. With the support of the map, we would pinpoint existing and imagined tourism 
sites. These conversations, which took place around a printed map of Trench Town, 
usually ended with people offering to walk with me through the neighbourhood. This 
led me to take multiple tours of the neighbourhood. Some were given by locals, oth-
ers by outsiders. Some were tour guides by vocation, whilst others were not. On some 
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occasions, I joined already formed groups of tourists, tagging along on their tour, 
shadowing the guide. 

These excursions through Trench Town allowed a sensorial understanding of 
the neighbourhood, in the form of guided walks. Through these itineraries, I saw, 
smelled, felt, heard, and paced the area with a variety of brokers (guides, residents, 
business owners), or accompanied by a variety of tourists. I felt the heat reverberate 
on my skin. I paid attention to what made me walk the indented pavements with 
confidence, or when I felt out of place. Those with whom I strolled through the neigh-
bourhood also commented on their embodied perceptions of the area – guides and 
tourists would mention unpleasant smells, or comment when recognising that weed 
was being smoked, or remark on the climate, noting whether the heat or the breeze 
they felt offered a pleasant sensation. These observations punctuated walking tours 
of the neighbourhood and formed an important element of my ethnographic mate-
rial. 

I also walked through Trench Town with interlocutors without actively asking them 
about the tours and without having co-produced cognitive maps of the area. In these 
instances, I would wander through the neighbourhood with my respondents, col-
leagues, or friends, broaching a range of topics that indirectly contextualised and 
otherwise connected to my interest in the area’s tourism practices. Sarah Pink (2008, 
192) has highlighted the importance of walking with others in ethnographic re-
search, arguing that it enables an ‘embodied and reflexive engagement with the dis-
courses, materiality, sociality and sensoriality of a particular way of being’ in place.9 
Walking allows for an exchange about space in which the spoken word may not be 
the most explicit conveyor of information. Aside from touring the neighbourhood, I 
often walked through Trench Town on my own, with a clear aim (buying food, taking 
a taxi, visiting someone, going to the Restorative Justice Centre where I volunteered), 
and in these instances I used the space not as a tourist, but as a regular caller to the 
neighbourhood, as someone who worked and socialised in the area.

Through participating in multiple tours, I became a practiced tourist, one who knew 
how interactions were brokered, when remuneration was expected, and which 
routes were most travelled. I also organised a workshop for colleagues working on a 
wider research project entitled ‘Inequality tourism in the Americas’. As a tour-based 
workshop designed to highlight the similarities and differences among our various 
research sites (Kingston, Rio de Janeiro, Mexico City, and New Orleans), it needed 

9  See also Bernard (2011) for a discussion of participatory transects.
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to include both tours of Trench Town and the city at large. Organising this work-
shop required me to mobilise the knowledge I had accumulated during fieldwork to 
create and curate a tour for my colleagues, much like an operator would for a group 
with a particular interest. This shifted my position in Trench Town. My respondents, 
who had until then known me as a researcher, a tourist, a student, and sometimes 
a friend, now discovered me as a broker of their space. Jane, the Culture Yard chief 
tour guide, had sometimes asked me to accompany backpackers or tourists to the 
corner shop or back to the local taxi stand, but the workshop was the first time that 
I sat down with her to devise a tour, together. My role therefore changed during the 
length of my stay, fluctuating from researcher to tourist to tour guide. 

The time spent mapping, touring, and talking about Trench Town entailed exploring 
how tourism routes and networks were created at the grassroots level. However, I 
resided outside of Trench Town, and also interviewed tourism stakeholders at the 
city and the national levels. I met with members of Non-Governmental Organisa-
tions (NGOs) operating in Trench Town, members of neighbourhood associations, 
and employees of city agencies such as the Urban Development Corporation (UDC) 
and the Social Development Commission (SDC). The UDC and SDC help Communi-
ty-Based Organisations (CBOs), such as the Trench Town Development Association 
(TTDA) and the Trench Town Community Development Committee (TTCDC), in im-
plementing development projects at the scale of the neighbourhood, including tour-
ism-related projects. Through these interactions, I was able to understand grassroots 
connections in relation to more official tourism routes in Kingston and Jamaica. By 
speaking with government officers, from members of the Transport Ministry to offi-
cials of the Tourism Board, I followed a ‘vertical slice’ approach (Nader 1980), which 
highlighted the perspectives of, and connections between, less powerful grassroots 
actors and more privileged government and corporate stakeholders. All of these as-
pects contribute to a multi-scalar analysis, within which I favoured a focus on the 
local dynamics of Trench Town and the interventions of grassroots actors. 

Ethnographic fieldwork also involved writing down what happened during my time 
in Kingston. My field notes included descriptions of my participatory observation, 
detailing events and the unfolding of more or less mundane activities in which I 
took part. I jotted down comments that accompanied the process of mapping and 
the walks I took with people across the neighbourhood. I recorded the interjections 
and facial expressions that punctuated interviews but were not so easily transcribed 
from audio recordings. When taping interviews proved impossible or would damp-
en the atmosphere required for sharing information, I relied on extensive note tak-
ing (either during the conversation or immediately afterwards). But most of all, I 
wrote about how I felt in Trench Town and in Kingston, how I felt about the people 
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and places I encountered as I navigated fieldwork. When re-reading my field notes, 
I discovered that many of the instances I experienced as challenging, or at least un-
comfortable, were indicative of larger processes and socio-spatial relations at play. 
I recognised moments of distancing and moments of identification, out of which I 
later identified patterns. Relating these throughout this thesis, I show that analysing 
the body’s place in the research not only produces a situated form of knowledge but 
also a method to understand how correlations of space and class order the city. 

Tourists with pens
The sensory and participatory methods I drew upon during fieldwork prompted me 
to oscillate between the role of anthropologist and that of tourist. Although not mo-
bilised in the same way, or to the same ends, the walking, questioning, and mapping I 
carried out in Trench Town were practices commonly used by tourists. Moreover, my 
study of tourism patterns in Trench Town entailed behaving like a tourist in many 
instances. Shifting between roles, and sometimes muddling them, was an important 
fieldwork method, one that made visible to me the commonalities between anthro-
pology and tourism. The similarities between the scholarly discipline I inscribed 
my work in (anthropology) and the subject of my enquiries (tourism) were further 
brought to light by a specific fieldwork encounter that took place in Trench Town and 
which Leo, a freelance tour guide, mediated. 

I met Leo at a film festival in the first months of my initial stay in Kingston, in the 
summer of 2014. When I told him I was doing research on tourism in Trench Town, he 
raised his eyebrows in surprise. It just so happened that while he presented himself 
as a musician/filmmaker, his principal activity was as a tour guide in Kingston, and 
his favourite tour was the one he gave of Trench Town. Leo operated as an indepen-
dent guide, with no official credentials. His business was young, less than a year old, 
and he found clients through word of mouth. While this informality made it difficult 
to secure income, it also gave him the opportunity to create tours that paired his own 
interests with the specific desires of tourists. Leo offered personalised ‘ready-made’ 
formulas entitled ‘Root of Roots music’, ‘Who is Rastafari’, and the ‘King of Reggae’. 
These three tours revolved around music and Rastafari, and involved various sights 
and encounters handpicked by Leo. One of his favourite stops, which he aimed to in-
clude in all three tours, was visiting Brother Rupert, an elder whom he had known for 
the past twenty years; they had long been frequenting the same Ethiopian Orthodox 
Church. Leo ‘marketed’ time spent with Brother Rupert as an authentic conversation 
or ‘reasoning’ with a respected Rasta elder.
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Upon my request, Leo took me to meet Brother Rupert, who lived in the lower part of 
Trench Town. When we arrived, he was sitting outside, on a chair placed in the mid-
dle of the wide pavement, in front of zinc fencing that appeared to hide a large con-
crete house. The street was calm, the heat intensifying as we approached midday. 
A few young men were sitting in the shade, a couple of houses down. One of them, 
whom I recognised from time spent in the neighbourhood, brought a chair for me to 
sit on whilst Leo rested on a pile of stacked wood. Brother Rupert was in a medita-
tive mood, and very soon led the conversation towards philosophical and historical 
questions. I found Brother Rupert’s speech hard to follow – sometimes because of 
the Patwa he spoke,10 the intricacies of which I had not completely mastered yet, 
sometimes because his missing teeth created a lisping sound, but mostly because 
he covered immense ground in fast, wide strides. Attentive to my listening, Brother 
Rupert would pause, reeling me back into the conversation by questioning me, like 
a pupil. ‘What is the one thing that man cannot create? What are the four planets on 
earth?’ Answers he kindly provided when faced with my blank expression. Brother 
Rupert spoke of the First World War, European monarchs, religion, the Ark of the 
Covenant, and the humiliation of slavery, swiftly moving across topics and times. 

An hour into our ‘reasoning’, Brother Rupert got up and slid behind the zinc fenc-
ing to gather books about European history from his house. During his absence, Leo 
looked at me and winked, visibly excited by this encounter: ‘It is always like this, 
Brother Rupert is mystical. He was Bob Marley’s spiritual leader, you know. Trust 
me, when he speaks, thunder can roll. See how the wind blow?’ The wind had in-
deed risen. I was always surprised at how breezy lower Trench Town could be, and 
was reminded of the neighbourhood’s proximity to the coast. This time, however, 
the wind was so strong that I had to stop recording, the microphone picked up every 
gust of air, saturating the soundtrack. So, when Brother Rupert returned with a pile 
of books, I asked him if he minded my scribbling things down with pen and paper 
instead of recording. 

With a chuckle, he looked at me and sighed: ‘You researchers, university people and 
whatnot, you’re like tourists with pens’. I felt my cheeks burn a little; as an eager an-
thropologist, being compared to a tourist was the last thing I wanted to hear from an 

10   Jamaican Patois or Patwa is an English-based creole language with West African influences spoken 

primarily in Jamaica and among the Jamaican diaspora. Throughout this dissertation, I relate con-

versations in Patwa using the Standardized Jamaican spelling as set by the University of the West 

Indies’ Jamaican Language Unit.
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elder. I was mortified, but knew better than to dispute him. However uncomfortable 
his comment made me feel, I had to acknowledge its legitimacy. Brother Rupert con-
tinued to talk about educational institutions and to gently mock doctoral students 
and professors. In his criticism he pointed out the disconnects between the realm of 
academic knowledge production, those who leveraged it for power, and the spaces 
from which this knowledge is often taken. He jokingly proposed a switch: the wis-
dom and philosophies of Rasta and the masses of Kingston’s urban poor should be 
given seats at universities, while professors, born and raised in privilege, learn to 
fare in the ghetto. 

As we were leaving, Leo and Brother Rupert worked out the details of Leo’s next tour; 
a group of seven American journalists would be coming later that week, and were 
looking forward to experiencing an ‘authentic Rasta reasoning’. Leo then gave me a 
knowing nod, indicating that this was the right moment for me to hand the contribu-
tion – a thousand Jamaican dollar bill, equivalent to approximately 10 euros at the 
time – to Brother Rupert, as he had instructed me to do before our arrival in Trench 
Town. I awkwardly handed the money to Brother Rupert, thanking him for his time. 
On the way back uptown, Leo drove past the Ethiopian Orthodox church on Maxfield 
Avenue, explaining that both the church and the reasoning session with Brother Ru-
pert were to become an essential part of his tour, providing a unique emphasis on 
the link between Rastafari faith and music. ‘I’m on a quest to spread the faith, so I 
am happy to share this with people, to give this to people as it was given to me’, Leo 
explained, seamlessly combining his tourism business with religious proselytising. 

This encounter with Brother Rupert, although not the most comfortable of my field-
work experiences, highlights many of the entanglements and ambiguities of anthro-
pological research and tourism. In this particular instance, I was both the research-
er, carrying my recorder and notepad around, and the tourist, brought to experience 
an unknown space in a moment that was brokered by a guide and in exchange for 
remuneration. Meeting Brother Rupert was an intellectually stimulating conversa-
tion, as well as a sensorial experience of Trench Town. During our conversation, I 
noted how it felt to be in the neighbourhood, to sit on the pavement of a wide quiet 
street, with the strong breeze flowing in from the nearby coast. As this exchange was 
a commodified experience, mediated and made purchasable via Leo, it highlighted 
the sellable aspect of the sensorial tourism encounter, but also hinted at the transac-
tional dimension of knowledge production and exchange. This further confounded 
the line between the category of tourist and researcher, a demarcation made thinner 
by Brother Rupert’s gentle mocking, forcing me to reflect on my position as a re-
searcher, an outsider, navigating an unfamiliar place. I was there to examine urban 
tourism in spaces of poverty and violence, but wondered how my presence differed 
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from that of the tourists who had come to observe and consume this same poverty 
and violence. As a researcher looking at tourism, what kind of knowledge did I pro-
duce, and what were the links and intimacies that tangled the practice of anthropol-
ogy with tourism? 

SITUATING KNOWLEDGE 

To address the questions of epistemology and positionality raised by my encoun-
ter with Brother Rupert, I briefly trace the common histories of anthropology and 
tourism. Speaking from the spaces that exist between the categories of anthropo-
logist/tourist, or insider/outsider, informs the ethnographic material I collected in 
the context of this dissertation research, and the way it is recounted textually. It also 
highlights the power dynamic that shaped my ethnographic endeavour, including 
my interactions with respondent. I emphasize the need to think in terms of situated 
knowledge (see Haraway 1988, Rose 1997) in order to recognise the power dynamics 
that underscore academic data production. Situating knowledge can help unders-
tand how difference is produced and by whom, and, in the context of research on 
inequality tourism, it further complicates the difference between tourist and anthro-
pologist.

When researching spaces of tourism, as in the case of this thesis, distinguishing 
anthropologists from tourists becomes a complicated exercise. At first glance, the 
dissimilarities between the two categories seem clear. Tourists, by definition, spend 
only a few days or weeks visiting a given place and therefore sustained interactions 
with locals are limited (Bruner 1991). They may not speak the local language, and the 
space they experience is often brokered for them by guides (or guidebooks) who dis-
til the knowledge they have of the toured place in such a way that it may be absorbed 
in a short timeframe. At the core of the tourism encounter is an economic transac-
tion, an exchange predicated on the consumption of place and culture for money. 
Anthropologists, on the other hand, tend to spend long stretches of time in a given 
place, and through the practice of ethnography, they interact with a broad range of 
locals, learning the language and customs of the place. Despite these apparent dis-
similarities, there are many commonalities between anthropologists and tourists, 
which become especially salient in the context of an anthropological investigation 
in a space of tourism. 

Brother Rupert’s description of anthropologists as ‘tourists with pens’ echoes the 
common ancestry these fields share. Both activities can be traced back to the ex-
plorer, the missionary, and the merchant, all colonial figures of travellers who left 
Europe to explore the world, bringing back testimonies of the different (non-Euro 
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American) peoples they had encountered (Griffiths 2012, 58). Eighteenth-century 
explorers, missionaries, colonial officers, and natural scientists collected and dis-
played the knowledge they amassed during their travels, producing texts and ac-
counts that were later used by anthropologists (Galani-Moutafi 2000, 204). The wri-
tings that these itinerant figures produced about their encounters with the ‘exotic’, 
the ‘different’, and the ‘savage Other’ were appropriated by late nineteenth-centu-
ry ‘armchair anthropologists’, who from the comfort of their study rooms, formed 
theories about civilizations and populations. 

When anthropologists left their homes and started to carry out their own fieldwork, 
many of the manuscripts they produced took the form of personal diaries that resem-
bled those of the travelling figures they used to draw knowledge from. The texts these 
anthropologists produced blurred the lines between autobiography and ethnography 
(Stocking 1993; Holland and Huggan 1998), and transformed the personal experiences 
of fieldwork into academic knowledge (Hastrup 1992). What differentiated the traveller’s 
writing from the ethnographer’s was, at first, essentially a matter of audience. However, 
as anthropologists strived to establish their discipline as a science, the ethnographic text 
changed and was slowly stripped of its autobiographical quality. The more personal use 
of the ‘I’ was erased from the text and replaced with a neutral, omniscient, and more au-
thoritative voice. The stake for the anthropologist as scientist was to obtain the authority 
to represent Otherness as an expert who held the codes and knowledge of that society. 
For this knowledge to be considered objective and quantifiable, it needed to be less per-
sonal. 

By the time anthropologists had established their field as a recognised form of science, 
the authoritative texts they produced differed in form and audience from the more per-
sonal writings of travellers and tourists. However, both anthropology and tourism revol-
ved around knowing the ‘Other’. Today, although the knowledge generated by tourism 
does not travel in the same spheres as ethnographic texts and is rarely considered ‘au-
thoritative’, learning about other cultures and striving to understand the toured place 
are still key components of the tourism experience (Robb Larkins 2015, 119), from back-
pack sojourns to all-inclusive beach holidays. As a testimony to this, many guidebooks 
offer historical context and provide insight into local customs and habits alongside lists 
of sightseeing spots. Learning about the Other is as essential to the tourism encounter as 
it is to the production of anthropological material. 

Unknowingly, in their explorations of elsewhere, the traveller’s diary and the ethno-
graphic text tended to draw an inverse image of home (Griffiths 2012). By analysing 
what is emphasised within these texts, or how the Other is imagined, encountered, and 
described in writing, one can see reflections of the ‘Self’. For example, late nineteenth- 
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and twentieth-century Euro-American concerns with regards to modernity, industria-
lisation, and productivity were expressed in descriptions of the non-Western Other as 
pre-modern, natural, and authentic. The Other was treated as a discursive space to be 
encountered, through which Euro-American anxieties could be explored (Holland and 
Huggan 1998). Ethnographic research and tourism thus provide ample outlets for the 
quest for self-representation; as Vasiliki Galani-Moutafi (2000, 220) writes, ‘Travelers, 
anthropologists and tourists can be considered observers who gaze into the elsewhere 
and the “other”, while looking for their own reflection’. 

Both anthropology and tourism tend to involve an interest in encounters with the Other. 
And through textual accounts of these encounters, anthropologists’ and tourists’ re-
lationship to their Self is exposed. A similar process takes place in this ethnographic 
monograph. Writing about tourism in Trench Town reveals as much about the visitors, 
guides, histories, buildings and material elements of this neighbourhood as it does 
about me as an anthropologist. However, as I show in the following section, the bounda-
ries between Self and Other, which inform the traditional tourism and anthropological 
writings described above, are not always as evident and unambiguous as they may seem. 
In this particular research, for example, they were complicated by my background and 
appearance. Drawing from feminist and postcolonial literature,11 I therefore place my-
self in the research field and suggest that my position conditioned the material I had 
access to. Any critical ethnography of tourism calls for an active blurring and ques-
tioning of the categories of ‘insider/outsider’ and ‘self/other’ that anthropology and 
tourism have traditionally relied on. Unpacking my place in the field further clouds 
these distinctions. In my case, the distinction between Self and Other was compli-
cated by my status as a brown-skinned woman of the Jamaican diaspora who was 
perceived by many respondents as a person who was neither ‘insider’ nor ‘outsider’. 

11  In the 1970s, feminist and postcolonial scholars started to recognise that cross-cultural engage-

ments were contingent on attention to the ‘self’ or to the researcher (Okely 1992, 2). This result-

ed in the ‘reflexive turn’ (Clifford and Marcus 1986; Marcus and Fisher 1986), which questioned 

ethnographic authority and highlighted the role of the ethnographic self in the research process. 

This reflexive practice required analysing the roles, relationships, and power asymmetries in the 

ethnographic encounter. For example, scholars shed light on the unequal power relations that have 

formed ethnographic practices by pointing to the intimate relationship of anthropology with co-

lonial regimes (Asad 1973) and with the male-centric production of knowledge in academia (Har-

away 1991). In the 1990s the reflexive turn entered a sensorial phase, with feminist and postcolonial 

scholars pushing for researchers to recognise, acknowledge and respond to the academic’s body 

within the research. These self-critical works, which included auto-ethnography, illuminated the 

position of the researcher in relation to their informants and field happenstances, as well as outlin-

ing what the researchers sensed and felt in situ. As a result, the voice of the author became more 

prevalent, not just as an authoritative expression, but as a means to expose the power dynamics at 

play in the anthropological encounter (see Harding 2006). 



TOURING TRENCH TOWN

38

As a brown-skinned woman of mixed heritage, a product of the Jamaican diaspora 
in Great Britain, I was both a familiar and an unfamiliar presence in Trench Town. 
Though I was foreign to Kingston’s inner city, and a clear product of a different so-
cio-spatial realm, I was yet a known type, a figure reminiscent of family members 
gone to live abroad. 

‘WE’LL MAKE A REAL JAMAICAN OUT OF YOU’

Ethnographic practice revealed that I was undeniably an ‘outsider’, a body out of place, 
in Trench Town. My brown skin tone, my clothes, and my accent revealed that I did not 
belong, and the frequent calling out of my difference in the neighbourhood suggested 
that my interlocutors were acutely aware of this. In fact, my appearance was the basis 
upon which many interactions were shaped. As a researcher, I initially experienced 
this clear marking of my Otherness as a handicap. It meant that I did not blend in, that 
I could not help but be noticed. This resulted in restricted access to certain people, 
who were wary of my intentions, and to certain places. Many of my interlocutors also 
assumed that as an outsider unfamiliar with the hardship of living in Trench Town, I 
would be unable to understand or sympathise with their reality and would sometimes 
illustrate this with popular sayings such as, ‘Rockstone a riva battam cyaah nuo sun 
hot’ (Those in easy circumstances cannot understand the hardship of others).

As my body revealed, I was neither from the neighbourhood nor from ‘uptown’ 
Kingston, but I was not a complete stranger either. My skin tone, dress, and accent 
placed me outside of Trench Town, but inside another category, that of the diaspora. 
While I cannot be cognisant of all the ramifications my person, appearance, and back-
ground had on my ethnographic encounters and gathering of material,12 I was aware 
that my Jamaican heritage influenced interactions somewhat favourably. Being both 
Jamaican and foreign reassured many as to my intentions in the neighbourhood; since 
I was not perceived as being ‘uptown’, I could not be a government representative of 
any sort. It was often assumed that I was there to learn more about being Jamaican — to 
reconnect with my heritage — an endeavour that was met with paternalistic encoura-
gement and protective warmth. A few people in Trench Town expressed delight and 
approved that I had chosen their neighbourhood as the grounds for my explorations 
into my ‘Jamaicanness’. Their interpretation of my desire to be in Trench Town shows 
that residents of the neighbourhood actively read the motives and aspirations of outsi-

12  Striving for positionality is not a claim to all-encompassing knowledge as it is impossible to fully 

understand the Self, the Other and how both are interrelated. Instead, the ‘authority of academic 

knowledge is put into question not by self-conscious positioning but by gaps that give space to, and 

are affected by, other knowledges’ (Rose, 1997, 311).



39

ders, whether tourist or researcher, and respond to these, not solely for monetary gain 
as in some tourism encounters, but also through a sense of pride in their heritage and 
cultural identity. Many jokingly proposed to help me become a ‘real Jamaican’, and 
during the year I spent carrying out research, I realised that my progress in this sense 
was monitored. Friends and respondents would comment on the improvement of my 
Patwa, or show impatience if there was a skill I had not yet mastered, whether using 
the proper vernacular, knowing when to keep silent, or appearing properly attired for 
a given situation. 

I was thus perceived as needing to be fashioned in a way that would reveal a part of my 
identity, and this fashioning, this teaching me how to ‘be Jamaican’, offered my respon-
dents a form of authority over me. In her reflexions on fieldwork carried out in Tokyo, 
Dorinne Kondo (1986) notes that she experienced a similar moulding of her identity by 
her respondents, who controlled her behaviour to transform her from a member of the 
Japanese-American diaspora into a ‘real Japanese’ person. She explains (Kondo 1986, 
80) that 

‘this, in turn, helped them to preserve their own senses of identity. Un-
derstanding is thus multiple, plurivocal, and pervaded by relations of 
power. For one’s informants are also subjects who possess certain fore 
understandings of the ethnographer and the power to shape and control 
the ethnographer and the ethnographic encounter’. 

The tutelage I experienced and my fashioning into a ‘real Jamaican’ were not a pas-
sive schooling in which I had no power. It was a process in which I actively partici-
pated and one that I sometimes leveraged in order to ask questions that would have 
otherwise been considered inappropriate. The responses garnered have nurtured 
both this thesis and my sense of Self, allowing me to recognise or identify what was 
culturally Jamaican about my upbringing, rather than merely familial and personal. 

The transition into ‘Jamaicanness’ encouraged by my respondents was one I navi-
gated along a continuum, sometimes gliding from ‘foreigner’ to ‘local’ and back, in 
the space of an instant, oscillating among alienation, distance, and identification. 
Balancing between ‘foreigner’ and ‘local’, or ‘insider’ and ‘outsider’, is a position that 
Gina Ulysse (2007, 6) encapsulates with the term ‘alter(ed) native’. The position of the 
alter(ed) native connotes both the alterity of the researcher and her position as a re-
gional native, or in my case, as a member of the diaspora. It also includes the notion 
that the outsider is changed by the ethnographic encounter and altered to include 
the perspectives of the research subjects. While ‘many ethnographies, even of the 
reflexive kind, are products of contexts in which the observer/ethnographer is a vi-
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sible outsider’ (Kondo 1986, 74), my experience of fieldwork in Trench Town was one 
that confounded the distinctions we so readily make between insider and outsider. 
Within the context of my research, being an alter(ed) native meant that the anthropo-
logical distinctions between Self and Other were often problematic, and the material 
collected and recounted in this thesis is neither ‘outsider’ or ‘insider’ knowledge. 
Instead, as an anthropologist studying tourism, and as a Jamaican who had been 
brought up abroad, my practice was situated at the interstices of anthropology and 
tourism, of ‘home’ and ‘outsider’ ethnography.

Placing my research in the openings between the lines that bind and differentiate 
anthropology from tourism, or ‘insider’ from ‘outsider’, not only emphasizes the 
porousness of such categories. It also underlines that those who produce academic 
knowledge transmit information that is contingent on their personal history and on 
their field and place of study. In addition, I suggest that the self-reflexivity that in-
forms this section constitutes a useful method: as I detail in Chapter 1, it allows us to 
recognise and understand the socio-spatial and sensorial dynamics that contextua-
lise the research. 

Structure of the monograph

This attention to the senses, to situated knowledge production and to embodied 
positionality are central issues throughout my research – understanding how re-
searchers, guides and visitors sense and come to know Trench Town is the subject 
of my investigations. The chapters of this thesis feature corporeal experiences of 
Trench Town and together they propose that, in the commodification of place, tour-
ism guides manipulate, or attune, visitors’ senses during the tours to make them 
perceive place, violence, or poverty in particular ways. My analysis draws from de-
tailed ethnographic observations, which I recount throughout the monograph. This 
ethnographic material shows how local brokers in Trench Town negotiate visitors’ 
desires in order to challenge and shift prevailing representations and narratives 
of place. In so doing, the chapters collectively show that the senses are locations 
through which inequalities are consumed, and also produced. I argue that focusing 
on the sensorial economy allows us to observe this shift, to see how guides create a 
sensorial product in exchange for economic, symbolic, and social capital. By focus-
ing on the ways people in Trench Town create sensorial products, I show how the 
senses are commodified and politicized, and highlight the transactional aspect of 
sensorial encounters. 

In this introduction, I set out my theoretical framework and addressed how I sensed 
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Trench Town, drawing connections between methods, epistemology and posi-
tionality. In Chapter 1, I continue this investigation into my sensorial approach to 
Kingston and to Trench Town in particular. I use this to paint a broader image of the 
city, placing the Trench Town tourism encounter within the context of the urban 
landscape. This serves to outline the inequalities that are key components of ghetto 
tourism in Kingston. Through a reflexive analysis of how my body was perceived by 
my interlocutors during fieldwork, I outline the inequalities that organise the city 
and which are drawn along the lines of skin colour, class, and mobility. I then show 
how these inequalities, which are part of the city’s make-up, also shape tourism in 
Kingston, informing the birth, decline and rebirth of the city’s sightseeing industry. 

Chapter 2 addresses the ways that tour guides and locals in Trench Town assemble 
atmospheres of the neighbourhood for tourism. It shows that atmospheres can be 
curated, made and sold. The narrative of the chapter is organised around three 
main elements, namely buildings, borders and music, which when brought togeth-
er provide the material and sonic context for the tourism encounter. It asks which 
elements of Trench Town – as an urban landscape – are mobilised during such 
encounters. This assemblage approach to the ways locals curate the Trench Town 
atmosphere traces the histories and materialities that give Trench Town its distinc-
tive ‘feel’. It also outlines how the buildings, borders, and music that entice tour-
ists to the area are changed, maintained, and restored through tourism. Because 
Trench Town’s musical culture is such a key trait of the tourism atmosphere, in 
this chapter I place a strong emphasis on music. Music draws visitors in, but also 
constructs their aural experience of the neighbourhood, therefore, throughout the 
thesis, I reference Bob Marley and other key artists and songs. However, I tie the 
sonic dimension of Trench Town to other ways of sensing and experiencing the 
neighbourhood, emphasising how experience of place are multisensorial, as sight, 
sounds, taste, touch etc. interact in flux. 

Together, Chapter 1 and 2 foreground the importance of the body and of urban place 
and show how interactions between senses and places produce the knowledge, af-
fects, and atmospheres that are central to tourism. The following two chapters fo-
cus more directly on the commodification of poverty and violence in tour guides’ 
curation and negotiation of tourists’ sensorial and embodied experiences of place.

Chapter 3 concentrates on sensorial experiences of time in Trench Town. Attention 
to temporality and its intersection with space is key to understanding how pov-
erty is transformed into a commodity. Through the concept of ‘temporal Othering’, 
this chapter addresses how time and poverty are sensed and commodified through 
tourism. Poverty tourism is about heritage and its displays, but it is also about feel-
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ing time, about sensing a change of pace, hearing and touching a different epoch. 
Temporal shifts are sensorial, and this chapter discusses how brokers attune vis-
itors’ senses of place as belonging (or not) to a certain era. It also emphasizes the 
transactional nature of this work, showing that making visitors feel time is some-
thing that guides do to derive economic and social gain. 

Chapter 4 focuses on violence and discusses how guides attune visitors’ senses by 
engaging both with the physical landscape and the entanglement of imaginaries 
that exist prior to the tour. Violence informs inequality tours in several ways. It is 
part of the history of tourism, and the context, but it is also the subject matter of 
tours. By deciding how to make this violence sensible to outsiders, guides in Trench 
Town use the urban spectacle to derive various forms of capital.

I conclude with a coda – a term used to recap a musical theme and open it up to 
new phrases - as a means to summarise the thesis and indicate avenues for further 
research. I discuss the political ramifications of sensorial economies and I suggest 
that in the context of inequality tourism, they may hold the potential to redress the 
very inequalities that inform them. I also point to realms beyond tourism for which 
the sensorial economy provides useful theoretical insights. 
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CHAPTER 1. 
Welcome to Trench Town: urban histories of 
inequality and tourism

With a population of approximately 660,000, Kingston is Jamaica’s largest city. It is 
located on the south-eastern coast of the island, facing a wide natural  harbour to 
the south, and encircled by the hills of St Andrew. Kingston was formed in the 17th 
century after an earthquake destroyed Port Royal – then a major Caribbean shipping 
and commercial centre. From its earliest stages, Kingston was designed to facilitate 
the export of sugar to England, the colonizing power, and the import and dispatching 
of enslaved Africans and manufactured goods throughout the Caribbean (Jaffe 2016, 
28). As such, the city was planned as a logistical hub, intimately linking its urban 
landscape to the plantation economy.13 The disciplinary order of the plantation in-
fluenced Kingston’s spatial and social ordering, making it a quintessential colonial 
city (Clarke 1975). In 1872, government offices, which had previously been located 
in Spanish Town,14 were moved to Kingston, officially transforming its status from a 
commercial city into that of the nation’s capital. This confirmed the city’s status as 
the island’s administrative and commercial epicentre, as well as its cultural heart. 

Today, a large part of Jamaica’s formal economic activities remain geared toward 
international trade, manufacture, and the export of natural resources in the form of 
bauxite and alumina, and Kingston continues to play an important role in these eco-
nomic relations. However, tourism and the service industry have become a key eco-
nomic sector, accounting for almost half of the country’s revenue. For many across 
the globe, Jamaica evokes images of paradisiac white sand beaches, palm trees, and 
sunshine. It is associated with reggae music, world-renowned athletes, and creole 
cuisine. While the majority of Jamaica’s tourism activities are concentrated in the 
all-inclusive resorts on its North coast, Kingston has its own historical ties to leisure 
travel, and there is a renewed push to promote and brand the city as a vacation des-
tination. In this chapter, I provide a history of Kingston focused on its tourism indus-
try, through which I show how the city has been structured by a specific interplay of 
inequalities. Largely inherited from the country’s colonial past, these inequalities, 

13   For more scholarship and discussion on Caribbean urbanism and its ties to colonial and plantation 

economies see Jaffe (2016); Rupert (2012); Mohammed (2008).

14   Spanish Town was named after its role as the main city under Spanish rule which lasted from 1509 

to 1655. 
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drawn along the lines of skin colour, class, gender and mobility, continue to be cen-
tral to the city’s socio-spatial orders. These differences and inequalities have shaped 
and are shaped by the history of travel to Kingston, informing the birth and decline 
of tourism in the city. Today in Trench Town, it is these very inequalities that are 
being rebranded as authentic and part of the tourism experience. By providing this 
historical and socio-spatial background, this chapter highlights both the context 
within which ‘ghetto’ tourism in Trench Town has emerged, and the disparities that 
are key components of the sensory economy of this form of tourism.

Contemporary structures of urban difference and inequality shape the everyday 
life of sensation. They connect directly to a history of colonialism, slavery and insti-
tutionalized racism and, while they have changed over time, their legacies are still 
recognizable. These structures of inequality are most distinctly felt by residents as 
they move around the city. Travelling through the urban landscape, residents feel 
out of place when they transgress the entrenched social hierarchies of space, class, 
race, gender – but tourists and other outsiders also experience and feel this ordering 
of difference. I realized this through my year of fieldwork in Kingston, and start this 
chapter by providing an auto-ethnographic account of this urban order, highlight-
ing differences and inequalities related to skin colour, adornments, language and 
mobility. Following this ethnographic discussion of Kingston’s socio-spatial order, I 
show how such inequalities have been shaped historically. In a section that presents 
an overview of the historical development of Kingston’s tourism, I highlight the con-
nections of the industry to broader patterns of urban, national and global mobility 
under colonialism. Contemporary tourism mobilities within Kingston, just like the 
movements of the city’s locals, are still shaped by the persistent colonial legacies of 
racial discrimination. I show these connections by tracing how Kingston’s tourism 
landscape changed from the Great Exhibition of 1891 to the time of my fieldwork in 
2015. Areas of the city that were once excluded from the tourism narrative are being 
rebranded as key destinations, precisely because of their stigma, which has become 
a marker of authenticity. The Culture Yard, a museum located in Trench Town, the 
low-income and high-crime area at the centre of this dissertation, is increasingly 
cast as an essential stop for tourists by official tourism policies, which aim to market 
the area as an authentic tourism experience. In a next section, I describe the emer-
gence, operation and local politics of the neighbourhood’s main heritage site. In a 
final section, I pay particular attention to the specific traits that make the Trench 
Town experience feel genuine, emphasizing how authenticity is made sensible to 
tourists through movement beyond the Culture Yard, through the everyday life of the 
neighbourhood. 
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Sensing bodies out of place

When moving around Kingston, people are immersed in a corporeal understan-
ding of the city that encompasses the distinct histories and social patterns that 
have shaped and continue to organise it. I have structured the following section of 
this chapter around a series of nicknames that were given to me during my time 
in Kingston, each of which helped me identify how the city’s socio-spatial politics 
are expressed and imprinted on people’s bodies as they traverse or reside in this 
postcolonial Caribbean city. This reflexive analysis of difference, attending to my 
embodied experiences of Kingston, demonstrates how the structural legacies of the 
colonial past shape the lives of those who move through the city. Paying attention to 
the researcher’s body, and situating it geographically in the urban landscape, de-
monstrates how urban residents reproduce these constructions of urban difference 
in everyday life. 

As Rivke Jaffe (2016) explains in her work on Caribbean cities and pollution, certain 
bodies are perceived as fitting ‘naturally’ in certain environments, as belonging or-
ganically to them, whilst others stand out. The notion that bodies either ‘naturally’ 
belong or are polluting agents echoes Mary Douglas’s (1966) argument that dirt is 
not so much the nature of a given substance, but rather a quality acquired through 
its emplacement. So whilst it is natural to find earth and stones in a garden, a subs-
tance that fits organically within the context of a yard or a field becomes dirt once 
transferred onto the living room carpet. It becomes ‘matter out of place’ (Douglas 
1966). More importantly still, matter out of place reveals what a place should nor-
mally be like. 

Transposing Mary Douglas’s concept of ‘matter out of place’ to my own experience of 
fieldwork, I contend that the researcher’s body and its adornments, by standing out, 
help us understand what constitutes the ‘normal’ makeup of a given place. I further 
expand this with the idea that bodies out of place are not only called out as being 
different, but also sense this alterity. As Jaffe explains, a ‘lack of fit’ between bodies 
and spatial context can ‘produce an acutely physical sense of discomfort’ (Jaffe 2016, 
71), and can reveal the socio-spatial politics that permeate a given area. In this part 
of the chapter, I explore this sense of discomfort, and highlight instances where my 
body was noted as out of place in comparison to other bodies in the same space, mo-
ments when my presence and appearance stood out, and instances in which I felt like 
I did not belong. When others made this difference explicit, or when I experienced it 
corporeally, it did not just mark me as an outsider, an anthropologist at her fieldwork 
site, but exposed some of the power and class dynamics that organise the city.
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‘HEY, BROWNING!’: THE POLITICS OF SKIN COLOUR

In Jamaica, it is quite common for people, from complete strangers to vague acquain-
tances, to talk to each other on the streets, cry out to passersby, exchange jokes, or 
strike up conversations in public transport. Often, these brief encounters start with 
a person calling out to another, and, in the absence of familiarity, using a descrip-
tive moniker to get their attention. Such monikers are usually chosen on the basis 
of a person’s most salient or defining physical feature, a characteristic that ‘stands 
out’ in comparison to other bodies, in order to single them out. I did not think much 
of these nicknames initially, but soon realised that their recurrence – the fact that 
various unconnected people would seek to attract my attention by using the same 
moniker – highlighted something about my presence in a specific context. 

Every day, as I made my way through the city by public transport and on foot, people 
would address me as ‘browning’, from the local fruit vendor who soon became a fa-
miliar face to anonymous taxi drivers and passersby. At first, this unsettled me. Of 
mixed heritage, I am quite accurately described as brown-skinned, and while I have 
always felt like this was an obvious physical characteristic by which to define myself, 
I had never been in a space where I was so overtly reminded of it. I read this regular 
commenting on my colour as a marking of my body being out of place in the streets 
of Kingston, in public transport, and in Trench Town. Rivke Jaffe (2016) and Gina 
Ulysse (2007), who both carried out extensive fieldwork in downtown Kingston, also 
observed and recorded the racialised reading of their bodies, noting that commen-
tary on their physical appearance changed depending on where they found themsel-
ves within the city. What did the calling out of my skin colour say about normative 
ideas around race and class in Trench Town?

In a polarised city, like Kingston, where class and colour are intimately linked, brown 
skin is often associated with power and financial privilege (Jaffe 2016, 72). Such co-
lourism is an active remnant of the colonial legacy in which privilege and power 
were accorded in direct correlation to skin colour. White plantation owners of Euro-
pean descent were – and still are, albeit to a lesser extent – the wealthy minority that 
occupied the top of the socioeconomic ladder, whilst the vast majority of Black, colo-
nised subjects formed the poorer masses, with a small brown-skinned group landing 
somewhere on the middle of this ladder. After Independence, this Brown minority 
more fully accessed positions of wealth and power, forming parts of both the middle 
and upper classes (Clarke 2006, 5). 

This correlation between class and colour is inscribed in the capital’s landscape. 
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Kingston’s ‘uptown’, higher income areas are characteristically associated with ligh-
ter-skinned Jamaicans, while the poorer ‘downtown’ areas are inhabited by predo-
minantly dark-skinned people (Clarke 2006, 3). As Colin Clarke (2006) argues, the 
makeup of Kingston’s downtown neighbourhoods emerged as the result of a large 
rural–urban migration and gradually converted from the colonial ‘slum’ to the Ame-
rican influenced ‘ghetto’. For Clarke, the use of the ghetto nomenclature is largely 
ascribed to Kingston’s racial segregation in which, similar to the United States, 
Blackness is an obvious hallmark. Although the class divide is still very tangible, 
the growing dark-skinned bourgeoisie seems to be slowly eroding the correlation 
between skin colour and income observed by many scholars (Howard, 2005; Clarke, 
2006). However, this spatial polarisation of class and colour is still widely perceived 
and leads many to describe the city as divided, a phenomenon observable in the eve-
ryday utterances of Kingstonians who have come to use the geographical designa-
tions of ‘downtown’ or ‘inner-city’ as synonyms for ‘lower-class’ and ‘Black’ (Jaffe 
2016, 74). 

When I was in public transport, on foot in the streets, in busy, crowded commercial 
areas, or ‘downtown’ neighbourhoods such as Trench Town, ‘browning’ was the nick-
name most often used to call out to me. In middle-class settings, at the university, 
and at the occasional book launch or art gallery I sometimes went to, such calling out 
rarely happened because these were, in part, ‘brown-skinned’ places, and because 
middle-class people engaged less in calling out in public spaces. And, while at first I 
was annoyed by this nickname, I later came to embrace it. It was, after all, a pretty ac-
curate marker of my status in Jamaica. As Deborah Thomas (2004, 24) notes, ‘Brown 
is as much a way of life as it is a phenotype…it also signifies respectability or at least 
aspirations toward respectability’. As a brown-skinned woman, the reality was that 
I had more social and economic mobility than many of my interlocutors in Trench 
Town and the discomfort I felt at my privilege being so readily inscribed on my skin 
was mine to tackle. My skin fit into existing demarcations of class, and this is what 
was teased out when I was called ‘browning’ in predominantly Black spaces.

The understanding of light(er) skin as an indication of class and status permeated 
many of my interactions in Trench Town. People would often comment not just on 
the colour of my skin but on theirs too. A friend from the neighbourhood, Clint, 
would often joke about his dark hue and once asked me how I intended ‘to use my 
“brown card” whilst in Trench Town’. His question pointed to that fact that this was 
an advantage to be leveraged during my research, and that I should be aware of the 
power my status could wield. For me, as an outsider in Trench Town, Brownness 
made access to certain spheres easier and served to officialise the purpose of my 
presence as a researcher. During my time in Trench Town, I was often reminded by 
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locals of Bob Marley’s skin colour, and many of those I spoke with about his rise to 
success mentioned his light tone as a definite advantage. It made him, a young man 
from the ghetto, more reassuring to White-owned labels and more sellable to White 
audiences across the globe, whilst maintaining his credibility and appeal for Black 
listeners. However, not everyone associated Brownness as an advantage. Patrice, 
who was born in the countryside but lived in Trench Town, viewed his light skin tone 
as a handicap. 

I met Patrice in the Trench Town Culture Yard. He lived in the area and regularly 
came by, using the museum grounds as a place to catch up with old friends and hang 
out. He worked as a street vendor in the Half Way Tree area, selling clothes he bought 
wholesale. We’d chat about this and that, and about his home in the mountains of 
Portland, where he sometimes went to visit family. One early morning I found him 
sitting meditatively on the corner of Trench Town’s First Street. I sat by him and 
we spoke for a while. I knew his first name, but unlike most people I’d met during 
fieldwork, I did not know his nickname, so I used this opportunity to ask him. He 
responded that people just called him ‘brownman’. He then explained that people 
treated him differently ‘because they just assume that things are better for you. They 
pick on you because of jealousy. They think you get all the girls, or the work, but 
they don’t know how hard it is, all this bad feeling’. Rather than opening spheres 
of privilege, Patrice’s colour made him feel ostracised. Brown skin thus could yield 
power, but only for certain bodies and only in certain spaces. As Patrice’s story im-
plied, residing in a predominantly poor Black space, light skin tone could become a 
disadvantage, and while in my case it was a marker of economic privilege, it did not 
guarantee him access to middle-class or ‘uptown’ wealth. The correlation between 
class, place, and skin colour did not necessarily translate as an opportunity for social 
mobility and was contingent on other markers of socioeconomic capital. 

Many Kingstonians’ experience of their city is intertwined with an awareness of the 
colourism that structures Jamaican society. My experience of Kingston was one in 
which I often felt my skin colour, sensing that it inscribed me as belonging to some 
places more than others. As a brown-skinned person, I was accustomed to sens-
ing place through an awareness of my skin colour. It was something I navigated in 
Kingston, but it equally informed and affected my experiences of most (if not all) 
spaces I lived, worked, or socialized in, across the globe. However, for many White 
Euro-American tourists to Kingston, and to predominantly Black spaces like Trench 
Town, feeling the colour of their skin was an unusual experience. As a young Ger-
man tourist once told me ‘when I am in here [Trench Town], I feel so White’. This 
embodied experience of skin colour, was one that attuned them to their senses, to 
noticing how they ‘fit’ (or did not fit) into the environment more acutely. It forced a 
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corporeal experience of racialized space. While central to the socio-spatial organisa-
tion of Kingston, this sensory experience of the legacies of colonialism was novel to 
tourists, and marked their bodies as out of place. 

‘YO, KICKERS!’: THE POLITICS OF STYLE AND BODILY ADORNMENT

It was not just brownness, or the skin colour of the foreign tourists that were read 
as being out of place in Trench Town. As shown by the example of Patrice and by 
the light skin of Trench Town’s most famous ambassador, Bob Marley, the spatial 
polarisation of skin colour and its correlation with class are not absolute, nor do they 
mean that there are no brown bodies in inner-city spaces. Another set of exterior 
characteristics complement skin colour in marking bodies as foreign, and these per-
tain to adornments, or style. The way individuals dress, the jewellery they do (or do 
not) wear, or the way their hair is fashioned all speak of their belonging to a certain 
socioeconomic sphere. 

The more time I spent in Trench Town, the more I was reminded of this. Female 
friends and acquaintances would regularly suggest, in more or less tactful ways, that 
I change my hair or try on different clothes. I wore my short kinky hair out, untreated 
and unbraided, in a style often referred to as ‘natural’. In Kingston’s wealthier 
neighbourhoods, my hairstyle fit into something of a growing trend. This hairdo, 
known as an ‘afro’, was popularised in the late 1960s in the United States, and it ac-
companied the civil rights movement in a reclaiming of ‘Blackness’ and pride. Now, 
decades later, it had become more broadly accepted in spheres where Eurocentric 
ideas about propriety (in the form of straight, ‘tamed’ hair) had formerly prevailed. 
In Kingston, I would bump into other women with similar haircuts in uptown shop-
ping malls and cafés, and we would spark up conversations around natural and or-
ganic hair products, or give each other tips to properly ‘manage’ and ‘treat’ our hair. 
However, in Trench Town, my hairstyle was often met with a little mockery, with wo-
men asking me if I was a ‘Rasta woman’ or if I needed help with ‘that’. Ideas around 
natural hair belonged to uptown spaces, alongside ‘Ital chic’, ethical consumption, 
and organic products.15 So my hairstyle, coupled with my skin colour, served to mark 
me as a body out of place in Trench Town, belonging instead to the uptown spheres 
of upper middle-class Kingston.

15   Ital refers to the (vegetarian) diet celebrated in Rasta, aimed at respecting and increasing the life 

energy (or Livity) of all living beings. Whilst essentially tied to the Rastafari movement, Ital is in-

creasingly being re-branded as a form of ethical consumption for the eco-minded middle-class ( 

see Jaffe 2010). 
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I spent the majority of my year in Kingston in jeans, much as I always do. And while 
I imagined these as creating a pretty bland uniform, my style of dress also inscri-
bed me as out of place. As Gem, a friend in Trench Town explained, ‘you don’t dress 
uptown. You don’t have fancy clothes. You dress like Europeans who look poor even 
when they have money. And you don’t “pretty up” like girls here [Trench Town]’. 
Gem’s observations were spot on. In Kingston, middle- and upper-class women 
dressed a certain way and their style was largely influenced by the kind of mobility 
they had throughout the city, using private cars or chartered taxis, which in turned 
shaped ideas about respectability and class etiquette (Ulysse 2007, 43). 

Rivke Jaffe (2016, 88) analyses Caribbean social positioning in relation to mobility, 
looking at how appearance marks people as belonging to different social classes and 
how these interpretations of class and belonging depend on where the bodies are 
read. Drawing from Ulysse’s observations and from her own extensive fieldwork, 
Jaffe notes that the ‘bodily regimes’ of wealthier women differ as they tend to work, 
live, and travel in air-conditioned spaces. As she explains: ‘Different sets of ideas 
and norms determine the “proper” form of transport for various social categories; 
the various forms of public and private transport represent mobile micro-locales 
that can shield or expose men’s and women’s bodies as they traverse the city’ (Jaffe 
2016, 88). As uptown women navigate enclosed, protected spaces, cooled by fans and 
air conditioners, ideas about propriety and covering the middle-class female body 
are upheld. Long skirts, trousers, long sleeves, and closed shoes are thus considered 
appropriate for these cooler temperatures. Inversely, working-class women occupy 
the open spaces of the street both professionally, for vending, and for their travels 
by foot and shared taxis. Using public transport and walking exposes the female 
body not only to the gaze of others but also to the ‘unladylike’ conditions of being 
dusty and sweaty (Ulysse 2007, 43). As such, they are subjected to heat, grime, rain, 
a corporeal experience of the city that differs from the shielded and air-conditioned 
mobility of uptown women. This in turn dictate a different climate and context-ap-
propriate dress code.

My long trousers and closed shoes were too formal to mark me as belonging to down-
town Kingston, but, as Gem suggested, not nice enough to inscribe me within the 
‘indoor’ realm of uptown Kingston. While my skin colour, hair, and bodily adorn-
ment all served to mark me as an outsider, and all revealed the spatial mapping of 
class, privilege, and their associated power in Kingston, one element of my wardrobe 
sparked interesting and improbable conversations in Trench Town. I often paired 
my attire with my red Kickers shoes. Kickers are a French brand of leather boots, 
created in the 1970s to cater to the blue-jeans generation. They became trendy in 
the late 1980s and 1990s in England and were associated with certain musical sce-
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nes (British house, garage, R&B, and hip hop of the 1990s). They have completely lost 
their cachet in the United Kingdom, and are now just sturdy, well-built shoes. I never 
thought that they would be recognised as a brand in Trench Town, but, much to my 
surprise, young men in the area would call out ‘Kickers!’ to me, to get my attention. 
Through my shoes, I was summoned to enter a very masculine sphere and to hang 
out with young men my age, to listen in on their conversations, to kill time on the 
street corner watching life unfold, and to have conversations about style. Much like 
Clarks, another British brand, Kickers were recognised as being stylish, as having 
some sort of street credibility, and as being associated with male ‘badness’, which 
Corey, who sported a pair of pink Clarks with a crocodile skin imprint, was happy to 
explain to me. He used dancehall artist Vybz Kartel’s 2010 song, featuring Popcaan 
and Gaza Slim and entitled ‘Clarks’, as an example. Surprised that I had never heard 
of it, he proceeded to show me the music video on his phone, singing along to the 
beginning of the chorus: 

Real badman nah model inna shorts 
Straight jeans, cut off foot pants 
Everybody haffi ask weh mi get mi Clarks 
Everybody haffi ask weh mi get mi Clarks

[A real badman doesn’t pose in shorts, he wears straight jeans, cut be-
fore his feet, and everybody has to ask where I get my Clarks.]

My shoes became icebreakers, inviting exchanges with strangers, and reminding me 
that as the anthropologist attempts to read and decode people’s bodies and prac-
tices, she is constantly being read in a similar fashion by her interlocutors. As she 
walks through the neighbourhood, between interviews and map making, a variety 
of identities are pinned onto the researcher. What we wear and look like greatly in-
fluences how we gain access, to whom we speak, and which spaces we traverse, es-
pecially in urban landscapes, where gendered bodily adornments are heavily regi-
mented through ideas around propriety and class etiquette. 

‘HELLO ENGLISH!’: THE POLITICS OF LANGUAGE

Another key expression of the socio-spatial ordering of the city that locals and outsi-
ders are immediately sensitized to is language. In Trench Town, the use of Standard 
English and mastery of Patwa also spoke of class and its correlation with space in the 
city, a fact that I was made aware of during my research. In England, I was brought 
up hearing Patwa but actively discouraged from learning it by my father who was 
worried about us ‘blending in’. And, while I understood it well, I was embarrassed 
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by my inability to speak it. However, I soon found that many Jamaicans, especially 
in wealthier social spheres, did not speak Patwa. They clarified that it was primarily 
by listening to dancehall or engaging with domestic workers that they learnt Patwa, 
because at home and at school they spoke (and were encouraged to master) Engli-
sh. In and around the university, where I spent a lot of time, people spoke Patwa 
informally but would switch to English for more official conversations. Their Patwa 
was also more anglicised, as Patwa is a language spoken on a spectrum along which 
people glide, from ‘more anglicised’ to ‘thick’, transforming the language (as is done 
with many other languages) into a marker of socioeconomic background (Bryan 
2004, 644). Echoing ideas about propriety in dress and bodily adornment, the use of 
Standard English was considered suitable for official occasions and uptown spheres, 
and its mastering was also a reflection of wealth and education (Devonish and Jones 
2017). Patwa on the other hand was thought of as a language spoken ‘on the streets’. 
In Trench Town, the vast majority of people I encountered spoke Patwa although 
they understood (and sometimes engaged me in) English. 

Whilst Patwa was often associated with working-class Jamaica, it occupied a vital 
spot in the imaginary of many uptowners, as was made clear by a friend’s active dis-
couraging of my efforts to learn the language. She dissuaded me from trying to speak 
it, saying that this would be ‘awkward’, as badly spoken Patwa was just ‘uncomfor-
table’. She explained that she had also learnt the language at a later stage, during her 
adolescence, because at home and in school there had been no real exposure to the 
language. As a result, her high school friends who spoke Patwa at home still mocked 
her accent and deemed it ‘un-Jamaican’. This notion of sounding ‘un-Jamaican’ was 
recurrent when discussing the (mis)use of Patwa, underlining the expectation that 
a ‘real Jamaican’ should speak Patwa. This was often echoed by my interlocutors, 
both in and out of Trench Town, and found resonance in the ways that Kingstonians 
would refer to inner-city spaces as more authentic, ‘real’ Jamaican spaces, where 
people spoke ‘genuine’, ‘thick’, or ‘real’ Patwa. The idea that Patwa was a hallmark of 
Jamaicanness resounded in people’s reactions upon learning that I had signed-up 
to a university Patwa course; they thought it funny that I should enrol in a class. To 
them, Patwa was something you learnt in the streets of downtown Kingston, or in 
the countryside, but not in the classroom. These discourses reproduced and perpe-
tuated those found in tourism networks, in which Trench Town was described as the 
‘real’ Jamaica and ghetto tourism was linked to a quest for authenticity.

Indeed, for many tourists, the auditory experience of being in Trench Town and hea-
ring Patwa, was one that was linked to the sensorial experience of poverty and au-
thenticity. The sensory disruption offered by the change from a more anglicized use 
of Patwa in uptown spheres (where many tourists to the city found lodgings) with the 
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‘deeper’ Patwa of Kingston’s inner-city, highlighted the ways tourists experienced 
authenticity in Trench Town. For tourists, hearing Patwa, and being lost in transla-
tion, can be understood as a sensory experience that forced a knew bodily knowledge 
of place, which they linked to authenticity. In addition, while less consciously, this 
auditory experience impressed in them a bodily knowledge of the city’s classed so-
cio-spatial organisation.

‘MORNIN’ BRIXTON’: THE POLITICS OF MOBILITY

Residents’ mastery of Patwa was of course not the only reason why outsiders ex-
perienced Trench Town as an authentic ‘ghetto’ space. Mobility in and out of the 
neighbourhood also influenced this perception. For tourists, as well as for up-
towners, going to Trench Town provided the thrill of transgressing a liminal border 
into the ghetto, which the informality of transport routes to the area confirmed.  As 
noted above, wealthier Kingstonians travelled by private cars, chartered taxis, or so-
metimes bus, while the majority of the city’s population travelled by shared route 
taxi, minivans, and illegal ‘robot taxis’16. The informality and sometimes illegality 
of these routes had several implications that significantly curtailed or complicated 
transport to Trench Town. First, it meant that ‘robot taxi’ drivers made a very preca-
rious living. They drove despite the risk of being stopped by police (who knew very 
well where they operated) and were liable to pay fines or have their car impounded if 
the authorities so wished. Secondly, their fear of being fined pushed them to depart 
from back alleys or less central areas than those used by the legal ‘route taxis’. One 
had to know where to find them, implying that tourists, or people otherwise unfa-
miliar with the neighbourhood, could not just stumble into Trench Town via public 
transport. Despite its geographical centrality, a short ride away from the Cross Roads 
commercial hub and the main market in the downtown Parade area, going ‘down a 
yard’ – as taxi drivers called Trench Town - was a very purposeful endeavour. 

The informality of the transport routes that led from uptown to Trench Town were 
somewhat emblematic of the space inner-city communities occupied in the imagina-
ries of many uptown residents. Friends and acquaintances from Kingston’s wealthier 
areas would regularly comment on my work ‘downtown’ and how dangerous it was 
to venture there unaccompanied, a discourse periodically reinforced by news head-
lines. The opposition between private/individual/formal/legal and public/shared/

16   Robot taxis, like route taxis, operate along a set itinerary. Travelers can hop on our off along this 

route as they desire. However, robot taxis are unlicensed and their routes, while commonly recog-

nized, have not been officialised by the Ministry of Transport. Their activities are therefore consid-

ered illegal and as such, they are liable to fines and impoundments if/when arrested. 
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informal/illegal transport contributed to the material and discursive constructions 
of Trench Town as a dangerous ‘no-go’ zone for middle-class and wealthy urbanites. 
This highlighted how imaginative travels combine with restrictions in physical mo-
bility, and indicates that mobility is a fragile entanglement of physical movement, 
representations, and practices (Sheller and Urry 2006; Cresswell 2010). The discur-
sive representations of Trench Town created a ‘regime of mobility’ (Glick Schiller 
and Salazar 2013) that effectively curtailed social and economic movements, locking 
people within low-income areas in which public service, access to education or em-
ployment, and financial and physical security were fragile. The consequences of this 
lack of connectivity and discursive stigma were felt by Trench Town residents in 
(amongst other things) their decreased access to employment. As Joy, a local teacher, 
succinctly put it, ‘Nobody nah employ nobody from Trench Town’. While wealthy 
Kingstonians feared the violence they located in Trench Town, the lack of physical 
and social mobility that resulted from this stigma imprinted on the neighbourhood 
constituted a form of violence in and of itself.

However, the informality of public transport routes from uptown to Trench Town, 
and the lack of social mobility this echoed, was in no way representative of the com-
plex and multifaceted patterns of movement Trench Town residents had beyond 
the city. While forced to draw on informal transport connections in and out of their 
neighbourhood, local residents drew on extensive international networks, and du-
ring my yearlong fieldwork I met many who had lived abroad, in a variety of places. 
My encounter with Worm exemplifies this. When I got into the back of Worm’s car and 
asked ‘Cross Roads?’, seeking confirmation of the final destination he had indicated 
by a wave of his hand, he directly swirled around and looked at me inquisitively, 
‘Weh yu fram? Englan?’ Always unsure how to answer that question – my British 
accent not entirely representative of my nationalities – I said ‘I grew up in London’. 
‘Where?’, he asked. I obliged and replied, ‘South London’. ‘Yes, but where?’, he in-
sisted, his accent shifting to match mine. ‘Around Brixton and Streatham’. As it turns 
out, Worm and I had both lived on Coldharbour Lane, and although the times we 
occupied that space did not match, we both felt excited by the coincidence. However, 
meeting numerous other Trench Town residents who had lived along the Coldhar-
bour Lane area, it soon became clear to me that Trench Town existed in Brixton as 
much as it did in Kingston, bringing Jennifer Robinson’s (1998, D5) phrase ‘world of 
always moving spaces’ to mind, in which the territoriality of a city exists in correla-
tion to its delocalised networks.

Even some of Trench Town’s most ‘immobile’ subjects, the tour guides whose in-
come was predicated on their continuous presence in the Culture Yard, were plugged 
into global virtual travels. Perry the in-house artist, guide, and maintenance man, 
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was a key feature of the Culture Yard. He lived on the museum premises and tours 
of the Yard included a stop by his bedroom-cum-art-studio, where he exhibited his 
paintings and introduced tourists to his spirituality. A Rastafarian, painter, and poet, 
Perry’s charisma had become as much of an attraction for tourists as the museum 
grounds. He featured in comments about the museum, in online blogs, TripAdvisor 
postings, and guidebooks. Perry spent hours on his phone, his mind on distant lands, 
linked to myriad friends from all over the world, people who had visited the Culture 
Yard and with whom he maintained conversations through WhatsApp and other in-
stant messaging devices. He was also linked to foreign countries through family ties. 
Perry would often show me excerpts of his conversations, funny memes, or pictures 
sent by friends in Japan, in Canada, and beyond, emphasising the fact that he was 
known worldwide. ‘I am global’, he once told me, eyebrows raised in amusement and 
pointing at the screen of his smartphone, which featured strings of hearts from a 
French girlfriend of his. Perry’s virtual mobility was entangled with the travels of 
Trench Town itself through popular culture and music, which I recount in the follow-
ing chapter. Residents of Trench Town, then, had variegated mobility patterns. Mo-
bility in Kingston was a differentiated exercise, where some people circulated more 
fluidly, transgressing borders that confined others, embodying asymmetric geome-
tries of power (see also Glick Schiller and Salazar 2013; Massey 1991).  

The birth, decline and rebirth  
of tourism in Kingston

The differences and inequalities related to mobility are evidently not restricted to 
Kingston as a city. As Nina Glick Schiller and Noel Salazar (2013) point out, it is im-
portant to define mobility as a discriminating practice, in which some move, whilst 
other cannot. These variegated mobility regimes (Glick Schiller and Salazar 2013) 
take on a global dimension, a phenomenon evident in tourism. Much like post-colo-
nial Caribbean cities, tourism mobilities are also entangled with colonial histories of 
inequality. Tourism contrasts the privileged movements of relatively wealthier visi-
tors with the stalled movements of the many, relatively poorer, locals. The historical 
roots of these variegated mobility regimes and other disparities that structure the 
tourism industry were apparent in a tour I took retracing the history of tourism in 
Kingston. Starting from this tour, in this section I show how colonial and contem-
porary inequalities structured the development of the industry in the city, from its 
birth, to its decline, and then rebirth. 

The ‘Birth of the Jamaican Tourist Industry Tour’ took visitors to the sites of the 1891 
Jamaica International Exhibition. The tour was rich in historical detail, which John 
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Roberts, a local architect and our guide for the day, provided in commentary dis-
pensed on the minibus’s speaker system. His voiced enhanced by the microphone, 
John explained that in 1880, in a bid to revive the country’s economy, A. C. Sinclair, 
a Jamaican in charge of the Government Printing Office, proposed to host an inter-
national exhibition. Inspired by London’s Crystal Palace Great Exhibition of 1851, 
Sinclair’s vision was to showcase the island’s potential and thereby encourage trad-
ing contacts between Jamaica and the world. The exhibition, described as ‘the most 
extraordinary event in the history of the Gulf of Mexico and the West Indies’, was 
launched in 1891 and prompted the first hotel revolution in Jamaica (Williams 2015, 
2). Three lavish hotels were built – The Myrtle Bank, The Queen’s, and The Constant 
Spring –, transforming Kingston into a winter resort for foreigners.

The eclectic group of (mostly) local tourists aboard John’s bus had just visited Wol-
mer’s High School, the site of the Exhibition grounds, and our next stop was the spot 
where the Myrtle Bank Hotel once stood. The hotel had been destroyed in the 1907 
earthquake that ravaged Kingston. While it had been reconstructed in 1918 and sub-
sequently sold to the United Fruit Company, it had later been demolished again, and 
never rebuilt. So, when we reached downtown, all that was left for us to see was a 
shrubby abandoned terrain close to the Waterfront. We huddled around John, who 
held up a postcard picture of the once grandiose Myrtle Bank. As we stood there, in 
an unimpressive parcel of land, in an eerily silent part of the city, behind the Air Ja-
maica high-rise, John tried to conjure up imaginaries of the once-prestigious resort. 
‘Imagine a beautiful building’, he commanded us. ‘Picture a hotel with long French 
windows that opened on all sides onto verandas. Can you see it? Downtown Kings-
ton, by the Waterfront, was the place to be’. We stood transposing the image from the 
postcard, which was also featured in our tour brochures, onto this desolate terrain.  

John’s tour felt like a circuit of ghost structures. Out of the five locations we visited, 
only two buildings still stood. The remaining three, located downtown, had either 
been destroyed, or exhibited abandoned architectural shells. Visiting them required 
a work of imagination, it demanded that we stretch our minds to picture Kingston 
in the late 1800s. The destroyed buildings, still present in the form of empty plots 
and abandoned facades, brought Kingston’s colonial history to the fore, as well as its 
ties to the Caribbean leisure industry. Actively recalled through the tour, these sites 
indexed the waves of violence that had affected the city, and which ultimately result-
ed in the dereliction of these grand hotels. This hinted at the decline of Kingston’s 
tourism industry, when in the mid-twentieth century, following uprisings against 
the city’s structures of inequality and increasing levels of political violence, global 
and national powerbrokers began to move leisure activities away from Kingston, to 
other parts of the island.  The tour also highlighted various forms of urban, national 
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and transnational mobility central to the history of Kingston and its tourism indus-
try. John’s tracing of the early-stages of tourism in Kingston emphasized the Great 
Exhibition of 1891, an event directly linked to the movements of the banana trade 
boats that carried passengers towards their winter holiday destination in the late 
1800s, highlighting who moved across the oceans, and in what capacity. 

THE BIRTH OF TOURISM

Central to the history of tourism in Kingston is an understanding of the city as a 
space of the Black Atlantic (Gilroy 1993), one that lives with fundamental legacies 
of the colonial past that continue to integrate contemporary structures, tourism in-
cluded. From A.C. Sinclair’s 1891 Great Exhibition as a key event, the birth of tourism 
in Jamaica was linked to the colonial enterprise. It served to consolidate the country, 
and Kingston more specifically, as a place for White elites to do trade, business, and 
relax, escaping from the European and North American winters. At first, hotels like 
The Myrtle Bank were seen as curative sanatoriums for business men and officers to 
rest or treat tuberculosis (Taylor 1993). These were the hotels where colonial mer-
chants, dealing in sugar and slaves, came to recover from their long sea-journeys 
whilst being cut-off from locals.17 With the expansion of Kingston and its vibrant 
cultural life, these hotels also became sites of leisure. Throughout colonialism, and 
across the colonies, travel was associated with the display of bodies, cultures and 
practices of the Other for the benefit and leisure of the White, often male, European 
or American gaze (Pratt 1992; McClintock 1995; Pattullo 1996; Sheller 2003). Imag-
ined for White Jamaicans and foreigners, these resorts were catered to by relative-
ly poorer Black Jamaicans, a configuration that is still in place today. Frank Fonda 
Taylor (1993, 89) describes hotels informed by planter hospitality, like the Myrtle 
Bank, as ‘an arena of subtle Black-White confrontation in which the spectre of past 
struggles came to life in a new guise.’ While in Jamaica slavery was abolished in the 
1830s, and independence was gained in 1962, a majority of Black Jamaicans lived, 
and still live, in harsh economic conditions with limited opportunities for social mo-
bility, and for those working in the tourism or ‘service’ industry, the often-deplor-
able conditions of their employment and the history of slavery and colonialism are 
reminiscent of times of ‘servitude’ (Taylor 1993, see also Gmelch 2003). 

Nonetheless, tourism in Jamaica and in Kingston continued to grow, from the late 
1800s to the advent of mass tourism in the 1950s. Several global shifts in mentality 
and infrastructure promoted the introduction of mass tourism in the region (Grego-

17   See Krista Thompson’s (2006, 246) recounting of Black journalist Evan Blake’s writings on his time 

at the Myrtle Bank’s segregated saltwater pool. 
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ry 2003, 329). Post WWII, European and American middle classes expanded, and la-
bour protection laws meant they had more time to spare, with paid holidays and reg-
ulated working hours. Accordingly, views around ‘free time’ changed, and the idea of 
the vacation spread beyond the spheres of the elite. These changes in mind-set and 
economy were further enhanced by an increase in travel options: regular non-stop 
international airplane flights from the 1950s onwards meant visitors from Europe 
could travel to the Caribbean in eight hours, whereas it used to take three weeks by 
ship. Improvements in travel infrastructures allowed for an increase in air traffic 
and hundreds of cruise boats pulled into Kingston’s port (Williams 2015), transform-
ing the capital into a trendy place to vacation. Regional changes in the Caribbean and 
in Jamaica in particular also contributed to the growing importance of tourism. The 
UN and World Bank encouraged regional tourism policies as sugar, bananas, and 
bauxite, the exported raw materials the island’s economy had rested upon, became 
less profitable. The Caribbean Tourist Association was founded in 1951, and in the 
Jamaica, the government set up tax incentives to encourage foreign development of 
hotels and infrastructure, which were overseen by the newly formed Tourism Min-
istry.

URBAN TOURISM IN DECLINE

However, despite the growth of tourism in the Caribbean region from the 1930s on-
wards, and the importance of Jamaica as a destination, the positioning of Kingston 
as a tourist resort was thwarted by an increase in urban violence, which escalated 
during the late twentieth century. The injustices of colonial rule, high unemployment 
rates and harsh living conditions prompted civil unrest and labour riots in 1938. Af-
ter independence from Britain in 1962, these exacting social conditions were exac-
erbated by a combination of global recessions and tense political warfare between 
the two major political parties. From trade-unionism conflicts under colonial rule 
to current gang wars, violence in Kingston has morphed in form and intensity, al-
though it has been continuously heightened by politics and is most evident in the 
densely populated low-income areas of the city, including neighbourhoods such as 
Trench Tow. This violence, which I analyse in more depth in Chapter 2, resulted in a 
fragmenting of the city. While at first the spatial segregation along colour-class lines 
were not rigid, with the labour riots of 1938, wealthier urbanites started to move 
from the city centre for the cooler hills, leaving the majority of low-income residents 
settled in impoverished areas of the city (Harrison 1988). A volatile economic and 
political climate contributed to the decline of the main commercial areas in down-
town Kingston and shifted business uptown, to the recently built commercial district 
of New Kingston (Jaffe 2016,27). This created a divide between the commercial and 
residential areas of the wealthier classes, situated to the northeast and commonly 
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referred to as ‘uptown’, and the city’s waterfront area, market district, and adjoining 
communities popularly known as ‘downtown’. Thus, the old city centre, which had 
once hosted the large hotels featured in John’s tour, became rundown.

As I discussed earlier in this chapter, this spatial polarisation of class was also linked 
to skin colour, as residents of the wealthier uptown neighbourhoods were largely 
drawn from the White and Brown elite. While this division of space is still a visible 
part of Kingston’s makeup, it does not comprehensively describe the socioeconomic 
or colour distribution of the city. Today, there are pockets of ‘ghetto’ or ‘inner-city’ 
communities within the general wealthier uptown area, and the downtown region 
houses some high-end institutions and businesses. Furthermore, the colour divide 
is no longer as stark as it once was, as the White Jamaican population has decreased 
and the Black middle and upper classes have increased. Nevertheless, the binary 
uptown–downtown divide remains useful in understanding the landscape of Kings-
ton’s urban inequalities. While violence in Kingston occurs predominantly in low-in-
come areas locally referred to as ‘inner-city’, close to the waterfront that was once 
a tourist destination, it is not limited to these. Violent incidents do occur outside 
downtown Kingston and the fear these events instil form an integral part of Kings-
ton’s urban life, regardless of class, location or skin colour. 

High levels of crime and murder rates represented a blemish on the country’s tour-
ism landscape, transforming the trendy colonial winter destination of the early to 
mid-1900s into a city to be avoided. For decades, Kingston appeared in online lists 
of the ‘most violent cities in the world’18 and was flagged as a dangerous destination 
by Canadian and US advisory websites,19 pushing tourism towards the north coast of 
the island where a majority of foreign-owned hotels had been mushrooming since 
the early 1960s (Stupart and Shipley 2012). The Jamaica Tourist Board, concerned 
with keeping the tourism industry afloat, focused its efforts on advertisement cam-
paigns promoting the island’s north coast and resorts, which, with their all-inclu-
sive packages, were perceived as impermeable to the country’s violence. As a result, 
recreational tourism today is concentrated on the North coastline, while tourism in 
the capital caters principally to national and international business travellers. This 
has reduced tourism infrastructure in the city, and largely confined tourism to the 
corporate district of New Kingston and a few sites and museums scattered around 

18   See for examples the UK Business Insider website (http://uk.businessinsider.com/most-violent-cit-

ies-in-the-world-2018-3?r=US&IR=T), the World Atlas website )https://www.worldatlas.com/arti-

cles/most-dangerous-cities-in-the-world.html).

19   Canadian advisory website: https://travel.gc.ca/destinations/jamaica, US advisory website: https://

travel.state.gov/content/travel/en/traveladvisories/traveladvisories/jamaica-travel-advisory.html
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the city. Tourism in Kingston has thus changed over the twentieth century, as the city 
once known as a cultural hub became a feared location.

THE REBIRTH OF URBAN TOURISM

Recently, with the opening of Cuba as a close competitor on the tourism market and 
a perceived change in tourist desires – now demanding interactions with local popu-
lations and ‘authentic’ urban experiences – the Jamaica Tourist Board has identified 
the need to expand its market, pushing for urban ‘cultural’ and ‘heritage’ tourisms, 
which Kingston could cater to. However, this entails fighting a longstanding stigma 
of violence associated with the capital city and efforts need to be made to market 
Kingston as a safe and secure destination. The Master Plan for Sustainable Tourism 
in Jamaica, written in 2002 for the Ministry of Tourism and Entertainment, sets out 
the government’s position clearly, stating that ‘with the potential to be one of the 
important Art Centres of the world, Kingston needs to get its act together and reduce 
the crime, violence and ugliness that is now a part of the urban environment’ (Leza-
ma, 2002, 110). 

A major step towards transforming Kingston into an important art centre was 
achieved in 2015, when the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Or-
ganization (UNESCO) granted Kingston the status of Creative City of Music. Asserting 
that Kingston produces more music per capita than any other place in the world, and 
that it is the birthplace of six musical genres created in the 20th century – namely 
mento, ska, reggae, rocksteady, dub and dancehall – the UNESCO designation brings 
awareness and gives prestige to local musical productions. It pushes government of-
ficials to recognize the city’s unique sound system culture and provides a platform to 
promote large-scale international events such as the Reggae Month, Emancipation 
and Independence celebrations, International Reggae Day and various conferences 
geared specifically to industry professionals. As the UNESCO brief on Kingston puts 
it, the title of City of Music gives the Jamaican government an incentive to 

‘use the creativity of its people specifically in music, as a driver for sus-
tainable urban development. In particular, the city is focused on using 
music and the arts to redevelop and revitalize Kingston’s inner-city 
communities. This will be achieved through conversion of derelict 
buildings for use as creative incubators and performance venues to 
promote appreciation for creativity and provide outlets for creative ex-
pression.’20

20  http://citiesofmusic.net/city/kingston/
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Part of the government’s strategies to transform Kingston into an ‘important Art 
Centre’, and to fulfil the potential offered by the title of Musical City, rests in rebrand-
ing musical heritage sites such as Trench Town, and transforming the stigma of this 
inner-city neighbourhood into the positive values of coolness, authenticity and cul-
ture. In Trench Town, this has recently been done by supporting the locally created 
and grassroots operated Culture Yard Museum, where Bob Marley once lived and 
rehearsed, and which has featured in many of his hits. In the next section, I describe 
the emergence, operation and local politics of the Culture Yard, which is the key at-
traction and initial destination for most tourists visiting Trench Town. 

The Culture Yard

Uptown Kingston boasts several tourism spots, including the city’s most visited and 
economically successful museum: the Bob Marley Museum. The attraction is locat-
ed in Bob Marley’s former home, where he lived from 1975 onwards. Six years after 
Bob Marley’s death, his wife Rita Marley converted the house into a museum, which 
the Marley family runs through their foundation. While this museum is a must-see 
for many visitors to Kingston, it stands in stark contrast to the less visited Culture 
Yard, located in Trench Town. Both museums trace Bob Marley’s story and legacy, 
and both venues were the artist’s home, at different times. Guides in both locations 
claim that their museum was the spot where the artist drew inspiration for his song 
‘Three Little Birds’ (1977) – in which, smiling with the rising sun, Bob Marley sings 
of birds that tell him ‘everything little thing is going to be alright’. However, despite 
these overlaps, the two museum spaces are very distinct. The Culture Yard in Trench 
Town is run by a grassroots organization in a low-income part of town. As such, the 
facilities are not as luxurious as the sophisticated uptown Bob Marley Museum. Ev-
erything about the Culture Yard offers a more informal experience, an ‘off the beaten 
track’ taste. It is this laid back and unpolished feeling that government officials, tour 
operators and stakeholders of the Yard advertise.

The Culture Yard is officially managed by the Trench Town Development Association 
(TTDA), a Community Based Organisation (CBO) started in the early 1990s by locals 
who wanted to improve the neighbourhood’s commercial and economic prospects 
by capitalizing on its rich musical heritage. They had the idea of transforming the 
Tenement Yard21 where Bob Marley had lived and rehearsed into a museum; for as 
long as they could remember, tourists had informally travelled to the area in search 

21   Tenement Yards were government designed and owned forms of communal housing erected in 

Trench Town in the 1930s, 1940s and 1950s.
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of the legendary musician’s legacy. Through the TTDA, community members se-
cured help to create the Culture Yard Museum. The Franciscan ministry aided them 
in this endeavour – especially Sister Lou, whom they knew through religious work in 
the community. With her help, they secured backing from the Tourist Product Devel-
opment Company (TPDCo), alongside local and international sponsors, who provid-
ed the funds to hire an architect to restore the Culture Yard building and transform 
this communal and run-down living space into a functional museum. 

Ben, then completing his studies at the University of Technology, was commissioned 
to restore the building. Through the lengthy restoration process, and the years of 
hard work poured into the transformation of the Yard, Ben grew to care deeply about 
the museum, those who lived there, the TTDA’s mission, and the area more broadly. 
His commitment to the Culture Yard still stands today through his engagement in 
the TTDA as a board member, and his function as the manager and overseer of the 
museum. After years of restoration, Ben strived to have the Culture Yard recognised 
as an official Heritage Site, which proved to be a long process. As he explained to me: 

‘People instinctively were like ‘yeah right, we’re not going to add a shack 
in Trench Town as a site of heritage monument’ so you have to demon-
strate that it is not a shack, it’s actually part of a prototype housing ex-
periment from the 30s and the 40s so it’s even – there’s another layer in it 
that gives it a value that is double. [There’s] the Bob Marley and the music 
cultural value, there’s also … a whole existent standing community, be-
cause most of the buildings are still standing, you have an ensemble of 
this social experiment in housing that if you look at it at one level, that 
social experiment in housing, to me, quite obviously is part of the reason 
why you had … a Bob Marley and you had a Joe Higgs and had a Peter 
Tosh’. 

As of the time of my fieldwork in 2015, the Culture Yard, which had been recognised 
as an official heritage site in 2009, was striving to receive a Ministry of Tourism li-
cense. Ben and the guides operating the Culture Yard hoped that the licence would 
increase the number of visitors to the museum, as without it, the number of tourists 
who ventured to Trench Town remained limited, and the revenue generated from 
this was hardly sufficient to cover costs and maintenance. Ben explained that of the 
monthly income the Yard made, a third went towards the salaries of the employees: 
the tour guides and staff that operate the museum on a daily basis. Another third 
went to the maintenance of the Yard, and when I was there, this included building a 
new kitchen and sleeping lodge to accommodate visitors, as well as upgrading the 
toilet and bathing facilities so that they would meet the standards required to obtain 
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a tourism licence. Finally, a third of the museum’s income was redistributed to the 
community through informal paths. I observed some aspects of this informal redis-
tribution of funds during time spent in the Yard. Locals would wander in and ask 
Bird, the groundkeeper, if he could spare a few dollars for their gas, food, children’s 
school fees or other necessities. As Ben explained, ‘maybe there’s a particular elder-
ly lady who was challenged you know – we may buy gasoline for her every time hers 
runs out or, hum, somebody needs some emergency money for something.’ There 
was therefore a strong economic tie that linked the museum to the larger communi-
ty, even though the channels through which money circulated were rather informal 
and contingent on residents’ personal ties to those working in the Culture Yard who 
were susceptible to handing out cash. 

Because the Culture Yard was a place from which money could be distributed through 
the community, the idea of promoting Trench Town as a tourism destination is one 
that involved multiple local stakeholders, who had varying degrees of financial and 
social capital. These actors were linked to formal, government-recognised struc-
tures, such as the CBOs, or to more informal types of community leadership. The 
political landscape of Kingston, which I describe in more detail in the next chap-
ter, is characterized by the presence of community leaders, or ‘dons’, in many of the 
low-income neighbourhoods of the capital. In the 1970s, these area leaders, who 
were often affiliated to one of the two major political parties, acted as brokers in a cli-
entelist form of politics (Figueroa and Sives 2002). They were the mediators between 
disenfranchised local populations and politicians who bartered services and infra-
structure in exchange for votes. Dons maintained their power in their communities 
through violent intimidation, and through the provision of protection and material 
goods. As such, they were key figures in managing local businesses and controlled 
the redistribution of funds throughout the neighbourhood. However, following the 
cut-back of state patronage during the 1980s, dons turned to the drug trade to gain 
capital and continue to provide material goods for their community, ascertaining 
their power through illegal activities (Clarke and Howard 2006; Charles and Beck-
ford 2012). 

The Culture Yard had past ties to unofficial community leadership and criminal or-
ganisations from its very inception. A framed picture of the area leader, now de-
ceased, whose brother had been part of the founding of the Culture Yard, decorat-
ed one of the museum’s main walls. This acted both as a memorial to the deceased 
local don and as a reminder that, like many spaces in the community, the Culture 
Yard was linked, at least historically, to networks of criminal leadership. However, 
these connections to informal governance were loose and complex, and in no way 
defined, controlled or characterized Trench Town’s budding tourism economy. They 
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were part of the history of Trench Town, but today they took on a more tenuous form 
and coexisted with other types of community leadership including CBOs, such as the 
TTDA. CBOs and their key stakeholders, local leaders, and actors linked to the gov-
ernment sometimes disagreed in matters concerning the development and manag-
ing of tourism in Trench Town. However, these conflicts were successfully mitigated, 
in large part through Ben’s management of the Culture Yard and his presence in the 
TTDA – an organisation open to all community members. Yet, the sense was that if 
the tourism industry in Trench Town were to grow more profitable, disagreements 
could escalate. 

Trench Town beyond the Culture Yard

Despite the potential for conflict, most stakeholders wanted to see more tourists 
come to Trench Town, and for the funds these tourists bring to circulate beyond the 
Culture Yard. Tourists themselves tended to come to see the museum, but were often 
very much interested in experiencing the rest of the neighbourhood and its every-
day life – despite, or perhaps because of, its reputation as a dangerous ‘ghetto’. To 
promote the Trench Town experience, and counter the stigma associated with the 
neighbourhood, local stakeholders and tourism promoters increasingly branded it 
as an authentic experience. The transformation of Kingston and neighbourhoods 
like Trench Town from stigma to brand rested largely on the concept of authenticity 
as a marketing force and tourism pull factor.22 As a member of the TPDCo told me, 
the driving thought behind this marketing device was the assumption that visitors 
to Trench Town would immediately be able to sense that the Culture Yard and wider 
neighbourhood provided a genuine tourism experience. The sensorial experience 
of urban places of poverty that I highlight throughout this thesis connects to the at-
mospheres of authenticity marketed by tourism officials. Tourists enter low-income 
areas to ‘immerse themselves in a different environment, to be moved by urban 
deprivation and to feel its affective force’ (Jaffe et al. forthcoming; see also Jones 

22   A concern with the ‘authentic’ has occupied a large part of scholarly literature in the anthropol-

ogy of tourism (see for example MacCannel 1973, Galani-Moutafi 2000, Lennon and Foley 2002, 

Lau 2010, Zerva 2015). While traditional works attempted to measure the authenticity of tourism 

spaces (see Goffman 1959, MacCannel 1973), current research on authenticity places emphasis on 

the individual’s perception of the space they find themselves in and whether this corresponds to 

their preconceptions of it, which Cohen (1988) coined ‘perceived authenticity’. In using the concept 

of perceived authenticity, Cohen moved debates around authenticity from objective to subjective 

definitions, from the etic to the emic (Zerva 2015). Several scholars have worked with this notion, 

placing the subjective experience of the tourist at the centre of their investigations (Pearce and 

Moscardo 1986).



65

and Sanyal 2015). A sensorial approach that concentrates on how tourists smell, see, 
hear, touch and taste their surroundings, and how these senses combine, can help 
us understand tourism in low-income areas, and shed light on the ways visitors per-
ceived toured places as genuine. 

The corporeal experience of authenticity is intimately linked to the fact that as-
pects of ‘everyday life’ were accessible to tourists visiting Trench Town. This was 
made available to visitors through a sensorial experience, an understanding that the 
sounds, smells, and feeling of the area were ‘different’ from other cityscapes. In her 
work on urban life in Jamaica, Diane Austin Broos (1994) notes that uptown Kingston 
was a space in which the distinction between private and public spheres was clearly 
demarcated, and where people lived ‘inside’ and remained in air-conditioned or gat-
ed spaces. Downtown however, people lived, worked and socialized ‘outside’, blur-
ring the line between public and private, and allowing passers-by to witness intimate 
dynamics. Expanding on this distinction between ‘inside’ and ‘outside’, Jaffe (2016, 
86) proposes to look at Caribbean social positioning in terms of bounded and open 
spaces. I transpose the idea of ‘boundedness’ to the question of authenticity. I sug-
gest that the concept of ‘boundedness’ is also a fruitful way of understanding how 
and why spaces may be construed as ‘authentic’, ‘real’, or ‘genuine’ spaces, and, thus, 
become attractive to tourists.

Because much of Trench Town’s social and family life happened in the street, tour-
ism often entered the private lives of residents. The climate and living conditions 
of the neighbourhood (small lodgings, derelict housing) prompted many to use the 
side walk as a living room, to sit, meet and greet, eat or carry out activities such 
as hair braiding out in the open, which could not be concealed from the touristic 
gaze. The unbounded social life that distinguished Trench Town from other uptown 
neighbourhoods in Kingston, meant that parts of its residents’ private lives immedi-
ately solicited the senses of visitors. Intimate cooking smells wafted onto the pave-
ment, as did the odours of personal hygiene and laundry, where they mingled with 
the sounds of cars honking, indoor arguments or laughter, neighbours calling out to 
each other on the street, or to the sound of Patwa which, as I have highlighted earlier 
in the chapter, is associated to authenticity and genuine ‘Jamaicanness’. These ol-
factory and auditory experiences mixed with the ambient heat and dust, congealed 
on clothes and stuck to the skin. For most tourists, these sensations were new, or at 
least unusual, and it is this difference that they purposefully set out to experience. 
The streets of Trench Town were, thus, unbounded, open spaces in which private 
and public affairs were confounded and converged. This allowed visitors to experi-
ence various aspects of the neighbourhood’s ‘everyday life’ sensorially. 
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During my fieldwork in Trench Town, I was concerned with identifying which spac-
es would be perceived and experienced as authentic, both by tourists and by locals. 
Initially, I imagined that the Culture Yard would be a setting in which locals and tour 
guides consciously enacted clichés of Rastafarianism and reggae for the sake of 
tourists. I also assumed that the streets that were part of the walking tours would be 
fashioned in a way to confirm touristic expectations of Kingston’s inner-city, and the 
red, green and gold paint that adorned the low walls along First Street – where the 
museum was located – initially confirmed my pre-suppositions. However, prolonged 
fieldwork in Trench Town soon challenged this binary opposition between ‘real’ and 
‘staged’. The time I spent in Trench Town’s key tourism sites made the distinction 
between ‘enacted’ tourism spaces and ‘real’ Trench Town harder to draw. It became 
increasingly evident that spaces of tourism bled into intimate places, and vice-versa. 

For example, I quickly realised that the Culture Yard, where tourism congealed, was 
also a home to many, a shelter to some, and a refuge or meeting point for locals. In-
deed, Perry, one of the tour guides, resided in the museum, and his bedroom was an 
integral part of the tour. His rhythm – the moment he woke up, had his morning cof-
fee or meals, slept or entertained, permeated the Yard and coexisted with the times 
during which the museum was open for business. This was further enforced by the 
fact that Jane, the chief tour guide, lived right next door and would often interrupt 
her home activities to attend to museum business (or vice-versa), at times showing 
up in curlers or leggings, rather than in formal work attire, giving the feeling that the 
museum was an extension of her home office. 

The museum also hosted a series of locals who needed a place to stay, or who infor-
mally exchanged handiwork for shelter, or a meal. Many friends or family members 
of those working in the Yard would stop by during the day to sit under the mango tree 
in the front area – discussing daily news, killing time, or eating, while others used 
the space as a hideout from unwanted encounters or obligations. These activities 
were seldom interrupted when tourists came. Instead, they continued to unfold as 
tourists were taken around the museum’s rooms. Tourists sometimes partook in the 
conversations held under the mango tree as they sat there enjoying the shade, but 
these talks were not centred around their presence. Tourists were also invited to lis-
ten to Mike, who ran the in-house music studio, as he mixed and tweaked recordings, 
or rehearsed with his band ‘Livin Kultcha’. And, while his studio was a key part of 
the tourism experience, it operated on a schedule that worked for Mike, regardless 
of tourist presence. He did not necessarily make a point of being there when tour 
groups were announced – but kept his own timetable that revolved around his fam-
ily’s life and faith. This porosity between ‘home’ and ‘work’, between ‘intimate’ and 
‘representational’, were an essential aspect of the Culture Yard. And while it contrib-
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uted to conferring an air of ‘authenticity’ to the Culture Yard experience, this was in 
no way intentional or calculated. It was the only way of managing a business in an 
area where tourism was sporadic and informal. While the Culture Yard was a place 
targeted at and performed for tourists, it was simultaneously a place that locals ex-
perienced, traversed and performed for themselves. Everyday life permeated this 
tourism spot. 

Conversely, tourism infused ‘intimate’ spaces, from community centres, to the 
streets and private backyards of people. Some events were distinctly marked as lo-
cal, ‘un-touristic’ spaces. For example, I attended several stakeholder meetings, in 
which various actors would gather to discuss strategies and issues that concerned 
the community, their principal business or activity, and the interlacing of these with 
local tourism. While these meeting often took place in spaces traversed by tour-
ists (the Culture Yard, the Community Centre or the ‘Boy’s Town’ sports centre and 
school), they happened in the early evening, when tourists were least likely to visit, 
and when other work obligations had been fulfilled. 

However, in most places that were off the grid of tourism routes, people were acute-
ly aware of touristic desires and prepared to cater to these, should the opportunity 
rise. Crafts people’s homes – where they lived and worked on trinkets or objects that 
sometimes found their way to the shelves of airport shops – housed museum-wor-
thy display cabinets. At times, tourists were also invited to visit the local music stu-
dios located in the community centre or in people’s homes. These visits were sel-
dom planned and the tourists were often disappointed to find the studios closed: 
instead of encountering musicians, they would stumble upon community meetings, 
or church gatherings. Furthermore, the streets of Trench Town sometimes became 
the ground of walking tours. These tours sometimes followed a fixed pattern along 
the first seven streets of the neighbourhood, and sometimes took improvised itin-
eraries, through the back alleys and across the private yards of residents. These 
tours happened sporadically and infrequently, often the result of the local guide’s 
spur-of-the-moment inclinations. Since much of Trench Town’s social and family 
life happened in the street, in these instances, tourism entered the private lives of 
residents. As I previously mentioned, the climate and living conditions in the neigh-
bourhood prompted many to use the side walk as an extension of their homes – one 
which could not be concealed from the touristic gaze. As Jane, Culture Yard chief 
tour-guide, explained: ‘in Trench Town when a lady need to wash her clothes, she 
just wash her clothes, never mind tourists’. The streets of Trench Town were thus 
unbounded, open spaces in which private and public affairs were confounded and 
converged. 
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This gave the distinct impression that Trench Town was not divided into ‘front’ and 
‘back’ stages, or tourism and residential spots, but rather into degrees of accessibil-
ity that were fluid. For this reason, I found it more pertinent to think of tourism in 
Trench Town as occurring in spaces that had the capacity to change from unbound-
ed, open realms to closed or inaccessible areas, and back. Visitors to Trench Town 
perceived these open, unbounded spaces as authentic because they engaged them 
sensorially, allowing the experience of areas otherwise thought of as private. 

Conclusion 

During decades of political violence, related gang wars, and high levels of criminali-
ty, downtown Kingston in general – and Trench Town in particular – gained a violent 
reputation that deterred tourists. However, recent changes in tourism patterns, and 
Kingston’s newfound status as a Musical City, have encouraged government officials 
to attend to the Culture Yard and assist the TTDA in its efforts to brand the Trench 
Town experience as an authentic connection with Jamaican musical culture and 
heritage. In this chapter, I have sought to situate Trench Town and the Culture Yard 
both within Kingston’s larger context of urban inequalities and within the city’s his-
tory of tourism, highlighting how difference and inequality are embodied, emplaced 
and entangled with the legacies of colonialism. 

This chapter started with a reflexive analysis of the way my body was perceived by my 
interlocutors in Trench Town, highlighting how people’s bodies are read by other 
urbanites as being in or out of place when they move through the city. The differ-
ent mobility patterns I discussed in this chapter – both international and intra-ur-
ban – are enhanced, reduced and read by others as normal or abnormal in relation 
to skin colour, bodily adornments, and use of language. Together, these embodied 
features revealed social status and determined the potentiality and nature of a per-
son’s movements through different urban spaces. The distinctive elements that 
marked my body, or that of the tourists, as belonging outside of Trench Town, not 
only marked us as different, but also emphasized how Trench Town is constructed 
as a place as poverty within the broader urban landscape. 

The inequities and differences that inform intra-urban mobility patterns are echoed 
in national and global movements of tourism. Colonialism and its legacies of differ-
ence and inequality informed the birth and decline of tourism patterns in the cap-
ital. The same disparities of race, class and space that derive from this past have 
now become important elements of the branding strategies that seek to promote 
the rebirth of Kingston’s leisure industry. Sketching Kingston’s inequalities and the 
characteristics that distinguish insiders from foreigners, this chapter unpacked how 
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people’s bodies sense the city’s socio-spatial order and, through this, begin to feel 
the legacies of the country’s colonial past.

In the following chapter I address questions of mobility and history in a more local-
ised way, discussing how physical mobility within Trench Town itself is influenced by 
the area’s history of political and gang violence, and how social mobility is curtailed 
as a consequence. This analysis of the spatial organisation of the neighbourhood and 
its mobility patterns highlights some of the defining features of Trench Town and its 
atmosphere – a distinctive atmosphere that has been part of the neighbourhood’s 
emergent status as a key tourism destination. 
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Figure 2.1.  
Ambassador Theatre in Trench Town,  
picture by Tristan Galand, 2015
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CHAPTER 2.  
Assembling place: Trench Town’s buildings, 
borders, and music

Built in the 1950s, the Ambassador Theatre, located in the middle of Trench Town, 
was a venue that launched and confirmed the careers of many artists, including Bob 
Marley and the Wailers. It was where reggae, ska, and rocksteady were celebrated, 
and parties held there drew in crowds and producers from across the city. But during 
the 1970s, political violence, which has since morphed into gang warfare over the 
decades, shook the neighbourhood and deterred patrons and artists from attend-
ing these events. As a result, the Ambassador Theatre has been unused since the 
mid-1980s. Reminiscent of its past grandeur, its impressive concrete shell now sits 
dauntingly in a vast stretch of barren land, an old border between two opposing po-
litical enclaves. 

During my fieldwork, I heard rumours that the theatre was about to undergo refur-
bishing. A couple of news articles had already relayed this information, and Trench 
Town residents were anticipating the change. A journalist writing in the Jamaica Ob-
server stated that the historic building would soon be reinstated in an article named 
‘The Ambassador’s Second Coming’ (Waters, 2012). The article quoted Lion, a Trench 
Town stakeholder and music entrepreneur, as saying: ‘there are plans to restore the 
Ambassador Theatre in Trench Town to its former glory...We are very close to get-
ting the money to restore it to even better than when it was built’. Lion’s plan for the 
Ambassador included a theatre, a performing arts centre, and a Reggae Hall of Fame. 
There were even talks of a wax museum, where visitors could wander amongst life-
size figures of reggae icons. Lion imagined this as a prelude to the establishment of 
Trench Town as a cultural village that would continue to draw increasing numbers of 
tourists from around the globe. 

The Ambassador Theatre provides an entry point through which I explore the links 
between architecture, borders, reggae, and tourism in Trench Town. Despite the 
neighbourhood’s complex history of political and gang violence, the building’s his-
tory of cultural production and global fame still attracts visitors. This suggests that 
tourism in Trench Town holds the power to prompt regeneration in the area, to en-
courage changes, including the restoration of architectural landmarks. In this chap-
ter, I extend the example provided by the Ambassador Theatre to show how build-
ings, borders, and music are interrelated elements of Trench Town that contribute 
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to the area’s distinctive atmosphere. Highlighting the area’s buildings borders and 
music, tourism stakeholders emphasize the connections that exist between these 
elements. In so doing they draw attention to certain aspects of the neighbourhood’s 
history when creating a tourism product, thereby enforcing, and subtly influencing, 
how visitors perceive Trench Town. The chapter outlines the features that charac-
terise the neighbourhood and which guides connect to the area’s growing local tour-
ism trend.  It asks: how do tourism stakeholders in Trench Town re-assemble the 
atmosphere in which tourists encounter one another? To address this question, I 
look at Trench Town as a place constituted by an assemblage of materiality, histo-
ries, and aesthetic experiences, pulling together seemingly disparate elements into 
conversation. Places are always assembled; however, in this chapter I suggest that in 
the context of tourism, residents and local guides re-assemble the neighbourhood 
to produce the atmosphere visitors consume. Transforming a place into a tourism 
product entails crafting an atmosphere from the multiple social, material, and sen-
sorial aspects that form it. 

In the first part of the chapter, I define my relational approach to assemblage and 
explain how this method provides a useful tool to address my guiding research ques-
tion. I have divided the remainder of the chapter into three sections, each corre-
sponding to a key element of the assemblage, namely the buildings, borders, and 
music of Trench Town. Within each section, I describe the unique form the element 
takes in Trench Town and provide historical information about the area. I also show 
how these elements are brought into conversation by tour guides: indeed, the build-
ings, borders, and music of Trench Town inform each other in ways that cannot 
be disentangled. Furthermore, these elements are linked to the transformation of 
Trench Town into a travel destination, and they have been impacted and changed by 
tourism, and guides mobilize them in their fashioning of a tourism product. In the 
concluding section, I connect this chapter to the wider questions that underscore 
the thesis. I propose that the reader understand the assemblage detailed here as the 
material and affective landscape, or atmosphere, that guides create and draw upon 
within the sensorial economy.  

Assembling a tourism place

When studying places and their defining features, urban scholars have been in-
fluenced by debates in geography pertaining to the distinction between space and 
place. ‘Space’ was viewed as an abstract phenomenon, while ‘place’ was increasingly 
theorised as an area lived in and characterised by concrete material and physical 
features. Scholars have also included the corporeal experiences of people in their 
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analysis of place, along with the politicised discourses and representations used 
to define them (Cresswell, 2004; Jaffe and de Koning 2016, 24). However, it is only 
in recent years, and through the concept of assemblages, that the various elements 
used to analyse places are brought into conversation. Assemblage theory, which has 
become more compelling across the social sciences, is a framework that accounts 
for abstract, material, and embodied aspects of place. As Ben Anderson and Colin 
McFarlane (2011, 125) explain, the term assemblage is both used as a descriptor ‘for 
some form of provisional unity across differences’, and as a concept that ‘has many 
links with assemblage as descriptor; in particular the emphasis on the process of 
arranging or fitting together a set of heterogeneous elements’. 

Applied to the study of places, the notion of assemblage helps scholars conceptual-
ise socio-spatial activity as a series of ongoing and changing processes, as well as a 
coming together of various human and non-human actors. Neo-Deleuzian notions 
of assemblage are increasingly taken up in critical geography and by urban scholars 
(for examples see McFarlane and Anderson 2011; Farias and Bender 2012; Nielson 
2017). Assemblages, as understood by Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari (1987, 406), 
can most simply be conceived of as constellations, wide-reaching collections of dis-
similar parts that come together across geographies and historical periods to form 
dynamic wholes. It is the variety of elements brought together and the relations or 
disjunctive associations between them that level out proportional differences (see 
Viveiros de Castro 2010) and singularise a given grouping. As a relational approach, 
it pays heed to notions of hybridity and multiplicity, and insists on bringing together 
multiple elements across scales, while drawing particular attention to the agency of 
each component in relation to others (McFarlane and Anderson 2011). 

In addition to emphasising this relational, socio-material dimension, the concept 
of assemblage adds a temporal breadth to the analysis of place. It entails asynchro-
nously bringing different epochs and temporalities into co-relation, a term Deborah 
Thomas (2016, 188) favours to ‘bring attention to the dynamic relational articula-
tions among the scales, spheres, and processes under consideration’. In this frame-
work, the structures that constitute our social worlds are always changing, whilst 
simultaneously presenting elements that shape and stabilise them, making them 
recognisable over longer periods of time (McFarlane and Anderson 2011). Because 
assemblages are made of an array of components, they are constantly in the pro-
cess of rearrangement. But while elements may change, the overarching structure 
remains recognisable. Therefore, assembled places retain the ability to change over 
time while remaining familiar. 

I use assemblage as a concept because it enables me to sketch Trench Town as a 
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place where various histories, geographies, materialities, and people converge and 
construct each other in a singular fashion. When brought together, all these ele-
ments form an entity identifiable by people across times and locations as Trench 
Town. It also permits me to see how tour guides of Trench Town re-assemble these 
various elements to create a consumable place. I pay attention to features of the 
neighbourhood that tourism stakeholders choose to emphasise or draw out, thereby 
rearranging Trench Town for tourism. Furthermore, assemblage also allows for my 
ethnographic practice to form a part of the object of enquiry. In keeping with the 
self-reflexive methodologies sketched out in the previous chapter, I draw from my 
own experiences of being in Trench Town. As Latour (2005, 33) aptly explains, ‘any 
study of any group by any social scientist is part and parcel of what makes the group 
exist, last, decay, or disappear’. Therefore, as a researcher, I am part of the assem-
blage I relate. 

In the following sections, I focus on three elements that I view as co-related and struc-
turing elements of Trench Town: buildings, as the expression of histories of govern-
ment planning and political violence; borders, as material and discursive forces that 
localise, marginalise, and ghettoise residents; and music, produced locally but with 
national and transnational reach and significance. These simultaneously material, 
discursive, and sensorial elements form an ensemble that tour guides assemble and 
draw upon to create the substance of tourism encounters in the neighbourhood, at 
once the scenery people move through, the place and stories they engage with, and 
the materials and sensations they consume when visiting the Culture Yard. Tourism 
here acts as a magnifying glass through which to observe place as assemblage, but it 
is also an active part of it. Tour guides and locals involved in place-branding Trench 
Town draw on particular elements of the neighbourhood, emphasizing them or oc-
cluding them. These elements are in turn affected and altered by tourism patterns. 
Poverty and violence are recurring features of the Trench Town assemblage. Howev-
er, I treat them here as woven into the material, discursive, and sensorial, elements I 
attend to. As I show in this chapter, they are engrained in the fabric of the buildings, 
borders and music recalled by tour guides and locals when fashioning the Trench 
Town assemblage for tourist.

The first of the three elements I bring together in my analysis of Trench Town-as-tour-
ism-destination is the architecture of the neighbourhood. I focus on two types of build-
ings in Trench Town and outline their specific histories. Touring both types of build-
ings entails sensing part of the musical history and violence they carry within their 
structures, like scars on a body, and the structural poverty that had accelerated their 
disrepair. Finally, I relate how these buildings are transformed and maintained for 
tourism purposes and how they are tied to music and to the neighbourhood’s borders. 



75

Buildings

I start my analysis of the Trench Town assemblage by looking at the area’s architec-
ture. I look at the specificities of Trench Town’s buildings and their distinct pasts. The 
histories I trace in this chapter speak mainly of the politics of urban planning before 
and after Jamaica’s independence from Britain in 1962, and how this is woven into 
the material fabric of the neighbourhood. First, I look at how colonial city planners 
responded to post-WWI labour riots by instigating an enduring relationship between 
buildings and politics in the form of Government Yards. These housing structures 
shaped the neighbourhood materially and fostered particular social interactions that 
still define the area’s identity and music today. Next, I look at the apartment blocks, 
locally referred to as ‘schemes’, that were built post-independence and linked to the 
violence instigated and fuelled by Jamaica’s bi-party political system. 

Delving into the history and architecture of Trench Town reveals how locales are 
shaped by – and respond to – global political forces, and it opens the possibility 
of exploring the connections between overarching historical narratives and local 
senses of place (Gupta and Ferguson 1992). I suggest that local, national, and global 
events are interconnected and co-constructive of Trench Town. I also tease out how 
the neighbourhood’s buildings are tied to the music, which I describe further on in 
this chapter, and show how all of these elements are tied together in an assemblage 
which local guides draw upon. The buildings influenced the area’s musical pro-
duction, and this sonic heritage is a draw for tourists. Tourists are invited to move 
through the architectural landscape I describe in this section. Furthermore, their 
presence motivates local stakeholders to change the area by restoring architectur-
al landmarks such as the Ambassador theatre, or showing them in their unaltered 
state, as a testimony to their history.  

MUSIC IN ‘THE BUILDING’ 

Contrary to popular belief, Trench Town did not obtain its name in reference either 
to war trenches or to the gullies that drain the area, but from the surname of the Irish 
cattle farmer who owned the land until the 1930s. In the early part of the twentieth 
century, post-WWI economic stagnation had repercussions on Britain’s Caribbean 
colonies in the form of unemployment, low wages, and poor living conditions, cir-
cumstances that added to the injustices of colonialism, exacerbated discontent, and 
led to civil unrest. The 1930s were punctuated by anticolonial protests, which culmi-
nated in the 1938 Labour Riots (Clarke 2006b). Beyond pushing for decolonisation, 
these riots, and the general uprising of Jamaica’s working class in the 1930s had two 
major consequences. First, it prompted the formation of two opposing trade unions, 
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which sought to defend workers’ rights and represent them politically, and which 
would evolve into the country’s two major political parties (Gray 2004). Second, as 
a result of a commission tasked to analyse the nature of uprisings throughout the 
British colonies, a Colonial Development Welfare Act was drafted in 1940, with funds 
allocated and projects implemented to tackle infrastructural problems and upgrade 
the living quarters of Kingston’s workers. 

This desire to meet the basic living needs of Jamaican workers encouraged a se-
ries of low-income housing projects of which Trench Town was one. Under colonial 
rule, the Central Housing Authority (CHA) bought Mr. Trench’s land and initiated a 
project to accommodate the growing number of rural migrants who had come to the 
capital in search of employment and had informally settled there, around what were 
then the borders of Kingston. The CHA’s ambitious plan was to transform this large, 
precariously occupied pasture into an ideal workers’ community (Central Housing 
Authority Archives, 1953). In keeping with modernist European architectural trends 
of the time, wealthy city officials and architects imagined, drew, and realised their 
vision of a model working-class district.23 The aim was to create a well-serviced and 
self-sufficient, low-income residential neighbourhood, ideally situated near Kings-
ton’s central market area. Designs for the area included two schools, the Ambassa-
dor Theatre to the northeast, a park, and a health clinic. To the south, near Lower 
First Street, there was a fire station and the Boys’ Town youth club. Urban planners 
commissioned by the colonial government imagined housing units as sober, stur-
dy, state-owned structures that low-income residents would rent on a monthly ba-
sis (Shankland Cox archives 1971). These tenements, also known as ‘Government 
Yards’, took the shape of U, G, and L structures, the first group of which were finalised 
in the 1950s. The aerial view presented in figure 2.2 gives a sense of the buildings’ 
patterns. The U-shaped tenements are visible in the upper left corner of the picture, 
while to the right, one can see the apartment blocks I discuss later on in this section.

The rented Government Yards were typically arranged as a series of rooms built 
around a courtyard in which there was a standpipe providing access to water. Each 
family unit was assigned one of these small rooms, while the kitchen and bath-
rooms were communal. Although far from luxurious, many elderly residents I spoke 
to about Trench Town in the 1950s retained fond and nostalgic memories of these 
buildings, and still offered romantic descriptions of life in the Government Yards. 
Hux was a young adult in the late 1960s and while he no longer resides in Trench 

23   For further documents on the design of Trench Town see Shankland Cox 1971 self-published ‘Low 

Cost Housing in Jamaica: Study and Proposals for the Redevelopment of a Squatter Area in Trench 

Town, Kingston, Jamaica’. 
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Town but lives in a neighbouring community, he grew up spending memorable times 
frequenting the Boys’ Town School and Sports Centre, an institution set up by the 
government and the YMCA to house a vocational training centre and primary school 
located at the bottom of Trench Town and still operating today. Hux, whose account 
of the Yards draws a picture of the intimate relationship that urban planning created 
between buildings and people, recalled: 

‘Five, six families lived in one big yard, like a communal yard. You know 
bathrooms, toilets, individual houses in this one big yard, that’s what 
Western Kingston was like, you know. And these people used to live like 
family. Everybody used to take care of each other and look out for each 
other, you know? Mother gone to work, the next family took care of the 
kids that were left back you know, that’s what it was like. Everybody 
used to live in unity and love, and in the evening, you can see the kids 
playing on the street, the elders sitting by the gates, observing the little 
kids run up and down in the street, having their own conversation and 
things, and lots of music, music playing everywhere’.

Hux’s comment on Trench Town residents playing music resonates with many de-
scriptions of the neighbourhood at the time. Locals old enough to have experienced 
the Government Yards when they were state-run, drew a direct link between the for-
mal structure of the buildings and the creative life that animated the area. They de-
scribed the shape of the Yards and the collective living styles the buildings imposed 
as intrinsic to the musical productions of the time, as they forced interactions with 
neighbours and enabled new musical formations to emerge. Indeed, the first seven 
streets in the southern part of the neighbourhood, the area formerly named Federal 
Gardens and where the Yards are located, are understood by many as comprising the 
essence of Trench Town. Several of the artists born or raised there were responsi-
ble for bringing reggae to the international music charts. Attesting to this, figure 2.3 
shows a map tracing the houses of the musicians that lived in the first seven streets 
of Trench Town at the time, suggesting the creative interaction between buildings 
and humans. 

The map in figure 2.3. was put together by Lion, a key stakeholder in the tourism 
enterprise in Trench Town, and was devised as a template for future guides to the 
neighbourhood, and as a tourism souvenir. A passionate music aficionado, Lion ex-
pounded on the link between place and musical identity by stating that ‘looking at 
the number of iconic figures that have been produced, we now know that Bob Marley 
did not make Trench Town, in all likelihood, Trench Town made him’. Lion’s state-
ment enforces the notion that places and people are co-constructed, and that the 
interactions between buildings and their inhabitants are materialised in music. 
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Figure 2.2.  

Aerial view of Trench Town circa 1950,  
Biscoe Family collection, Trench Town
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The map, designed for tourists and visitors, also demonstrates the link between the 
Government Yards, their history and design, the musical production of the area, and 
tourism in Trench Town. This small gridded zone where the Tenement Yards were 
erected is still coined by community members as the ‘the Building’, alluding to both 
the initial architectural design of this area and its identity. The singular use of the 
term ‘Building’ for an entire area (Federal Gardens) suggests a form of unity with-
in the neighbourhood, a cohesive collective identity, mirrored in its architectural 
patterns and structural form. Residents of the ‘Building’ emphasised the musical 
heritage of this part of the neighbourhood, and regularly stressed that ‘their’ area is 
‘the original Trench Town’, the designed one, the planned one, but also the one at the 
source of the area’s fame. There is, undeniably, a sense of pride that emanates from 
these designations of the area, and residents are aware that when people come from 
all over the world to visit Trench Town, to see the ‘birthplace’ of reggae, it is their sev-
en-street-long block that is toured. This has prompted tourism stakeholders in the 
area, such as Lion, to set up sign posts at the beginning of three of the seven streets 
listing the names of the artists who grew up or lived there.24 These tall signposts 
draw attention to the musical heritage of Trench Town, thereby framing the area for 
tourists, and creating a specific atmosphere in which music features predominantly. 
It is a visual reminder of the neighbourhood’s sonic culture, and provides a specif-
ic multi-sensorial experience for visitors who, as they walk along the wide, beaten 
pavements of lower Trench Town, upon seeing the signs, are reminded of songs they 
may be familiar with.

Today, the original layout of Trench Town’s planned worker’s community is no lon-
ger immediately recognizable in the architectural pattern of the neighbourhood. 
Schools and other public institutions struggle to survive on meagre funds. The once 
famous Ambassador Theatre, where talent shows debuted artists like Ken Boothe 
and Alton Ellis, is now a skeleton. Extensions to houses, the complex layering of po-
litical and gang violence, state neglect, and the erosion of buildings through time 
have all altered the architectural makeup of Trench Town’s lower section. However, 
tourism in the area, impelled by Trench Town’s musical heritage, is prompting a 
change to these buildings. Local stakeholders and government agencies now see the 
value of these structures and are collecting funds to repair, restore, and promote the 
area’s architecture. The Culture Yard museum, where tourism activities are centred, 
is an example of a tenement yard brought back to its initial form and maintained 
through and for tourism by a young Kingston-based architect. The theatre and art-
ists’ houses peppered throughout the community are both the subject of talks and 

24  There are plans to cover all seven streets, once sufficient funding is secured to build and place these 

signposts.
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Figure 2.3.  
Musical map of Trench Town, designed by Shabaaz and Locksely 
Comrie 2010, courtesy of ‘Lion’
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the projects of rehabilitation. 

A line can be traced from the Labour Riots to the shape of the Government Yards, the 
sociality these structures promoted, and the music that characterises the area inter-
nationally, to tourism. These elements taken across scales and epochs are all co-re-
lated, and when brought together in an assemblage, recalled through the street signs 
listing the musicians who inhabited the tenements, they construct the Trench Town 
atmosphere that tourists come to experience. Hereafter, by looking at another type 
of architecture present in Trench Town, I show how tourism and music are also tied 
to the political violence that intensified during the Cold War and shaped buildings in 
other parts of the neighbourhood. Attention to these other buildings, which take the 
form of high-rise apartment blocks, shows how violence is a force that shapes not 
only buildings but also borders and music, the other elements of the Trench Town 
assemblage.

THE CONCRETE JUNGLE OF POLITICAL VIOLENCE

Trench Town’s Government Yards and their distinctive atmosphere and associated 
music exist in direct co-relation with the architecture of the spaces beyond. Pres-
ently, Trench Town spans outside the small seven-street-wide cluster called ‘the 
Building’, formally known as Federal Gardens. As the map in Figure 2.4. shows, it is 
comprised of five districts, three of which – Arnett Gardens, Lyndhurst Gardens, and 
Wilton Gardens – were not subjected to communal housing planning under colonial 
administration. Instead, these areas located to the north and east of the Building 
are characterised by a different type of design. Here, three-storey-high apartment 
housing schemes dominate the landscape, creating a ‘concrete jungle’; a closer look 
at these structures exposes the connections between Jamaica’s post-independence 
political system and the violence that still is present in the lives of Trench Town res-
idents today. 

Formally, Jamaica has a political structure based on a Westminster parliamentary 
system, with regular elections and changes of government. The violence and clien-
telism that were characteristic of Jamaican trade unionism before independence, 
and that were mobilised during the 1938 Labour Riots, blurred into the party poli-
tics of the post-independence era (Sives 2002; Gray 2004; Jaffe 2015). The country’s 
two major parties, the Jamaica Labour Party (JLP) and the People’s National Party 
(PNP), are the extensions of former trade unions created in the 1940s following the 
1938 Labour Riots. The two parties were rapidly associated with a form of elector-
al turf politics, battling to obtain votes by coercing voters in the densely populat-
ed, low-income areas of downtown Kingston. Soon, political affiliation in these ar-
eas was enforced by the presence of gunmen and local ‘dons’, who, as they offered 
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Map of Trench Town, based on the SDC’s 2012  
Community Profile and drawn by Tristan Galand

Federal Gardens - ‘The Building’

Rose Town

Wilton Gardens - ‘Rema ‘

Lyndhurst / Greenwich

Arnett Gardens - ‘Concrete Jungle‘

No Man’s Land
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a link between politicians and their voters, gradually gained power, transforming 
their territories into what are now commonly referred to as ‘garrisons’. Within these 
garrisons, residents were persuaded into allegiance to one of the two parties, either 
through violence or through the promise of material goods and the basic provision of 
services in exchange for votes (Sives 2010; Harriott 2008). As Rivke Jaffe (2015, 133) 
explains, ‘party-affiliated ‘area leaders’ helped ensure that loyal political supporters 
were allocated housing within these new developments, and forcefully persuaded 
those residents who supported the ‘wrong’ party to leave the neighbourhood.’ 

Alongside electricity and water provision, road building, or sewage installation and 
garbage collection, these goods and services took the form of housing developments, 
which provided both construction work and homes. While the Government Yards 
of Trench Town may have been the island’s first state-sponsored housing scheme 
(Brodber 1975), the apartment blocks constructed in a neighbouring communi-
ty called Tivoli Gardens in 1967 went only to JLP supporters, setting a precedent 
for the converging of housing, politics, and violence (Stone 1985; Levy 1996; Sives 
2002; Horst 2008). This form of political patronage had devastating consequences 
throughout Kingston, causing and fuelling violence as people fought over access to 
homes, work, or essential infrastructure, and defended or enforced political ideolo-
gy within their territory. 

In Trench Town, this strategy of bartering government housing for votes started with 
the construction of the Wilton Gardens housing schemes, or ‘Rema’, and later ex-
panded to Arnett Gardens (‘Jungle’), in the north. The structures that were built in 
Wilton and Arnett Gardens differed greatly from the Building. Instead of living quar-
ters with communal cooking and bathing facilities, organised around a big yard that 
allowed for gardening and congregating in the shade, the new prefabricated housing 
units consisted of individual apartments. These apartment blocks, which failed to in-
clude collective socialising spaces – on floor landings or in gardens – were assigned 
to people by political affiliation. This individualistic design of the apartments, which 
were intended for nuclear family occupancy, coupled with their politically tinted al-
location, created disjointed interpersonal networks, isolating and reducing complex 
family structures. 

Wilton Gardens and Arnett Gardens hold nicknames that are colloquially used, not 
just in Trench Town but throughout the city. These alternative names connect to 
their architectural construction. The area of Wilton Gardens, a JLP garrison, was 
dubbed ‘Rema’ after the name of the construction company responsible for erecting 
the apartment blocks. During the building of the Wilton housing schemes, company 
trucks carrying the prefabricated walls were painted with ‘REMA’ in bold letters, and 
these were such a common sight that the entire area was named after them. To the 
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north of Rema, Arnett Gardens, a PNP garrison, was transformed from a vast piece 
of squatted land into a fragmented space of antagonistic apartment blocks known as 
the Concrete Jungle, an area of Trench Town that Bob Marley poignantly described 
in his 1973 eponymous song as being ‘where the living is hardest’. 

After 1974, and as the PNP aligned itself more strongly with democratic socialism, 
the conflicts and competition for votes that had animated the political scene took on 
a new ideological vigour, echoing the Cold War being fought at an international scale 
(Gray 2004, 192). As Colin Clarke (2006b, 426) notes, ‘Left and right, pro-Cuba and 
pro-USA, socialist and capitalist – the perpetual PNP and JLP binary opposition re-
flected at the local level conflicts of hemispheric and global proportions’. Downtown 
Kingston became a battlefield in which conflicts of international magnitude were 
fought. As Paul Hirst (2005, 1) explains, ‘spaces interact with and are constructed by 
forms of political power, armed conflict and social control. Space is a resource for 
power, and spaces of power are complex and qualitatively distinctive’. Trench Town, 
like much of the poorer and most populated areas of Kingston, became a resource – 
of bodies, votes, territory – for political and ideological wars. 

The intensity of the political conflicts and related turf wars left visible imprints on 
the Rema and the Jungle housing schemes. Some of these apartment blocks are be-
coming derelict, and in some areas, bullet holes are visible in the concrete walls. 
These features are mentioned to tourists when they stroll through the wider Trench 
Town area, incorporating the buildings and their violent histories into the tourism 
product, as I show in more detail in Chapter 4. Furthermore, the buildings of Rema 
and Jungle are at the source of many musical productions and the setting of the pop-
ular culture of Trench Town that infuses tourism imaginaries, further strengthening 
the link between buildings, music, and tourism. Examples of this can be found in 
reggae as well as dancehall. For example, Damien Marley, one of Bob Marley’s sons, 
released a song entitled ‘Welcome to Jamrock’ in 2005. Part of a Grammy award-win-
ning album, the song’s music video features the artist in front of Rema’s apartment 
blocks singing lyrics that decry the violence that marks the area.  

The two distinct architectural styles and several areas within Trench Town that I 
have considered here indicate a few of the threads that relate the area’s history to 
buildings and residents. Via the communal tenement yards, I linked colonial city 
planning to the musical production of reggae stars. The Rema and Jungle housing 
schemes tell the story of Cold War-influenced party politics and the violence that 
infused urban design and urban music. Bringing together these histories and mate-
rials shows that Trench Town is composed of a mosaic of elements that co-construct 
each other. The neighbourhood is more than just a physical space; it is the enmesh-
ing of wide historical processes and the complex overlaying of city planning, urban 
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violence, and musical production, and this assemblage of elements is practised and 
reconfigured by Trench Town residents. In the context of tourism, locals, and more 
specifically those who operate as tour guides, draw on these historical and materi-
al elements, bridging musical genres, epochs, and buildings to fashion the tourism 
destination. In the next section, I outline how the architecture of the area is linked 
to the borders that delineate Trench Town and that impact the mobility of its resi-
dents. By addressing the area’s borders, I show how notions of confinement define 
Trench Town. I go on to explain how these borders are not solely connected to the 
housing structures of the neighbourhood; they are also enmeshed with music and 
transgressed or modified by tourists.

Borders

Extending the discussion on the architecture of Trench Town, I look at the bor-
ders that exist between Trench Town’s various sub-locales and those that separate 
Trench Town from the rest of the city. I begin by briefly outlining how ‘ghetto’ spaces 
worldwide have been coupled with notions of confinement in both academic and 
popular discourses. Then, by paying particular attention to the borders that order 
Trench Town internally, I explain how this confinement impacts residents’ mobility 
and sense of belonging to place. Using an area called No Man’s Land as an example, 
I analyse borders as a product of violence that bear affective qualities that resonate 
in time, even after the violence has subdued. Showing how actors in the tourism en-
counter reshape and re-signify these frontiers, I posit that, in the same way tourism 
to the neighbourhood influences the restoration of buildings in Trench Town, local 
tour guides challenge and transgress the borders created by political and gang war-
fare, but also include them in their fashioning of the neighbourhood’s atmosphere.

BORDERS FROM WITHIN

Scholars seeking to describe and analyse ‘ghetto’ spaces have principally addressed 
how the ghetto is a place of urban enclosure and curtailed social mobility. Loïc Wac-
quant, a French sociologist who has written extensively about the American context, 
defines the ghetto as ‘a spatial implement of ethno-racial closure and control resul-
ting from the reciprocal assignation of a stigmatised category to a reserved territo-
ry’ (Wacquant 2002, 50). His definition emphasises the ethnic makeup of place and 
notions of coercion and enclosure. Wacquant’s (2005, 5) work contends that ghettos 
in their strictest sense are social-organizational devices composed of four elements: 
stigma, constraint, spatial confinement and institutional compartmentalization. 
While he argues that today, very few places are structured by these four elements, 
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the features he identifies are common aspects of literature pertaining to margina-
lised areas in many contexts, whether in Renaissance Europe, Jamaica (see Clarke 
2006a), or Brazil (see Freire-Medeiros 2008). These areas are recognised in part by 
a form of confinement, whether physical or socioeconomic, and are stigmatised and 
marginalised through discourse. 

In Trench Town, residents themselves described their neighbourhood as a ghetto, and 
denounced the stigma and lack of socioeconomic opportunities they suffered. While 
the official lines that demarcate Trench Town, drawn by the National Land Agen-
cy, are not necessarily visible in any stark way, prevailing imaginaries of Kingston 
position Trench Town as a ‘no-go’ zone, a closed-off space of potential danger and 
illegality. However, Trench Town does not only suffer from discursive boundaries 
that separate the neighbourhood from the rest of the city. The area is also further 
divided into small enclaves. In the following segment, I look at the role of inner bor-
ders and abandoned spaces in shaping affect within the neighbourhood. By showing 
how people’s allegiances are located in Trench Town’s sub-locales, I illustrate how 
spatial identities are linked to the historical events that shape the neighbourhood. 
This attention to borders within points to the ways belonging is shaped through the 
meshing of local and wider dividing and marginalizing forces (Castree 2004; Middle-
ton 2011; Cons and Sanyal 2013). In this way, it observes the grounded ways in which 
macro-level agendas become entrenched in landscapes.

Throughout the years of political violence I briefly sketched above, Trench Town’s 
many subareas also changed political colour. Kevon Rhiney and Romain Cruse 
(2012, 3) explain that ‘Trench Town has alternatively been a JLP garrison (during 
the 1940s and the 1989 general election), a split garrison with one side strongly PNP 
and another side strongly JLP (during the 1950s) and a mixed community where 
vote patterns were more heterogeneous’. As the correlations between space and 
political affiliation within the neighbourhood changed, and with the construction 
of new housing schemes, boundaries between enclaves shifted, creating a fluctua-
ting set of frontiers. These changing borders impacted mobility (see Levy 1996; Eyre 
1997; Stone 1985; Horst 2008), and within the neighbourhood this sometimes forced 
people to take detours, avoiding entire areas, which added substantial travel time to 
work or school, or prevented movement altogether. 

Furthermore, as the spatial borders of these enclaves shifted via territorial disputes 
and invasions, many residents lost their lives, their homes, and their livelihoods. 
The consequences of crossing into the territory of an opposing political party were 
such that frontiers were sometimes inscribed permanently in the architecture. A 
telling example of this is the concrete housing block built by Anthony Spaulding, 
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a member of parliament in the 1970s and the minister of housing under the PNP 
government. The most remarkable feature of his housing complex is not its shape 
or style, but rather its location: it is built in the middle of West Road, an artery that 
used to traverse West Trench Town vertically. The building now cuts the road in half, 
thereby disabling movement between the PNP north and the JLP south. 

What further complicated this division of Trench Town was that within each politi-
cally coloured area, different leaders competed for the title of ‘don’. Therefore, wit-
hin an enclave, rivalries emerged between leaders and the territories they occupied. 
This further cut up space into smaller domains, multiplying people’s allegiances to 
both a political party and a local leader. Trench Town was divided into garrisons by 
political affiliation, which changed through the decades, and further subdivided by 
power struggles over control of the garrisons by competing dons and their gunmen. 
These additional gang turfs were delineated by landmarks such as buildings, street 
corners, trees, or murals commemorating deceased area leaders. As a consequence, 
residents of Trench Town faced a set of shifting borders imposed by larger, na-
tion-wide political shifts, and local changes in criminal leadership. 

One way of dealing with these unstable and dangerous territory demarcations was 
to enforce them from within. The fragmenting of space specific to patronage and 
competition among dons was not solely imposed from without, as a consequence of 
broader political movements and power struggles, but rather residents also actively 
drew the lines that demarcated one political enclave from another, or one gang ter-
ritory from the next (see also Sives 2002). Looking at Portmore, a dormitory town on 
the outskirts of Kingston, Heather Horst (2008) argues that the bordering of space 
also works as an ordering strategy within demarcated areas; enforcing borders from 
within is a protective device to curb violence and regiment space. As she explains, 
self-bordering became a coping mechanism through which residents relied upon 
themselves, ‘reconstructing the forms of patronage that preceded their daily ex-
periences’, thereby recreating a sense of safety, community, and belonging (Horst 
2008, 60). In Trench Town, these inside borders, which were at times rendered only 
temporarily visible and enforceable, were set up by residents who placed cinder 
blocks, tires, and detritus at the beginning of streets, not only to avoid drive-by shoo-
tings and reprisals but also to mark the beginning or end of their turf. By drawing 
the lines of their territory, residents fortified their sense of collective belonging to a 
place, united against a common threat (be it invasion of territory, reprisal violence, 
or competition for services and infrastructure). 

With reference to relations between Buddhists and Muslim communities in Ladakh, 
Jason Cons and Romola Sanyal (2013, 10) note that through their shaping of resi-
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dents’ identity, mobility, and belonging, borders enforced by locals produce new 
and insidious forms of marginality, further restricting residents to micro-locales. 
In Trench Town, this self-bordering was mobilised in residents’ sense of belonging 
and place attachment, and resulted in intimate identifications that were apparent in 
many conversations. Friends would summarise their voting habits or philosophical 
penchants by simply stating that they were ‘Junglites’, thereby drawing a direct link 
between their political subjectivity, their affiliation with the PNP party, and the space 
they lived in. They saw a direct correlation between the Jungle’s history and their 
own political inclinations. Others were active on Facebook pages entitled ‘You know 
you’re from… when…’, each adding anecdotes, stories, and jokes that were shared 
within the boundaries of a given housing scheme or subdivision of Trench Town. 
Membership and access to these Facebook pages were restricted to residents of the 
given area and the jokes posted online resonated with informed audiences only. 

But the most salient example of residents’ sense of belonging to micro-locales stem-
med from an exchange I had with Captain, who drew a link between identity and 
self-bordering by using a metaphor of captivity. Captain, a wealthy entrepreneur who 
had set up his offices in Trench Town and offered a service that linked city contrac-
tors to local workers, noticed throughout his years in Trench Town that people who 
presented themselves to him in search of employment rarely defined themselves as 
‘Trench Townians’. Instead, they emphasised their belonging to smaller community 
subdivisions. Viewing this allegiance to place as shaped through violence and bor-
dering, Captain explained that people ‘develop this fierce loyalty, even future gene-
rations. The identity is in that small area. So it’s almost like having a caged bird and 
then you decide to let him go free and you open the little gate, and he is still there on 
the little perch, you know’. This quote suggests that borders are embedded in people 
as much as on landscapes. They bear affect and emotional resonance.

AFFECT IN NO MAN’S LAND

Beyond highlighting how borders become a way to think about the enmeshing of 
subjectivity with spatial margins (Balibar 2010), politics, and violence, Captain’s 
comment on the imprisonment of people in the subdivisions of Trench Town poses a 
temporal question. Why do Trench Town residents still feel contained to a small lo-
cale now that the ‘cage’ can be ‘opened’, now that political violence no longer enforces 
the bordering and dicing up of space to the same degree that it once did? I address 
this question by looking at a particularly arresting space within Trench Town. No 
Man’s Land is a vast stretch of open, barren land in the middle of a crowded area. 
Also referred to as ‘Dead Man’s Gulch’ or the ‘Berlin Wall’, it extends along Seventh 
street, from Rose Town all the way to Jones Town, cutting Trench Town in half and 
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marking the border between the Building and Jungle. During the height of political 
conflict, residents were run out of their dwellings and their houses were destroyed, 
leaving an open battlefield that has been untouched since the 1970s, exposing the 
neighbourhood’s violent past like a scar. Unlike Spaulding’s incongruous housing 
scheme built in the middle of the road to separate PNP and JLP enclaves, No Man’s 
Land is striking precisely because of the absence of buildings.

To me, No Man’s Land represented, above all, the clearest material expression of 
macro-political impacts on the landscape of Trench Town. I felt unnerved by No 
Man’s Land, upset by the lack of housing, community activities, and the change in the 
soundscape that this absence implied. As I made my way up and down the neighbou-
rhood, or volunteered at the Restorative Justice Centre, intentionally located in one 
of the only buildings situated on No Man’s Land and between political enclaves, I 
could not help but wonder how residents related to this space. What were the effects 
of living with such a wide wound etched in the land of your neighbourhood? What 
imprint did this space have on the residents of Trench Town? My sense of hurt found 
resonance in Yael Navaro-Yashin’s (2012, 132) work on the Cypriot border, in which 
she asks what mark material borders leave in the subjectivities and imagination of 
people: ‘Did the space feel as uncanny to them as it did to me? How could the de-
bris not hurt?’ But above all, I wondered what could be the political repercussions 
of leaving this space untouched more than thirty years after the political violence 
displaced people and destroyed their houses.

For borders such as No Man’s Land to operate as the expression of larger geopolitical 
and national political forces, while simultaneously splitting a community and enfor-
cing a sense of cohesion within the divides, one has to recognise how multifaceted 
borders are. Attempting to define borders, critical geographers and anthropologists 
have found that they have such a multitude of roles and impacts, sometimes contra-
dictory yet coexisting in the same space, that they have concluded the single most 
defining feature of a border is its polysemy (Bauder 2011). Borders, like places, are 
perceived and practiced differently by different people. Age, skin colour, gender, so-
cial status, occupation, and transport options are all characteristics that affect how 
one circumvents, crosses, avoids, or stops at a border (Nicol and Minghi 2005; Bauder 
2002, 2011). As a border, No Man’s Land was no exception to this. Whereas Corey, a 
man in his thirties, explained that his enrolment in a gang and the criminal activities 
he had carried out as a teenager now prevented him from venturing further north 
than No Man’s Land, another resident, Ben, of the same generation and living in the 
same area, widened ‘his’ Trench Town across No Man’s Land, engulfing the entire 
community with a sweeping hand gesture. As a party-goer and dancer, Ben crossed 
such borders at all times of the day and night, navigating wider Trench Town at will. 
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Figure 2.5.  

No Man’s Land from Jones Town looking towards  
Trench Town. Picture by Tristan Galand, 2015
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For others, No Man’s Land was not a demarcation to cross or avoid: it represented a 
space to rekindle old friendships. Two elderly men I encountered in Rose Town (one 
of the five districts of Trench Town), met regularly by the abandoned Hayden buil-
ding, once a store and bakery, but now a derelict and frail concrete shell, on the edge 
of No Man’s Land. Friends in childhood, they had been separated by the political 
violence that ruptured the area, and through the years of heightened violence and 
destruction they had lost touch, not daring to venture into the opposing stronghold. 
Decades later, they now used the borderland as a meeting ground, midway between 
their homes, to talk in the shade of the crumbling structure. For some, the border 
thus becomes a confining force while for others it is an abstract line, or a meeting 
point; it is never the same for everyone. While residents reacted differently to No 
Man’s Land as a border, using it as a demarcation or traversing it frequently, this 
barren area held an affective quality that all recognised. It was described as a spooky 
place, an area best circumvented. No Man’s Land held violent and traumatic memo-
ries, and these participated in maintaining its eerie atmosphere, diffusing a collec-
tive sense of hurt. Young children avoided the skeletal Hayden building they called a 
‘duppy house’ (ghost or haunted house), and friends advised me not to linger when I 
made my way to Restorative Justice Centre, where I volunteered, although the nature 
of the threat I could incur by dawdling in the area remained unclear. 

Part of the polysemy of borders derives from their affective qualities. They do not 
and cannot mean the same for different people because they do not solely operate 
physically. Rather, their imprint is both material and affective; a border is never just 
a physical demarcation (Navaro-Yashin 2012), but is also an embodied space (Low 
2003), felt, sensed, and experienced in various ways. As detailed in the introductory 
chapter, affect does not only emerge out of human subjectivity but is also carried by 
objects and spaces (Navaro-Yashin 2012) and by the interactions between bodies and 
places. Therefore, elements of the environment such as frontiers or ruined spaces 
mediate political and historical processes and allow their features, such as violence, 
trauma, or dereliction, to  be internalised and become ‘the location where human 
experience and consciousness take on material and spatial form’ (Low 2003, 10). In 
No Man’s Land, this material form is visible in the absence of buildings, haunting 
‘duppy’ stories, and the presence of tall grass, shrubs, and detritus.

It is precisely because borders like No Man’s Land are both material and affective – 
shaping mobility and belonging, but also internalised and generating affect – that 
they bear power in and across time. Adding a temporal perspective allows us to 
address the question posed by Captain’s comment on caged birds. If we are to un-
derstand how, generations later, demarcations such as No Man’s Land still bear on 
people’s sense of belonging to micro-locales within Trench Town, we must engage 
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borders as the result of larger political movements etched into landscapes, as mo-
ments of extreme violence frozen into place. Frontiers, abandoned spaces like No 
Man’s Land, and architectural vestiges of conflicts like the housing schemes descri-
bed in the previous segment of this chapter are political ‘time materialised’, or what 
Barbara Bender (2002, 104) describes as an engagement ‘with landscape and time 
(that) is historically particular, imbricated in social relations and deeply political’. 
When observing what she calls ‘abject spaces’ or spaces that carry violence, Yael Na-
varo-Yashin (2012, 162) defines ruins as not only the ‘material remains or artefacts 
of destruction and violation, but also, subjectivities and residual affects that linger, 
like a hangover, in the aftermath of violence’. 

However, I argue that the affects of spaces of violence and borders such as No Man’s 
Land do not just ‘linger’ in present times. Instead, the affects of such spaces are 
continuously and actively reinserted into the present through the landscape’s un-
changed aspect and by residents who practice the border in various ways. As Barba-
ra Bender (2002, 107) proposes, time does not necessarily unfurl itself in a forward 
movement, with past events resonating in the present ‘in the form of architecture 
and layout’, but can also be drawn into the present, ‘used and reused in any num-
ber of different ways’. Here the past is understood as an active resource, one that is 
recycled in the present (Tilley 1994). Considering abandoned borders as unremit-
tingly inserted into the present, through their material and affective presence, helps 
explain why, decades later, boundaries that are no longer enforced from the outside 
continue to shape identities and belonging. This temporal movement – of the ruined 
space reinjected into the present – creates a loop that enfolds people in violence, 
pushing them to declare allegiance to a micro-locale, physically and verbally de-
fended by residents. It is this temporal process that becomes the bordering force. 
While the traces of political conflicts are less visible in the wealthier parts of the city, 
Trench Town (and the neighbouring garrisons) are left with vast ruined spaces. And 
because these ruins hold affective resonance, because their emotional and sensory 
qualities continuously impact people’s everyday lives, they act as effective borders 
across generations, much like a birdcage with an open door. 

TRANSGRESSING BORDERS

Borders within Trench Town, whether temporarily enforced by concrete blocks and 
car tyres, or enduringly carved into the landscape like No Man’s Land, impact and 
curb residents’ physical and social mobility. But, however impactful these borders 
are in shaping the everyday lives of Trench Town residents, they are frequently 
transgressed by tourists. Visitors to Trench Town are drawn in by the area’s rich 
cultural heritage. However, they are also enticed by ideas they have of the ghetto, 
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which include a perception of the area as particularly violent. These perceptions are 
fuelled by media representations of derelict homes and housing schemes. Tourism 
to Trench Town rests on visitors’ desire to cross borders and go to places they would 
not usually. They seek to transgress the borders of safety by venturing into a no-go 
zone. 

This was already visible in the increased movements of national visitors into the 
community. More and more Kingstonians were willing to visit and spend time in 
Trench Town for cultural activities. For example, after attending several parties in 
Trench Town on my own, I convinced a few friends from uptown to come with me 
to a dance held in Rodney’s small bar, which was located on Collie Smith Drive, the 
wide road through which the area’s main gully ran. The flyer for Rodney’s event fea-
tured a photo montage of himself standing in front of a luxurious car, next to a curvy 
woman in skimpy clothes. Wads of cash dotted the montage, announcing the event’s 
name, ‘Gone Pon a Money Campaign’, and Rodney had asked if I could contribute to 
the campaign’s success by bringing a crowd along. It was not hard to convince my 
friends to spend a night in Trench Town. They were rather excited at the idea of par-
tying downtown, in a context that was transgressive: going to a garrison neighbou-
rhood at dark. 

The evening was a success, and the dancing and music were recalled in many conver-
sations and jokes in the following weeks. Excited about our evening spent in Trench 
Town, my friends described their experience as a moment spent at the ‘heart of Ja-
maicaness’. This corporeal analogy resurfaced in many conversations throughout 
my fieldwork, with respondents and friends from downtown and uptown neighbou-
rhoods alike describing Trench Town as the ‘heart’, the ‘underbelly’, the ‘core’, and 
the ‘pulse’ of Kingston. Despite the neighbourhood’s marginalisation, most of my in-
terlocutors imagined Trench Town as the centre of the national body, the vital organ 
of its culture. By praising its musical culture, Kingstonians inserted a marginalised 
and divided ghetto as the centrepiece of the national narrative. This movement, of 
uptowners venturing downtown to party, was not novel. It happened in other down-
town ghettos as well. For example, Tivoli’s once famous Passa Passa dance and Rae 
Town’s oldies night were well-attended events, just as in cities across the world, re-
latively wealthy urbanites and policy makers simultaneously ghettoize and brand 
similar areas of poverty and violence as trendy, authentic, and cool. 

Tourism in Trench Town gradually transformed mobility patterns within the 
neighbourhood by bringing outsiders in, but also by potentially reopening closed-
off channels. For example, main roads such as Collie Smith Drive, which had once 
connected the slick and busy corporate sector of New Kingston to Spanish Town 
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Road, one of the principal routes out of the city, was now very quiet. Just like the 
Ambassador Theatre, Kingstonians who feared the violence that the neighbourhood 
had become known for stopped using that road. But the hope was that through tou-
rism, the road would regain popularity and traffic, breathing life into an artery that 
had been crippled by decades of garrisoning. This would impact mobility in the area 
and, by extension, the reputation and commercial potential of the neighbourhood. 
Lion, who already had plans for the Ambassador Theatre, was excited at the pros-
pect of locals opening more shops along Collie Smith Drive to cater to commuters he 
imagined would soon use the route. He felt that tourism could help rehabilitate buil-
dings, but also improve connectivity in the city and challenge the historical borders 
that shaped the community. 

Rodney’s party highlighted that borders are also part of the attraction of Trench 
Town as a tourism destination and that they are transformed by tourism. Where bor-
ders once mediated collective feelings of fear and despair, when reframed through 
tourism, they become exciting lines to cross and potentially eroded. By drawing visi-
tors to transgress a bordered space, and packaging this as part of the specific Trench 
Town tourism experience, tour guides (re)assembled the atmosphere of Trench 
Town. They used the area’s political history and its lingering affects to highlight 
places and experiences that are unique to the neighbourhood, thereby transforming 
and re-signifying the atmosphere of Trench Town. In the following segment, I look 
at the ghetto not just as a bordered space but as an idea that finds outlets in cultu-
ral expressions, such as music, that circulate globally in a form of virtual mobility. 
This travelling ghetto imaginary is a key feature of the Trench Town assemblage that 
guides curate and draw upon, and is part of the tourism narrative and experience, 
much like the buildings and borders of the neighbourhood. Furthermore, it is an 
element that is co-related to the others, as the idea of the ghetto is contingent on the 
buildings and borders that delineate it geographically. 

Music

As the previous segment illustrates, borders can be material, affective, and/or dis-
cursive, enforced from within the enclosed area (by residents who erect roadblocks 
or defend their turf), and from without (through narratives, stigma, and represen-
tation). They are shaped by, and perpetuate, various forms of violence, in this case 
transforming Trench Town into a place of socio-spatial closure. At the same time, 
these borders are transgressed and transformed by tourism practices and are fea-
tured by guides as part of the area’s specific atmosphere. Meanwhile, the idea of 
the ghetto as a generic type of neighbourhood also transgresses these spatial bor-
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ders. The popular culture of the ghetto is transformed into products – songs, films, 
texts – that bypass frontiers and circulate worldwide. In this part of the chapter, I 
address the global movements of the ghetto imaginary, exploring how the idea of the 
ghetto as a type of space connects residents from disenfranchised areas worldwide 
and how it is transformed into globally circulating commodities in popular culture. 
Then, I move to address reggae and music production in Trench Town as a specific 
example of this. Using Bob Marley’s ‘No Woman No Cry’ (1974), I show how reggae is 
a globally circulating product of Trench Town’s popular culture that entices visitors 
to come to the neighbourhood. I also show how the song shapes the tourism expe-
rience in situ, and provides and sonic and sensorial understanding of Trench Town’s 
atmosphere. I suggest that the sounds from and of the ghetto are part of the Trench 
Town assemblage, and guides mobilize them in the tourism encounter, alongside the 
buildings, borders, and histories, which define the neighbourhood. First, I attend to 
the sonic identity of Trench Town that circulates globally and carries imaginaries 
of the neighbourhood. The music produced in, and about, Trench Town is used by 
guides to create the neighbourhood’s atmosphere because it is recognisable beyond 
borders, and impacts visitors both before, and during the tours. 

‘BOB IS EVERYWHERE!’ – THE GHETTO IMAGINARY TRAVELS

Earlier I discussed Wacquant’s definition of ghettos as spaces of enclosure. Exten-
ding his work, and taking into account scholars such as Louis Wirth (1928), who de-
fined ghettos as more than a physical fact, but also as a state of mind, Rivke Jaffe 
(2012b), argues that the idea of the ghetto holds significant weight in the definition of 
its space. As both a place and a state of mind, Jaffe argues for an understanding of 
the ghetto that encompasses the spatial forms of social imaginary that are linked to 
the urban. For Jaffe (2012b, 675), the idea of the ghetto belongs to anyone who ‘per-
ceives himself or herself as suffering physical and social enclosure and isolation’. 
As such, the idea of the ghetto is mobile and enables a form of ‘virtual border-cros-
sing’ that connects ‘residents of self-proclaimed ghettos in a range of geographical 
contexts’. This idea of the ghetto is accompanied by expressions in popular culture, 
which take the form of images, films, writings, and music that emanate from – and 
talk about – the ghetto. These forms of popular culture, just like the idea of the ghet-
to, transgress the borders of the geographically and socially bound neighbourhood, 
traveling globally and linking disenfranchised populations across the world. 

A particular event during my research illustrates this point effectively. It was spring 
2015 and we were in the middle of Vidigal, a favela in the South Zone of Rio de Janei-
ro. Our group of researchers was there to partake in reflections on the parallels and 
divergences in the tourism of criminalised neighbourhoods, as part of the umbrella 



TOURING TRENCH TOWN

96

research project this thesis fits under (see the foreword for more information). Tou-
rism stakeholders from two of our project’s research sites, Mexico City, and Kingston, 
had travelled with us. Together, we formed a heterogeneous crowd of ten, ready to 
visit Vidigal and engage in comparative discussions about ghetto tourism.  

Jane, the chief tour guide from Trench Town’s Culture Yard, had joined us on the trip. 
For once, she was the tourist rather than the guide, and until she spotted a mural of 
Bob Marley in Vidigal (Figure 2.6.), this reversal of roles had done nothing to enchant 
her. She had spent the morning complaining about the guided visit of the favela, 
which she felt involved too much uphill walking in the heat. But the sight of the mu-
ral lifted her mood. She ran towards the larger-than-life painting of Bob Marley’s 
face, contoured by a colourful squiggly mane of dreadlocks, and exclaimed, ‘Even 
here! Bob is everywhere! Trench Town is everywhere!’ Several of us proceeded to 
take pictures of her, mobile phones raised as she posed next to the giant mural, one 
foot resting against the wall, excitedly moving her arms as she spoke. Now she was 
laughing, beaming with pride in front of Bob’s huge, contagious smile: ‘It’s where I’m 
from, my home’. For Jane, finding the painting as we turned the corner of an alleyway 
was both a surprise and an obvious by-product of the undeniable global resonance of 
Trench Town and Bob Marley. 

Later, back in the Culture Yard, Jane and I used our trip to Brazil as a comparative 
tool to identify similar traits between favelas like Vidigal and Kingston inner-city 
areas like Trench Town. Jane had mentioned feeling almost at home in the favela, 
because she sensed that the lifestyle there resonated with Trench Town. There were 
parallels in the socioeconomic conditions of these neighbourhoods, the stigma they 
suffered, and the fear they generated amongst visitors. They also had strong cultural 
identities, celebrated (inter)nationally in popular culture. These shared traits tied 
into common imaginaries of the generic ‘ghetto’ imaginary, as a type of neighbou-
rhood found in various geographical contexts. 

The ghetto imaginary finds form in a series of cultural expressions, in music, lite-
rature, and images that circulate beyond its borders, whether material, affective, 
or discursive. For example, tourists have an idea of the favela, which travels to 
them through various channels like songs, films, texts, or material culture. Bianca 
Freire-Medeiros (2008, 2011) and Beatriz Jaguaribe (2004) have written extensively 
on the favela imaginary, citing films, but also musical genres like samba and bai-
le funk. Much like the idea of the Brazilian favela, representations of Trench Town 
or other Jamaican inner-city spaces circulate globally through music and media, in 
images and sounds. Paradoxically, this mobility exists in juxtaposition to the relative 
social immobility of a majority of ghetto dwellers. 
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Figure 2.6.  

Jane posing by the Bob Marley Mural, Vidigal, 2015.  
Picture by Alessandro Angelini
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Exploring this duality, Jaffe’s work invites us to look at the ways in which sounds of 
the ghetto are consumed beyond the borders of their space of production. She notes 
that the ghetto imaginary, which potentially transgresses borders and socio-spatial 
marginalization, has been transformed into a commodity by marketing forces (Jaffe 
2012, 686). The idea of the ghetto and the virtual travels of these imaginaries have 
principally been analysed in terms of consumption, and researchers have looked at 
how the popular culture of relatively immobile spaces are consumed in a variety of 
geographical contexts. For example, in her work on the consumption and represen-
tation of ‘ghetto culture’, Uli Linke (2012) examines the material goods that serve as 
signifiers of the ghetto. Looking at how fake nails, ‘ghetto-fab’ wigs, and baggy pants 
are used by White consumer-tourists to create an instance of mimesis and perfor-
mance, she asserts that free-floating signifiers of Black American urban aesthetics 
are used to create ‘ghetto chic’ or ‘slum fashion’. She argues that because it is sym-
bolically charged, when commodified, the aestheticised ghetto look provides a safe 
entry into rebellious identities. In this instance, expressions of the ghetto, such as 
personal style in the form of nails and pants, hold worth for the consumer. Similar 
processes happen with the Jamaican ghetto through the global consumption of re-
ggae and dancehall culture and style, or through the donning of dreadlocks or red, 
green, and gold paraphernalia by youths in cities across the world. Here, in an echo 
of the Caribbean’s intimate historical link to the birth of capitalism, it is the popu-
lar culture (if not the labour and bodies) of poor Black residents that is consumed 
abroad in often wealthier, and often Whiter, spheres (see Mintz 1974; Sheller 2003). 
But more specifically, it is also a popular culture associated with romanticised ima-
ginaries of urban violence and socio-spatial enclosure that travels globally.

The scholarly attention given to the popular culture of the ghetto, and to its travels 
across boundaries, has focused on how the ghetto imaginary is transformed into a 
globally consumed commodity (see Bourgois 1995, Linke 2012). However, I argue 
that the ghetto imaginary, beyond becoming a global product, also participates in 
the production of the ghetto for tourism. It constructs a specific atmosphere of place 
that can be experienced. Therefore, more attention needs to be paid to the ways the 
experience of the ghetto imaginary shapes the consumption of place in tourism. As 
I show hereafter, using Trench Town as an example, music holds the power to create 
emotional and affective landscapes, which guides in turn mobilise for the touristic 
consumption of place.

‘IN A GOVERNMENT YARD IN TRENCH TOWN’

As Nadia Ellis (2015) shows with reference to contemporary music produced in 
Kingston and New Orleans, sounds from spaces of confinement can also create at 
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vastness, through rhythmic repetition and global travels. The sonic culture produced 
in Trench Town is a particularly emblematic example of the ways popular culture of 
ghetto travel and are consumed worldwide. The rock steady, reggae, and dancehall 
of Trench Town have come to signify ghetto sounds nationally, and Jamaican culture 
more broadly. Artists like Bob Marley, Peter Tosh, or the Abyssinians, at first received 
with disdain by up-towners precisely because they came from the ghetto, have be-
come worldwide ambassadors for reggae. And while many songs directly call out 
Trench Town, Bob Marley’s ‘No Woman No Cry’ is probably the most famous. 

The desire to address this particular song emerged from an experience that happe-
ned repeatedly over the year and a half I spent writing this thesis away from Kingston. 
I sat writing in countless cafés in different European cities (and incidentally coun-
tries): near where my university is located in Amsterdam, by my home in Brussels, or 
near my mother’s home in the south France. I enjoy writing from these public places, 
as their background noise enwraps me in my thoughts while simultaneously brea-
king the isolation that can come with writing. In almost every one of those cafés, I 
have hidden behind the wall of music constantly played on the establishment’s spea-
kers to retreat and concentrate. But almost invariably, Bob Marley’s ‘No Woman No 
Cry’ would play and hearing the song would pull me out of my bubble. While hearing 
Bob Marley’s familiar voice sing about Trench Town acted like an acoustic reminder 
to keep at work, it also emphasised the global mobility of sounds and imaginaries of 
Trench Town. All of a sudden, the place defined by its borders and ghetto enclosure 
was dislocated, travelling around the globe, trailing my writing progress. 

Because they circulate in cafés and on radio waves across the world, and because 
they speak about Trench Town, the travels of songs like ‘No Woman No Cry’ shape 
people’s imaginaries of the neighbourhood. But these expressions of popular culture 
also influence the tourism experience and the daily lives of people in the places they 
originate from, and travel back to. Tourists in Trench Town’s Culture Yard are, at the 
very least, familiar with Bob Marley’s ‘No Woman No Cry’, written by Vincent ‘Tata’ 
Ford, and which has hardly decreased in popularity since its initial release in 1974. 
During their visits of the Yard, sightseers are invited to step into Tata Ford’s room, 
and tour guides explain that this is where the famous song was written. Travelers are 
aware that the space they are visiting is the Government Yard cited in ‘No Woman No 
Cry’, and while shadowing visits of the museum, I heard many visitors hum the tune 
to themselves as they walked through the rooms, Bob Marley’s song accompanying 
both their imaginary of the space and their embodied experience of it. As they sat 
under the mango tree in the Yard’s entrance, the lyrics ‘I remember when we used 
to sit / In the government yard in Trench Town’, resonated both for Bob Marley and 
for themselves, in a sonic frame within the frame. Humming the song, or recalling 
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it during the visit, is an affective recollection that evokes the intimate relationships 
people entertain with the music that moved them to travel to Trench Town. For many, 
‘No Woman No Cry’ was the soundtrack to important events in their personal lives. 
Tourists described it to me as the sound of their political awakening, the tune of their 
adolescence, or the ‘song I listen to on repeat’. 

While the ghetto imaginary that Bob Marley’s song carries prefigures visitors’ ex-
perience of being in Trench Town, the music also allows for a corporeal experience 
of place which mobilises multiple senses simultaneously. In the second part of ‘No 
Woman No Cry’, Bob Marley mentions a specific meal of porridge: 

I remember when we used to sit
In the government yard in Trench Town
And then Georgie would make the fire light
A log wood burning through the night
Then we would cook cornmeal porridge
Of which I’ll share with you.

While visits of the Culture Yard bring the song to mind, Culture Yard staff some-
times offer visitors the possibility of tasting a cup of porridge. Tourists in Trench 
Town’s Culture Yard are invited to experience poverty through their consumption 
of porridge, the meal of the urban poor (see Jaffe et al. forthcoming). I would like to 
suggest here, that tasting cornmeal porridge during the tour offers not only a tan-
gible experience of poverty. It also offers a multi-sensorial experience of place, in 
which the landscape’s distinctive features are mobilised and intersect to become 
products. The taste of porridge blends with the sound of Bob Marley’s voice, while 
he sings about the place which visitors’ hands and feet touch. Here, the architec-
ture of the ‘Building’, and the communal living style it fostered, in which cornmeal 
porridge was shared amongst residents, are mobilised to form part of the ghetto 
imaginary and the ghetto experience. 

Furthermore, the song’s resonance abroad was also what continued to make it rele-
vant in the neighbourhood. Residents were proud of their musical heritage and saw 
the popularity of Bob Marley as something that could help the area, opening po-
tential for change through increased tourism patterns, but also in challenging ne-
gative stigma associated with the neighbourhood. Music is more than a product of 
Trench Town, or an object that transgresses its boundaries in the global circulation 
of commodities. It is part of the Trench Town assemblage, along with the borders 
and buildings it speaks from. Macro political events, such as the political conflicts 
of the 1970s described earlier in this chapter, urban planning designs for low in-
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come housing, and the artists that resided in, and sung about, the neighbourhood 
all contributed to assembling Trench Town. Yet this configuration is reassembled 
by tour guides to the area who draw on specific aspects of these layered events and 
histories to craft a particular atmosphere of place, for tourists.  

Conclusion

The tourism experience of Trench Town is, above all, an embodied practise of 
place. It entails walking through the area and in the Culture Yard museum, hea-
ring, touching, seeing, and smelling life in the neighbourhood. It also means ente-
ring a certain type of area which, as suggested by Jane’s visit of a Brazilian Favela, 
shares characteristics with other neighbourhoods in distant countries. There are 
elements of Trench Town that resemble ‘ghettos’ beyond the Jamaican context. 
However, these shared features, which include (but are not limited to) architectural 
structures, a form of socio-spatial confinement, and the production of a distinctive 
popular culture, are contingent on the historical and geographical context they are 
encountered in. Hence, the buildings, borders, and music of Trench Town, while 
resonant with other urban areas, are also noticeably unique. 

In this chapter, I asked how residents re-assemble Trench Town for tourism. By 
bringing together oral accounts, recalling songs, pointing to certain sights and gui-
ding visitors’ sense of being in Trench Town, guides highlight how these elements 
are unique and interconnected. It is the co-relations between these elements that 
provide the fabric that tourists evolve in. Tourists’ embodied experience of Trench 
Town is mediated, influenced, and in a dialectic relationship with the area’s buil-
dings, borders and music, and this rapport generates a particular experience of 
place, a distinct atmosphere.

The previous chapter highlighted how bodies are in constant interaction with the 
places they move through. This chapter demonstrated that places have their dis-
tinct histories and are constituted of elements which are imbued with affect. Yet, 
bodies and landscape are in constant dialogue. This conjuncture between bodies 
and places is the premise upon which the sensorial economy – or a transaction 
predicated on a manipulation of how tourists sense the urban – can take place. 
In the following chapters, I show how bodily senses and places interact in tou-
rism, illustrating how guides further mediate Trench Town for visitors. I show how 
Trench Town’s atmosphere is curated and made sensible to tourists, tracing how 
tour guides downplay or emphasise certain sensory experiences, whilst occluding 
others. Chapter three focuses on the ways that tourists are made to feel poverty 
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and time. Chapter four shows how violence is addressed and transformed by local 
guides into a product for consumption. The embodied experience the guides craft, 
draws on what they believe tourists expect to encounter, as well as mobilising ele-
ments of Trench Town, which this chapter has in part laid out. 
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CHAPTER 3.  
Time travels to the Culture Yard:  
sensing poverty through temporal Othering

I met Brian on a Thursday evening. I was having dinner with a friend in a little ve-
getarian place behind Crossroads. The place was an ‘Ital’, or Rastafarian, food truck, 
stationed in a parking lot and decorated with lush plants, a thatched roof over a woo-
den structure, and a few benches. It was known for its weekly dub event – ‘Vinyl 
Thursdays’ – that attracted a mix of Downtown and Uptown Rastas, vegetarians, and 
tourists. Dads, a Rastaman and craft artist I knew from Trench Town, had told me to 
come. He wanted to introduce me to someone he thought might be interesting for my 
research. Dads went to every dub event in Kingston in the hope of selling his Rasta-
fari-inspired jewellery and trinkets, and had become popular amongst Rastas, musi-
cians, and tourists alike. Dads pointed in the direction of a young White man wearing 
a red baseball cap sitting in the corner of the small eatery, close to the loudspeaker. 
‘Meet Brian’, he said over the music; ‘Brian a go organise tours inna Trench Town’. 
Brian was welcoming and enthusiastic. He had set up a program for young American 
lacrosse players, some of whom he coached himself, to come play sports in Jamaica. 
His program was a weeklong trip that young college students embarked on, learning 
about their host country and ‘giving back’ to local communities by organizing la-
crosse events. During the week, they spent a day in Trench Town, touring the Culture 
Yard, but also visiting the Home for the Elderly, meeting craft workers like Dads and 
Cat, and organising a lacrosse game with the local youth. 

A few days later, I met Brian and his group of lacrosse players in the Culture Yard. 
The athletes were mainly young White women who sported shorts, golden tans, and 
long ponytails. Jane, the Culture Yard’s head tour guide, took them around the exhi-
bition. There was a music group rehearsing at Mike’s in-house studio, and a crowd 
of young men sat there, drinking rum mixed with an energy drink called Boom, 
smoking weed, and discussing the music. The young lacrosse players were invited 
to listen to the rehearsal whilst Pluto, a once slightly famous singer, now donning a 
large beer belly and showing missing teeth, sang a tune. After a while, the visitors 
moved on to see Perry’s artwork and listened attentively as he told them about the 
power of stones and the flowing energy that unites every living thing. 

As the tour ended, the lacrosse group gathered by the front of the Culture Yard where 
Bird, the groundskeeper, handed them fresh mangoes. Brian introduced me to the 
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group and gave his athletes a preparatory speech as they were about to leave the 
gated museum grounds and head out into the neighbourhood. Brian started his mo-
nologue by explaining that he did not like the term ‘tourism’, because he felt that it 
did not accurately represent what they were here to do. 

‘I prefer the idea of ‘community’ experience’, he said, because what he 
wanted the youngsters to take away from this afternoon was ‘a brief ex-
perience of what it is like to be a Jamaican. You are going to meet real 
people, in a real place. You can buy ice cream and lay on a beach, but 
those are immediate pleasures, not lasting ones. This is a more valuable 
type of experience, one that you can’t pay for, one that involves seeing 
real people, and exchanging real things with them’. 

Here, Brian paused to emphasise the point he was about to make. Joining his hands 
together, he resumed, ‘I want to invite you to be in the moment. Don’t worry about 
taking photos, or being on your phone. Be here. Now’. Sarah, one of the young wo-
men who had participated in one of Brian’s previous trips, was the designated pho-
tographer for the event so that the others could fully enjoy the moment whilst still 
having pictures as keepsakes. 

The group left the Culture Yard and walked along First Street towards the Home for 
the Elderly. The young women were outgoing and cheery, waving hello to residents 
as they walked up West Road, apparently unintimidated by their surroundings. They 
did not seem to mind the heat, the potholes in the road, or the derelict buildings that 
exposed the economic trials of those who dwelled in them. They hugged children 
they met en route and told people about the lacrosse game they were going to hold 
later in the day. When we arrived at the Home for the Elderly at the top of Fifth Street, 
Brian explained that in 1986, ‘Europeans’ built the home but the money dried up 
quickly and residents were left to fend for themselves. At some point, the Bob Marley 
Foundation had stepped in but there was still a lack of funds. Brian described Miss 
Trolley, the caretaker, as a ‘modern-day Mother Teresa’ who made the house run and 
took care of the crippled and elderly against all odds. He continued:

‘Maybe in the US we can afford to take care of our old, we can take time 
off work, but here people can’t, and these old people are alone. This ex-
perience may be difficult for you, as the extreme poverty means that 
some of the elderly might even be undressed, you know, half naked. But 
I still want everyone to go in and spend time with one elderly person for 
fifteen minutes at least, instead of rotating through the home like po-
verty tourism. Go and listen to them. This may be hard, but talk and be 
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present, this is going to be a very big moment for them. Give the gift of 
time. It is bigger than money. Time is finite whereas money is numbers, 
so it is infinite, just like Marley said. Time is more precious because it 
runs out. So give time’. 

The volunteers then paired up and walked into the rooms of the elderly residents. 
Twenty minutes later, Brian called them back into the courtyard, to continue on the 
tour to the neighbouring Trench Town Art Centre run by Cat.

Although the Culture Yard is the area’s main tourism attraction, Brian had carefully 
curated his tours, including several other points of interest for the young athletes, 
such as the Home for the Elderly and Cat’s Art Centre. The Culture Yard’s exhibition 
and focus on Bob Marley mostly emphasised the neighbourhood’s past, and Brian 
wanted his group to get a feel of present-day life in Trench Town. Brian also wanted 
to encourage the development of future projects in the neighbourhood and was open 
to suggestions by locals for new routes and places to explore with his group of vo-
lunteer/tourists. In many ways, Brian’s tours and the narratives he used to frame the 
young visitors’ experiences drew attention to the links among time, place, poverty, 
and tourism. As Brian’s introductory speech to his young athletes highlighted, tou-
rists had come to view time as one of the most precious resources they had, both to 
spend themselves and to give to others. ‘Taking it easy’, ‘enjoying the moment’, and 
‘giving time’ were themes that underscored many Trench Town tours, casting the 
community as a place of slow, relaxed life. Time was not just the backdrop against 
which tours of Trench Town took place; it was the ‘stuff’ of the tours. It was travelled 
in, worked through, taken, given, and commodified.

In this chapter, I examine how time is spatialised, commodified, and negotiated 
through tourism. In the previous chapter I discussed how residents seek to re-as-
semble Trench Town’s social-material elements to reconfigure it as a place of tou-
rism. In this chapter, I add a temporal dimension to the assemblage. Attending to 
the urban temporalities at play in the neighbourhood and to their expressions in 
local tourism practices, I ask: how do guides make visitors experience time, and how 
is this tied to sensing poverty? I start by outlining a theoretical approach to the co-
mingling of modern time and space. I sketch how and why the dominant way we 
imagine and spatialise time is linear, then unpack the implications this narrative of 
time has for the encounter of others in tourism. In this first section I propose that 
linear conceptions of time allow tourists to imagine that when travelling to places 
of poverty, such as Trench Town, they are also going back in time, a process I refer 
to as temporal Othering. The subsequent theoretical point I tease out focuses on how 
this linear understanding of time is challenged. Observing tourism in Trench Town 
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shows that an overarching linear conception of time coexists with multiple other 
chronotypes. Navigating these various temporalities within Trench Town, in what 
could be called a form of ‘time-tricking’ (Morosanu and Ringel 2016), is essential for 
guides who wish to make a living within this precarious, burgeoning industry. 

This conceptual point builds on three ethnographic examples from the field. The 
first shows how time and geography interlock as tourists travel to Trench Town by 
bus, imagining and experiencing their destination as situated in the past. This atten-
tion to movement and travel highlights how tourism relies on a temporal Othering 
that happens not only globally but also at the scale of the city. In relating the second 
example, I focus on the embodied experience of touring the Culture Yard museum 
and outline how the commodification of time is made possible through a sensorial 
engagement with place. This is where I show that sensing time is linked to sensing 
poverty. Finally, the third ethnographic example explores the sensorial experiences 
that cast Trench Town and the Culture Yard as places of the past are contested by 
local tourism stakeholders. Through an analysis of the music played in the Culture 
Yard, I outline contrasting temporalities that Trench Town residents draw upon. 
Instead of imagining Trench Town as frozen in time, these alternative chronotypes 
allow the area to be seen as a modern and vibrant space. These multiple tempora-
lities are located at the intersection of heritage and development, and they suggest 
that time and space congeal and collide in various patterns within the same place. I 
conclude by pointing out that, as implied by Brian’s instruction to give and take time, 
temporality is a key aspect of tourism. It is sensed, tricked, and ultimately commo-
dified. By navigating temporalities, brokers and guides make Trench Town and its 
poverty accessible to visitors through the senses.

Modern times, tourism,  
and the Caribbean

Temporality is often treated as a backdrop to the social sciences, an abstract value 
against which life unfurls. But recent work in critical geography and anthropology 
views time as a social construct in and of itself (Munn 1992; Guyer 2008; Bear 2014); 
this body of literature contends that the ways we narrate, experience, and theorise 
time are informed by our social realities and our engagements with the spaces we 
occupy and traverse. With this realization, time and space, which were often used 
as separate scales of analysis, are increasingly brought into conversation (for exa-
mple, see Massey 2006; Nielsen 2017), principally through geographical imaginaries 
of linear time (Hodges 2008). In this section, I outline this linear time-space pattern, 
prevalent throughout the social sciences and beyond, and pinpoint its origin in Eu-
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ro-American capitalist thought. I then tie this conception of temporality to tourism, 
and show that the bridging of space and time is particularly topical at a moment 
when their comingling is heightened through technologies of travel and through the 
increased movements of people and goods across the globe (Harvey 1989; Comaroff, 
Comaroff and Weller 2001; Cresswell 2006). I go on to show how the Caribbean, and 
more specifically tourism in Trench Town, is an opportune place to look at how this 
dominant conception of linear time can be contested. 

Capitalism, by speeding up the movements of objects of consumption and consu-
mers, has had a strong impact on how we conceive and experience time (Massey 
2006; Cresswell 2006; Guyer 2008). During Europe’s industrialisation, seasonal and 
cyclical understandings of time that had been based in agriculture were replaced by 
the idea that time should be measured by the clock (Goody 1991; Goodwin-Hawkins 
2012) and that time unfurls in a linear movement.25 This industrial change to the 
way we ‘keep’ time has become shorthand for the temporal experience of moder-
nity. Capitalism’s focus on output, profit, and continuous growth (Harvey 2011), or 
its ‘pre-eminence as a wealth generator’ (Wright 2005 in Guyer 2008, 412), frames 
time as a march towards economic development and progress, as made apparent 
in the popular saying ‘time is money’. The prevailing metaphors we use to work in 
and through this epoch of globalised capitalism are largely informed by these no-
tions of advancement and linearity. When not cognitively drawn as a line or an ar-
row, time is imagined to flow forward, and we use these representations to order our 
social experiences, like a sort of time-map (Gell 1992) that locates the past in the 
distance, in the opposite direction of the unfolding future (Hodges 2008; Bear 2014; 
Thomas 2016). This geometric pattern of linearity infuses our experiences of being 
in time and space, and it lies at the heart of much mainstream anthropological theo-
ry (Hodges 2008). 

Although the idea that the past is ‘behind’ us whilst we stride ever ‘forward’ is a pro-
duct of capitalist imaginings of progress (Goodwin-Hawkins 2012), time-as-flow has 
been cast as a hegemonic truth, a universal reality, obscuring other chronotypes 
(Bear 2014). One of the implications of this temporal ontology is that it has enabled 
the imaginary pegging of places, peoples, and cultures along a chronological arrow, 
from past to future. There is a repository of vocabulary, used both in academic disci-
plines and everyday speech, that serves to situate places along the flow of time. For 
example, so-called developing countries are situated in a temporality that strives to 

25   For a discussion of agricultural sidereal time to capitalist linear time in Britain’s post Enlighten-

ment period, see Bryonny Goodwin-Hawkins 2012.



TOURING TRENCH TOWN

108

catch up with ‘modern times’; ‘developed’ countries are located in the present, whilst 
‘emerging’ economies and nations are cast as places that are catching up and be-
coming contemporaneous. Various rhythms are associated with these geographical 
temporalities, with ‘developing’ nations portrayed as ‘slow-paced’ or ‘relaxed’, whilst 
‘modern’ areas are described as ‘fast’ and ‘connected’. Transposed onto the world, 
this cognitive time-map grossly divides space into charts that echo the West/non-
West binary. Appadurai writes that it creates ‘spatiotemporal dislocations between 
First and Third World countries, incarcerating whole populations in categories of 
relative backwardness and excluding them from the global future as determined 
and represented by the neoliberal West’ (quoted in Basu and Modest 2015, 13). With 
the West occupying the developed present, places that are far removed from it are 
projected as being either far behind in time or slowly catching up. Spatialising time 
in these terms essentially denies those in ‘developing’ or ‘emerging’ countries the 
possibility of sharing the same temporal framework as people in the ‘developed’ 
West. This denial of coevalness (Fabian 1983) is in effect a pervasive form of tempo-
ral Othering. As I later show in this section, this temporal Othering, or production of 
difference, does not only take place at the macro-level or global scale. It also happens 
at the level of the city. 

In this chapter, I am concerned with how this temporal Othering – a by-product of 
Euro-American spatial imaginations of time – is mobilised in tourism. Because tou-
rism relies on the interplay between geography, time, and preconceptions tourists 
have of the Other (Galani-Moutafi 2000), conversations that link time and space are 
intimately relevant to understanding its ramifications. Tourism is contingent on an 
economy of consumption and the development of travel technologies that challenge 
temporal and spatial notions of near and far. For tourists, moving through space and 
time to encounter difference is a key aspect of the journey and a potentially cathartic 
experience. During their travels, many tourists seek to escape the familiar to expe-
rience a dissimilarity that is often measured in terms of distance from their homes 
(see Holland and Huggan 1998). While some tourists might search to explore ‘fast-
paced’ cities and ‘modern’ or ‘futuristic’ settings, those whose daily routines and ri-
tuals are impacted by ‘cultures of speed’ often venture in search of places where the 
rhythms and tempos of life are slow or relaxed. They wish to suspend the tempo of 
their everyday life and be transported to a time perceived as preceding technology, 
an essentially pre-modern place, where the wealthy – and stressed – Euro-American 
tourist can enjoy the tranquillity of a simpler era. Tourism offers the opportunity to 
encounter the Other, fixed in a timeless, unchanging present (Pratt 1985, 120; see 
also Fabian 1983) and to travel along the arrow of time, from the ‘developed North’ to 
the disenfranchised, ‘stuck-in-time South’. 
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Amongst other places, this phenomenon is particularly apparent in the numerous 
advertisements that promote destinations as ‘untouched’ and of ‘timeless beauty’, 
and natural sites that have ‘arrested time’. Figure 3.1., a recent advertisement for 
a trip to Cuba by Royal Caribbean Cruises gives an example of this temporal narra-
tive.26

Although the Caribbean is often described as a region of arresting beauty – ‘where 
yesterday lives today’, as the text in the ad reads – it is also a place from which pre-
vailing narratives of ‘time as flow’ can be efficiently contested. The Caribbean’s geo-
graphic and economic situation complicates the idea that countries in the ‘Global 
South’ or with ‘developing economies’ are pre-modern. Indeed, as a geographical 
space, the region fits awkwardly in the global division of space along temporal coor-
dinates. It is comprised of so-called ‘developing’ nations, yet the hour-long flight that 
connects some islands to cities like Miami situates the archipelago firmly in the he-
mispheric North, as the third frontier to the United States. But it is not just the phy-
sical location of the Caribbean that confounds the temporal maps that situate coun-
tries along time’s flow. As Michel Trouillot (1992) notes, the Caribbean is inexorably 
historical. It is a place where past and present continuously overlap, and it is a place 
from which prevailing Euro-American notions of time have been challenged (Smith 
1962). The region’s history of colonization, slavery, and indentured labour, and its 
forced (de)mobilisation of people and coercive industrialization have created a so-
cioeconomic and cultural context that is described as ‘modern in some way, even be-
fore Europe itself’ (Mintz 1996, 289). If modernity in a capitalist epoch is understood 
as the ownership of the means of production and their operation for profit and glo-
balization, then the Caribbean has ‘always-already been modern’ (Thomas 2016, 2; 
see also Modest 2012; Modest and Jaffe 2014). 

There is a contradiction then, between tourism narratives that cast the Caribbean 
as a slow, relaxed place of the past and the geographical and economic realities of 
the region, which unequivocally present it as modern. The fact that temporal ima-
ginations of the Caribbean as modern and of the past can coexist simultaneously 
suggests that the Caribbean is multitemporal. Looking at various Euro-American ca-
lendars, Laura Bear (2014) shows that modern times and places have always been 
heterochronic. Her work challenges the notion that Western linear notions of time, 
rooted in discourses of capitalism, evolution, and Christianity, are to be equated 

26   There is something specific about Cuba’s socialist history, and its closing off from the American 

capitalist market for decades, that, for Euro-Americans places the island outside of prevailing imag-

inaries of (capitalist) linear time. This temporal understanding of Cuba further emphasizes the nar-

rative that places the Caribbean as a place of the past.
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Figure 3.1.  

Caribbean cruise online advertisement, 2016
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with contemporaneity (Bear 2014; see also Thomas 2016). Instead, Bear suggests, 
plural chronotypes are an integral part of the experience of modernity. Despite a 
characterisation of time as linear, unitary, and progressive, people’s experiences of 
time across spaces are always plural (Bear 2014; Goodwin-Hawkins 2012). Resting 
on Bear’s proposition that modern times (and places) are heterochronous, the eth-
nographic section of this chapter first explores the tourism narratives that portray 
Trench Town as a pre-modern place, and then shows how locals negotiate those pre-
vailing narratives by mobilising alternative temporalities. 

In the following section, I analyse how ideas of linear time permeate tourism in 
Kingston and inform the way tourists are invited to experience, consume, and sense 
Trench Town. I look at how Trench Town is imagined by uptowners and foreigners to 
represent the city’s past, showing how linear temporalities are applied to places in 
Kingston. I show how difference is produced through this imagining of other places 
as belonging to different epochs in a process I call temporal Othering that is linked to 
perceptions of poverty. Through the empirical material that anchors this chapter, I 
show that these multiple temporal frames are dialectically linked to social and ma-
terial inequalities within the neighbourhood. The final part of the chapter concen-
trates on alternative temporal experiences of place mobilised by Trench Town resi-
dents, which illuminate a temporal disjuncture within Trench Town. Identifying and 
navigating various temporalities within the Trench Town tourism landscape allows 
stakeholders to leverage temporal topographies to their financial and social advan-
tage, in an attempt to level out some of these inequalities and to gain financial profit. 

Temporal Othering in Trench Town

Because modern times are often theorised and experienced at a global level (Appadu-
rai 1981; Fabian 1983), the Othering that is enabled when we imagine time as flow is 
often carried out on macro scales, with entire countries, continents or hemispheres 
locked into asynchronous realities. But, as I show, temporal Othering also takes place 
at the level of the city. Using tourism in Trench Town as a case study, I analyse the 
denial of coevalness within urban settings, pointing to the intimate links between 
temporal Othering and the perceptions of the Other’s relative poverty. The Jamaican 
Urban Transport Company (JUTC) tours I analyse below illustrate how Kingston’s in-
ner-city communities, often cast as out of bounds, or ‘no-go’ areas, are also narrated 
as temporally distant from wealthier uptown neighbourhoods. Kingston’s inner-city 
residents are thus not only criminalised and marginalised, they are also constructed 
as belonging to a different epoch.
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Toward the end of the summer 2015, the JUTC decided to set up several Kingston 
and Port Royal bus tours, which included the ‘Spirit of Reggae’ trip. I’d first heard 
about these new tours whilst in the Culture Yard. I’d seen Bird cleaning the grounds 
on a Saturday evening and try to come up with a solution to get the toilets working 
despite the island-wide drought and Kingston’s water shortage. He was expecting 
the first busload of visitors the following day. The tours were also advertised on the 
radio, blaring through the robot taxi speakers as I drove in or out of Trench Town. 
Bird and Jane had seemed somewhat excited about these tours. Not only did they 
promise a secure source of income should they gain popularity but they also had the 
peculiarity of catering primarily to national tourists. For Perry this was important. It 
‘means something’, he said, ‘[that] Black people are interested in coming to Trench 
Town and exploring their roots’. Perry’s comment caught my attention. I was intri-
gued by this idea that Trench Town could represent both a geographical and tem-
poral point of origin for Jamaicans, as if all Kingstonians were thought to have once 
emanated from this downtown community, reiterating the somewhat tired trope that 
situated the roots of Blackness in spaces of poverty. I soon found that the JUTC bus 
tour relied on similar narratives that imagined Trench Town as a place of the past 
and the authentic source of Jamaican culture. 

The JUTC bus tours began at the Halfway Tree Bus Centre. Chirpy tour guides in bri-
ght yellow shirts welcomed guests aboard the air-conditioned bus – similar to those 
that circulated along the public transport routes – and handed out maps of the day’s 
itinerary. The guides were attentive, kind, and well informed, and their enthusiasm 
set a pleasant tone for the day-trip, which started with a stop at the Bob Marley mu-
seum. This museum was the city’s most important attraction. The house, situated in 
the uptown area of Liguanea, was where the artist moved after having achieved in-
ternational fame. After his death, it was transformed into a museum that includes a 
café selling ‘Marley Coffee’ and muffins, and a gift shop. The house boasted small ob-
jects and original furniture, displayed for the visitor’s benefit, but not to be touched 
or photographed. Halfway through the tour, as visitors walked towards the upstairs 
bedrooms, they passed a room full of album covers pinned to the wall. In a corner 
stood a little shack with 45 rpm records hanging on strings from the ceiling. The 
shack was a replica of a 1970s Trench Town record shop, complete with zinc panel-
ling, and was described by the guide as what ‘Bob Marley’s record store in Trench 
Town looked like; this is the real Trench Town stuff, where it all started!’ The uptown 
museum is where the musician’s path ended in success, and with wealth, as opposed 
to the start of his career, which began in poverty, downtown. The record shop repli-
ca, which illustrated Bob Marley’s pre-glory days in a different neighbourhood, was 
at odds with the rest of the exhibition. It was a museal display of poverty, a visual 
illustration of the aesthetics of destitution, which included zinc, but did not engage 
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the visitors’ other senses. Rather the air conditioning of the room, the smell of the 
fair-trade coffee parlour outside, the guides rehearsed narrative, along with the on-
site cinema room we later visited, and which showcased documentaries about the 
superstar, made visitors experience the museum as a wealthier structure than its 
Trench Town counterpart, the Culture Yard. 

When visitors were ushered back onto the bus, and told about the Culture Yard, the 
JUTC guide’s scripted narrative cast the downtown community as the cradle of reg-
gae and Rasta. Going to Trench Town was framed as a sort of time travel, a journey 
to the origins of Jamaican culture, and a place that had not changed much since. It 
featured as the foundational place of a musical style that had spread throughout the 
globe, mixing with other sounds and evolving into various genres, including dance-
hall, dub, hip hop, and drum’n’bass. ‘It is where Bob Marley grew up, and it is the 
point of origin’, the tour guide stressed, as the bus made its way downtown, Bob Mar-
ley’s 1977 ‘Natural Mystic’ playing on the bus’s speakers.

As both Perry’s framing of Trench Town and the JUTC bus tours suggest, it is not just 
distance from the global West that is thought of as a hallmark of the past. Geographi-
cal imaginaries that associate different places with different epochs also operate at 
the level of the city. Places may be pegged along the line of time at a global level, but 
this process also happens at all geographical scales, between continents and coun-
tries, between the city and the countryside, and between different neighbourhoods 
within a city. Temporal Othering is a relational exercise in which one place is ima-
gined and described as less modern or earlier in comparison to another. As exem-
plified by the cruise advertisement, this means that in tourism, the Caribbean can 
be seen as frozen in time compared to the neighbouring United States. At the same 
time, different areas of a city like Kingston can be portrayed as more or less modern. 
In the following section I propose that a key aspect of temporal Othering lies in the 
variations in wealth between compared places.

EXPERIENCING POVERTY THROUGH TEMPORAL OTHERING

Temporal Othering is never solely a question of geography: it is also intimately linked 
to poverty and its aesthetics. What is cognitively associated with the idea of a place 
being ‘back in time’ or ‘before modernity’ is its lack of economic wealth, and for the 
day-trippers embarked on the ‘Spirit of Reggae’ tour, the aesthetic quality of dis-
possession that was revealed as the bus left Liguanea and approached Trench Town 
matched their romanticised idea of Kingston’s past. Through the bus windows, they 
saw the cityscape change, the large concrete structures of New Kingston giving way 
to narrower streets, smaller houses, ungated housing schemes, and battered cars. 
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The poverty and deterioration seen as they approached Trench Town echoed glamo-
rised ideas of simplicity, and this plainness was in turn associated to ‘early times’ or 
‘old days’. A TripAdvisor comment posted in 2016 about a tour in the neighbourhood 
makes this association explicit: 

‘a dusk drive through Trench Town captures the essence of Kingston 
and brings you back to Bob Marley’s 1970s. Kids home from school, 
parents chilling outside houses painted in wacky murals and colours, 
washing hanging out, bonfires and loud music playing’.27 

For many visitors, venturing to Trench Town is like entering a different epoch, 
connected to the golden era of reggae. Zinc fencing and roofing, the knotted electri-
cal lines (entangled as residents illegally connected themselves to the city’s power 
lines), and the pastel, washed-over colours of old paint were all indicators of poverty 
interpreted as hallmarks of authenticity, of things left unaltered by time and uns-
poilt by outsiders. They fed tourism discourses of poverty-as-authenticity, wherein 
zinc, dust, and precarious households have come to symbolise the ‘non-commercia-
lised’ and ‘natural world’ (see Mostafanezhad 2013). Kingston’s poorest were thus 
imagined by tourists as living with the essentials, in a place – and time – where the 
bare minimum is sufficient to ensure happiness, and where values and desires are 
not as materialistic as they are in wealthier settings, where people give way to the 
frivolities of consumption. As a young German volunteer who taught music in the 
Culture Yard said to me once: ‘here, people have their priorities straight, not like us 
with all our Mac and iPhone and “buy, buy, buy” bullshit’. Here, the material poverty 
of the ‘developing World’ is put in opposition to the cultural poverty and superficia-
lity of the Global North and pockets of wealth within the South (see Mostafanezhad 
2013). This confounding of authenticity with poverty is temporalised through the 
stereotype that the good old days were simpler.

In Trench Town, these aesthetics of the past-as-poverty were also made accessible 
to visitors in the form of local souvenirs. While some were sold in the Culture Yard’s 
small gift shop, others were available directly from local craftsmen such as Cat, who 
ran the Trench Town Art’s Centre and made clay figurines that he sold to visitors. 
Brian had included a stop at Cat’s studio as part of his package and after their tour 
of the Culture Yard and their stop at the Home for the Elderly, he took his athletes 

27   Review posted on TripAdvisor by ‘Jamie2015’ on the 28 June 2016 https://www.tripadvisor.in/Show-

UserReviews-g147310-d576689-r387270146-Trench_Town-Kingston_Kingston_Parish_Jamaica.

html
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to visit Cat. On the day I joined the athletes’ tour of Trench Town, Cat had been wor-
king arduously, adding the finishing touches and varnish to a series of clay figurines 
of little lacrosse players dressed in Jamaican colours. A group of kids were at the 
back, sculpting their own clay objects as part of a summer camp. Miss Rhonda, Cat’s 
80-plus-year-old security guard, was lying on a bench at the workshop’s entrance, 
wearing her ‘Made in Trench Town’ T-shirt. Brian introduced Cat and explained to 
his young visitors that he was born in Trench Town but grew up in Canada, and re-
cently decided to come back to his homeland to do good. ‘He uses clay from the area 
and uses the same methods as Africans use to make bricks, which is pretty cool. Most 
artefacts in the developed world are made in China so it’s really special to have these 
things made locally’, Brian explained. This description conjured up prevailing ima-
ginaries in which Africa is a continent of the past, a place of tradition and authenti-
city, where simple earthly materials such as clay are used to fashion real, long-las-
ting artefacts. In opposition, ‘emerging’ economies, such as China, have saturated 
‘developed’ countries with their perceived inauthentic, cheap, and ephemeral goods. 
While Brian celebrated the authenticity of Cat’s work, and the tourists revelled in the 
aesthetic pleasure of holding a locally made object ‘using the same methods as Afri-
cans’, politically loaded questions as to how Cat managed to keep his business afloat 
in circumstances of poverty were overshadowed.

Both the JUTC’s and Brian’s tours of Trench Town exemplify how temporal Othe-
ring occurs at the level of the city.28 These tours also show how temporal Othering 
is linked to the perception of poverty and to the commodification of objects such 
as Cat’s statuettes. Conjointly, these ethnographic accounts point toward the dialec-
tic between representations of places as past and the economic trials residents of 
low-income areas deal with. Furthermore, they indicate how both time and poverty 
become objects of consumption. Through the clay figurines, visitors could buy and 
hold objects described to them as pre-modern, made with ancient techniques, and 
created in a place still in the past. Grasping these objects, tourists were invited to ex-
perience and feel another temporality. By paying brokers like Brian or the JUTC, and 
purchasing the souvenirs made by craftsmen like Cat, tourists consumed bygone 
days. The guides careful curating of the corporeal and embodied experience of visi-
tors made the past tangible, and it is this sensorial dimension of the consumption of 
time that I explore in the following section.

28   Brian’s tours also took the young athletes outside of the city to Nine Mile the birth place of Bob Mar-

ley. This rural area was framed as further removed in time from Kingston and Trench Town. Brian 

described the area as a place where ‘nothing moves, nothing’s changed there’.
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SENSING THE PAST

Poverty and time are made sensible to visitors not only by guides but also through 
curatorial museum choices. This section outlines how tourists are invited to expe-
rience the past through the museum’s exhibition, which displays objects once belon-
ging to Tata Ford and Bob Marley with nostalgic respect and simplicity. The resto-
ration of the building also serves to heighten the feeling that in the museum, things 
are ‘as they once were’. In venues like the Culture Yard, the tourists’ five senses are 
activated to validate the impression of time travelling. While guides narrate the jour-
ney to Trench Town as a form of time travel back to the origin of reggae, and the roots 
of Jamaican culture and Black identity, movement within the Culture Yard is also 
portrayed as a temporal journey. Like the tours of the neighbourhood, this museal 
sensing of the past is intimately linked to sensing poverty.

The way the museum is organised invites visitors along a narrative that takes them 
from the 1930s to the 1970s, suggesting that movement in space happens both in and 
through time. The rest of the exhibition conveys the impression that life inside the 
museum has not changed since Bob Marley’s death. It gives the sense that the Culture 
Yard is stuck in the 1970s. I emphasise the word sense here because it is precisely 
through sensorial stimuli that this temporal narrative is experienced and confirmed. 
Our senses and bodily experiences are socially shaped and therefore influenced by 
various different social orders and ideologies (Low 2005, 398), including notions of 
time and space. In Kingston, as well as in the museum, the ways visitors are invited 
to move through space, to smell the aromas in the air, and to taste the foods there 
play an important part in confirming or contradicting romanticised imaginaries of 
places as pre-modern. These aesthetic and embodied experiences of place engage 
tourists in a ‘sensuous geography’ (Rodaway 1994), and they play a role in the pro-
duction of the Other and temporal alterity. Here I detail some of the movements, 
smells, and sounds that allow tourists to sample and ultimately consume the Culture 
Yard as a place of the past, thereby highlighting the role of the senses in the commo-
dification of time.

The Culture Yard explored the community’s past as well as Bob Marley’s youth, and it 
constituted the bulk of formal, though sporadic, tourism activities in the neighbou-
rhood. A tall gate, painted red, green, and yellow surrounded the museum. Because 
the gate was always shut, my first impression, and a recurring one many times af-
terwards, was that the museum was closed. I had to push my way into the courtyard, 
almost like an intruder, to find a beautiful mango tree to the left, with benches in its 
shade. Bird, the groundskeeper, usually sat there to catch a little breeze or smoke a 
chalice pipe when he was not busy repairing or adding something to the U-shaped 
tenement. Often, a group of about four men, most of whom were Rastas, sat with Bird 
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smoking and ‘reasoning’, commenting on the latest news, or napping. These men 
hung out in the yard, helping out with maintenance, and sometimes gave neighbou-
rhood tours when Jane and Perry were otherwise engaged. Behind the tree, Jane’s 
and Bird’s offices were side by side. Jane, the chief tour guide, never hung out in 
front, but stayed in her office to which wandering tourists were directed by the young 
men at the entrance. 

After being directed to Jane’s office, and having organised and paid for their tour, 
visitors sat under the mango tree, waiting for their designated guide to take them 
around. This pause allowed them to enjoy the slight breeze that, carried in from the 
nearby coast, was best felt when sitting in the shade. Under the tree’s canopy, visitors 
sat in a ‘Government Yard in Trench Town’, reminded of the lyrics of Bob Marley’s 
1974 ‘No Woman No Cry’. This break between the moment of travel towards Trench 
Town and the start of the museum tour operated as a rhythmic pause. It signalled a 
change in tempo, a slowing down of movements, and it marked the beginning of a 
temporal voyage that took visitors from room to room in an exploration of the com-
munity’s history and Bob Marley’s youth. Each room, which used to house an entire 
family, was now dedicated to a separate part of the stories of Trench Town and Bob 
Marley. This nostalgia was emphasised by the museum’s building, returned to its 
original look after half a century of disrepair. Restored in the late 1990s by Ben, the 
young architect who now managed the space from afar, the building had an identical 
communal structure to the other houses along First Street: a wide U-shaped tene-
ment with a small front garden and an inside courtyard. However, it was the only 
building on the street and the nearby blocks that still maintained this structure in a 
recognisable way. The other houses had weathered storms, poor maintenance, and 
multiple extensions, making their initial shape hard to distinguish. In the Culture 
Yard, visitors could see and experience the government’s original 1930s plan for the 
area. As I detail hereafter, the exhibition layout invited visitors to progress through 
the building along a temporal pattern. 

The first few rooms of the museum brought visitors from the 1930s to the 1970s. 
The museum’s first rooms focused on the community’s history. The narrative started 
with the Trench family’s land, and illustrated, with the help of aerial photographs 
taken over the span of three decades, the land’s development from colonial farm into 
a government-designed working-class community. The second room zoomed in on 
the Culture Yard’s architecture, with maps and drawings of the neighbourhood’s dis-
tinctive communal housing designs pinned to the wall. This emphasis on architec-
ture, and on the role of government yards in fostering creativity and strong interfa-
mily social networks, provided a way to engage tourists who were not that interested 
in reggae or familiar with the life and work of Bob Marley. The third room addressed 
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the political instability that affected Kingston in the 1970s and 1980s, linking the 
conflicts of the time to the music that was produced during those decades. The walls 
of this room were covered in newspaper clippings that contextualised much of Bob 
Marley’s music. This first part of the exhibit traced the history of Trench Town and 
set the scene. The following parts of the exhibition focused more directly on Bob 
Marley and the 1970s, rendering that decade through the choice of objects exhibited.

Bob Marley’s mentor, Vincent ‘Tata’ Ford, had lived in the fourth room where a bed 
and a couple of photographs were exhibited, while the fifth room was described as 
having once been a communal kitchen as well as the place where Rita and Bob Mar-
ley shared a single bed and allegedly conceived their first son, Ziggy Marley. For 
those familiar with Bob Marley’s music, this part of the exhibit reminded them of 
the lyrics of his 1978 song ‘Is This Love’, in which he mentions sharing a single bed. 
This created a link between visitors’ present-day experiences of strolling through 
the museum and past memories of listening to Bob Marley’s music. It operated like a 
Proust madeleine, bringing back recollections sensorially and infusing the tourism 
experience with nostalgia.

The objects exhibited in the museum rooms were mostly collected by Ben, who, 
through his interest in government housing structures, had found photographs and 
maps of what the area was initially designed to look like. The other objects belonged 
to Bob Marley – his old guitar, a bed, a Volkswagen minivan. As discussed in the pre-
vious chapter, there is a synergy between buildings and people, and the ways we are 
invited to experience architecture, to move in landscapes, or smell and touch places, 
are intimately linked to the ways we work through and with time. Walking around the 
museum allowed visitors to learn about communal housing and also to experience 
the shape of a government yard; through the building’s form, they were invited to 
feel the past in what historians call a historical sensation (Huizinga 1920; Benschop 
2009). 

All senses were summoned to participate in this temporal voyage. The lack of air 
conditioning let the heat sink into the skin, as it would have ‘back in the day’, while 
the odour of the cooking that took place as guides or community members prepared 
their meals conferred the museum with a lived in, homely smell, laced with whiffs of 
the ganja smoked by the young men who sat under the mango tree at the entrance. 
In Tata Ford’s room, tourists could see inscriptions left on the wall, touch the bed he 
had slept on, or let their fingers trace the walls and window panels as they walked 
from one area to the next. Tourists were invited to stroll and sit in the Yard, on the 
ground, or on the steps. They were sometimes offered a smoke or cornmeal por-
ridge, or bought a beer, which they consumed on the benches while listening to the 
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young men talk in Patwa. For those lucky enough to be there at the right time, like 
the lacrosse athletes, mango season made the museum abundant with the fruit, al-
lowing the tourists’ mouths to become syrupy and their hands to get sticky with the 
tastes and textures of the Yard. It was an intimate, sensorial experience that tourists 
associated with authenticity. In conversations I had with them in the Culture Yard, 
several tourists emphasized that Culture Yard tours ‘felt real’ when describing their 
Trench Town experience.

Tourists were also invited to listen to Mike, a local reggae artist and main singer of 
the group Livin Kultcha, while he worked on his recordings in the in-house music 
studio. Mike would play his music or sing for visitors, and often used this opportu-
nity to market his band’s CDs. In the final part of the tour, Perry, who lived in the last 
room of the tenement, introduced the tourists to his art work before taking them 
behind the building for an esoteric lecture on the nature and power of stones and an 
introduction to the Rastafari concepts of ‘livity’ and ‘one love’. Mike’s and Perry’s in-
terventions infused the museum with a dynamic ‘lived-in’ quality that gave tourists 
the feeling that this is what the tenement yards were like back when Bob Marley was 
still alive. Upon hearing Toby, one of the young men in the Yard, improvise a couple 
of dub style verses about life in the ghetto, a middle-aged American couple who were 
visiting exclaimed ‘I love it! These sounds! This is the real aspect of poverty, the au-
thentic stuff!’, their comment drawing a direct connection between their sensorial 
experience of hearing Toby sing, the poverty they witnessed and their perception 
of authenticity. With Mike’s soft roots reggae floating around the museum,29 as if 
impermeable to the diversification of Jamaican (and Caribbean) musical culture, 
the Culture Yard maintained an ‘authentic’ flare. Perry’s esoteric Rasta vernacular, 
which left many visitors perplexed but enchanted, further strengthened this feeling 
of authenticity. 

This corporeal experience of the museum as an authentic place was essential, for des-
pite Ben’s efforts to find and show archives and significant objects of musical rele-
vance, there were few items on display aside from photographs and the famous guitar. 
Several tourists had complained about the paucity of objects exhibited, and these cri-
ticisms were relayed onto travel forums such as TripAdvisor. However, most reviewers 
agreed that the conversations and interactions with the guides and the general ‘feel’ of 
the museum made up for the lack of artefacts. As a satisfied reviewer wrote:

29   Roots reggae is a subgenre of reggae. Influenced by the Rastafari movement, its lyrical content re-

flected concerns with social issues, spirituality and Black pride. For more on the history of Reggae, 

see Dave Thompson’s (2002) Reggae & Caribbean Music.
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‘Interesting and Moving: this is a living, breathing museum giving not 
only some history of Bob Marley, his fellow musicians (e.g. Vincent 
Ford’s bedroom) and of Trench Town and it inhabitants over the years, 
but a flavour of life as it is now in Trench Town. Perry showed us round 
and his passion for the exhibits was inspiring. He was able to explain 
the photographs and exhibits, and even point himself out in some of the 
photographs from earlier times. We also got to see music in the making 
and purchased some raw reggae music from Livin Kultcha’.30 

This TripAdvisor post confirms that the museum experience is a dynamic and sen-
sorial one, where interactions with the guides, combined with the exhibit, offer ‘raw’ 
or authentic ‘flavours’ of life. Tours gave the impression that the sounds, narratives, 
and language of the Culture Yard had not been altered for the visitors’ benefit, and 
had probably not been impacted by the course of time. This desire for authenticity, 
and the sensorial channels through which this desire was met, effectively created a 
time freeze (Mostafanezhad 2003). It meant that the museum made the past conti-
nuously actual for present-day tourists. 

As the TripAdvisor post highlights, a particular aspect of the Culture Yard was its 
temporal appeal. It exhibited items of the past and the area’s musical history as well 
as being a breathing, sensorial rendition of 1970s Trench Town. The museum’s first 
rooms guided visitors through decades, from the 1930s to the 1970s. Then, the cen-
tral courtyard and Bob Marley statue created a break before tourists entered the mu-
seum’s second wing, comprised of Mike’s and Perry’s studios, through which tourists 
experience life in the Yard ‘as it was back in the day’. The organisation of the Culture 
Yard’s exhibition and the shape of its building ordered visitors senses and sum-
moned them to voyage through time. This curated experience of the past was further 
emphasised by a series of terms and expressions used by guides in the museum. 
Like Brian who had asked his athletes to ‘be here, now’, Jane and Perry advised tou-
rists to ‘take it easy’, and ‘cool down’. To tour or beer orders, guides would respond 
by using the Jamaican Patwa saying ‘soon come’, which temporally inferred a vague, 
indefinite, but certain future, forcing tourists to relax and patiently wait under the 
mango tree. Lounging under the fruit tree in the idle company of the local men who 
were smoking and chatting, visitors marvelled at the abundance of time. They no-
ticed how the pace had slowed down, how their bodies mellowed in the heat and how 

30   TripAdvisor post by ‘Caymangirl’, 3rd December 2015. https://www.tripadvisor.com/ShowUserRe-

views-g147310-d3492922-r330507052-Trench_Town_Culture_Yard-Kingston_Kingston_Parish_

Jamaica.html#REVIEWS



121

those around them seemed to amble along their daily tasks without haste or pres-
sure. As exposed earlier in this chapter, tourists often associated slow tempos with 
imaginaries of pre-modern or anterior places. Sensing ‘place-as-past’ was an expe-
rience that arrested time and allowed tourists to escape the increasingly rapid flow 
they were subjected to in places they positioned in the present, or in the overwhel-
ming speed of modernity. Locals took their time, and in the Culture Yard, visitors 
paid to experience this, without questioning the wider dynamics (such as unemploy-
ment rate) that made many Kingstonians time rich yet resource poor (Wardle 2017). 
However, as I show in the next part of this chapter, residents and local tourism actors 
negotiated, used, and subverted imaginaries of Trench Town as ‘stuck-in-time’.

Time-tricking with music

An analysis of the Culture Yard museum, shows how the temporal Othering enabled 
by capitalist linear time happens both through the senses and at the scale of the city, 
and is contingent on sensing authenticity and poverty. However, it is also at these lo-
cal and sensory scales that temporal Othering is contested. In this section, I discuss 
how locals negotiate the narratives and sensorial experiences that cast Trench Town 
and the Culture Yard in the past through music. Music offers a profound sensory point 
through which to investigate agency in relation to temporal imaginaries (Bear 2016, 
496). Soundscapes alter and condition perceptions of temporality (Shannon 2003) and 
music is ‘a condensed temporal artefact that can help us understand how various as-
pects of social time appear simultaneously in action’ (Bear 2016, 496; see also Born 
2015). I start by exploring the literature that posits that multiple temporal patterns 
can coexist in a given place. Then I engage with scholars who explore how people navi-
gate these temporalities in what Roxana Morosanu and Felix Ringel (2016) coin ‘time-
tricking’. I extend their proposition to show how local tourism actors in Trench Town 
time-trick imaginaries of place-as-past, leveraging this negotiation to derive capital. 

Unpacking how temporal narratives are contested entails analysing the mutual in-
terdependence of time and space (Massey 2005), as networks of representations, tech-
nologies, disciplines, and rhythms in time (Bear 2014). Cities, as points where people, 
materialities, movements, and times congeal, offer the opportunity to observe how 
different temporalities come into friction (Sassen 1999; Nielsen 2017). Studying the 
multiple temporalities present at the scale of the city, Nielsen (2017) proposes that we 
address the comingling of time and urban space as an array of arrangements he calls 
‘temporal topographies’. Nielsen describes these as volatile configurations – or ways 
that space opens itself up to time – that synchronise social life, without dominating 
the urban landscape. I find Nielsen’s concept useful to work through how cities are 
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characterised by multiple temporalities, which converge in the city in an assortment of 
constellations, in a theoretical proposition that draws from contextualist approaches 
and assemblage thinking. But beyond the notion that ‘cities are composed by over-
lapping, colliding and often disjunctive temporal topographies’ (Nielsen 2017, 403) 
I suggest that there are dynamic struggles between these temporal topographies. It 
is at the intersections of these spatio-temporal arrangements that claims to Trench 
Town’s budding tourism industry are negotiated and that the community is imagined 
and created.    

In Trench Town, the music that was played in and around the Culture Yard revealed 
that there were additional temporal framings of the neighbourhood that locals mo-
bilised. By promoting and playing different musical genres, residents challenged the 
prevailing narrative that cast Trench Town as a neighbourhood of the past. By paying 
attention to the ways tourism stakeholders used and understood music, I point to 
the multiple temporalities that exist within a given place. These alternative tempo-
ralities, which I identify through their sonic expressions, challenged prevailing ideas 
of modern time as linear and of places pegged along this line. The act of negotiating 
temporal topographies has been described by Morosanu and Ringel (2016) as a form 
of time-tricking. These scholars emphasise that time-tricking is a form of temporal 
agency that we all use to navigate the various temporalities that inform our everyday 
lives. I argue that time-tricking, as used by Trench Town tourism brokers, is also a tool 
through which different temporalities of Trench Town are made sensible to tourists, 
and a process from which guides can derive profit. People can deploy time-tricking to 
practice different temporal topographies, audible through their musical choices and 
preferences. This opens the possibility of exploring how temporal inequalities and, in 
a ripple effect, social disparities, are challenged. While not dominant in tourism nar-
ratives and experiences, these alternate temporal topographies are important because 
they allow the possibility of challenging the forces that freeze Trench Town in the ma-
terial scarcity that has become synonymous with place-as-past.

Using musical examples, including Jane’s dancehall party and Cat’s choice of back-
ground music, I show that the temporal maps that cast the neighbourhood as a place 
of the past are continuously negotiated. People work with and through this layering 
of chronotypes in Trench Town, and use them to their advantage to contest the pre-
vailing time-freeze of Trench Town and to generate financial gain or social capital. 

DANCEHALL IN THE YARD

I wondered what it meant for Jane, Bird, Perry, Mike, and the others, who pass 
through, hang around, or stay in the Culture Yard to be trapped in this temporal 
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vortex, to be preserved or to be imagined as hallmarks of the past. This question 
became salient through the choice of music played in the Culture Yard. I knew that 
Perry and Bird, both Rastas, listened to Nyahbinghi drumming and reggae. And Mike, 
as a reggae musician, was particularly fond of Bob Marley’s voice and style. These 
mellow musical genres, when played on the Yard’s main speakers, created an atmos-
phere compatible with narratives of the Yard as a place of the past. Jane on the other 
hand, liked dancehall. She listened to reggae, but preferred the sounds and lifestyle 
associated with dancehall, and her passion lay in the organizing and promoting of 
street dances and events. Yet, the music played in the Culture Yard never reflected 
her taste. The only night a dancehall event was organised in the Culture Yard was for 
Jane’s ‘swimwear bash’ birthday party, which was originally supposed to be hosted 
in the empty plot of yellowing grass called the Vin Lawrence Park, across the road 
from the Culture Yard. Eventually, it was held in the museum at the back of the buil-
ding. The recent increase in violent events – and the enduring repercussions of the 
Tivoli incursion five years prior –31 had led authorities to pass a ‘noise abatement act’ 
that prohibited loud music after 10pm, effectively curtailing the number of dances. 
It also meant that patrons had to apply for permits from their local police precinct if 
they wanted to hold a dancehall event. Jane had not obtained such a permit, so she 
had decided to have her party in the late afternoon and the first part of the evening, 
at a time when the museum doors would still be open to the public. Business in the 
Yard had been particularly slow; very few tourists had come to the neighbourhood in 
the past weeks, and it was unlikely that any would wander in during the event. 

I had expected the party to pick up late and end in the wee morning hours like other 
similar neighbourhood parties had done (despite not having permits), but around 
10pm the police shut down the event. During the few hours that the party was held, I 
realised that I had never seen the Culture Yard so filled with locals. The empty space 
at the back was packed. There was drinking and dancing, a festive vibe, and excep-
tionally loud dancehall music. Jane’s party had drawn a large crowd of all ages, who 
bobbed their heads to the latest Vybz Kartel release.32 

In the following days, I heard other local tourism stakeholders (guides and place-pro-
moters) complain about the event and whisper that dancehall was not suitable for 

31   The 2010 Tivoli incursion was an armed conflict that began on the 23rd of May 2010, when securi-

ty forces (military and police force) entered the neighbourhood to execute a warrant of arrest for 

Christopher ‘Dudus’ Coke, a local don and drug dealer, after the United States requested his extra-

dition. During their search for Coke in his neighbourhood of Tivoli gardens, civilians and security 

forces clashed. At least 69 civilians and 3 members of security forces were killed.

32  Vybz Kartel is the stage name of imprisoned dancehall artiste Adidja Palmer.
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such a venue. After all, the ‘Culture Yard is a museum’, a place of culture, and a ‘place 
of business’, they said. These comments seemed to imply that culture and business 
were more compatible with roots reggae and the music of the 1970s than they were 
with contemporary dancehall. Their comments suggested that the Culture Yard as 
a space occupied by locals was restricted by its function as a place of tourism and 
heritage. The locals who lived in and around the Culture Yard seemed tuned into tou-
rist desires and knew that although most people living in the area enjoyed dancehall 
culture, for the sake of tourism (and the business this implied), these elements of 
their daily lives were not to be included in the tourism product. Guides anticipated 
what they imagined to be tourist desires. They knew that visitors travelled to the 
area primarily because of their love of reggae and Bob Marley. Jane’s event exposed 
a slight tension in how the neighbourhood was sonically represented. It showed 
that for many stakeholders in Trench Town, dancehall was a form of music that was 
considered incompatible with tourism imaginaries of Trench Town.

This curatorial choice to showcase reggae and Rasta whilst discarding dancehall and 
pop did not only take place in the Culture Yard, but also occurred in other places, inclu-
ding Cat’s Art Centre. When Cat worked, he often left a car parked just outside the stu-
dio with the front doors ajar and the radio blaring. This was his sound system, and he 
most often chose to listen to dancehall. The local children who came to the Centre for 
workshops during their holidays knew the lyrics and sang along to the popular dance-
hall tunes or play-danced as they continued working on their clay figurines. But, on the 
days that tour groups such as Brian’s lacrosse athletes were expected, Cat would wait 
until the visitors were spotted coming up the road to change the music, so that by the 
time tourists arrived, Bob Marley classics were coming out of the car’s sound system. 
I once asked Cat about the sudden change of music. He laughed ‘you got me there! But 
Marley’s still the king, right?’

Tourism stakeholders like Jane or Cat were well aware of the power and role of reggae 
in maintaining their businesses. They knew that visitors were drawn to the neighbou-
rhood because of its musical heritage and thanks to the prominent figure of Bob Marley, 
both as a musician and as an ambassador of Rastafari. It was therefore important for 
them to cultivate this heritage, transforming Trench Town into a space of mnemonic 
agency – one that could trigger remembrance - where the past was continuously cele-
brated. Part of this involved tuning their musical choices to suit what they perceived to 
be the taste of visitors. This sonic background played into tourism narratives and visi-
tors’ desires of Trench Town as a mellow, slow-paced vestige of the past, and therefore 
was a key element in making the past sensible and consumable for tourists. However, 
while they celebrated the past and the area’s heritage, Jane and Cat did not consider 
themselves as entrapped in that temporality. Instead, they set aside moments during 
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which they lived in a different time. Outside of the presence of tourists, they occupied 
a contemporary space to which the latest dancehall tunes were the soundtrack.

Navigating this temporal duality, which positioned Cat and Jane at the interstice 
between Trench Town-as-past and contemporary-Trench Town, was a necessary skill 
required to make the most of the neighbourhood’s frail tourism industry. Jane and Cat 
tailored their musical choices to suit tourist desires, then switched back to their own 
preferred tunes once the tourists had departed. By changing the soundtrack of visitors’ 
experience of Trench Town, Jane and Cat influenced, and curated, tourists’ sensorial 
understanding of the neighbourhood. By manipulating the auditory environment, 
they tailored Trench Town’s atmosphere to match touristic desires for authenticity 
associated with anterior temporalities. This form of temporal trickery allowed them 
to earn income in an economically precarious position, one in which their livelihood 
was dependent on weather and security, factors that eluded their control yet greatly 
impacted the number of tourists who ventured to the Culture Yard. Jane, for example, 
showed entrepreneurial ingenuity when working through the different sonic temporal 
topographies of Trench Town by supplementing her job at the Culture Yard with the 
organising of dancehall events for residents of neighbouring communities. She was 
part of a network of patrons who set up street dances throughout downtown Kingston. 
Members of the network pledged to participate and bring people to each other’s events, 
thereby ensuring that each party drew enough crowds and alcohol consumers to be fi-
nancially fruitful. Jane was particularly savvy in making her dancehall network bene-
fit from her position in the Culture Yard. To Culture Yard tourists she felt a particular 
affinity with, or to the growing minority of visitors she sensed could be interested by 
Kingston’s nightlife and dancehall scene, she offered a service that would pick them up 
at their hotels, take them to a party, and escort them back in the early hours of the mor-
ning. Juggling both activities, the Culture Yard tours and dancehall events, Jane had 
managed to round out her earnings and had skilfully drawn flows of capital towards 
her in a form of temporal tricking (Morosanu and Ringel 2016). Through this, she had 
eventually bought a car, second-hand – but pristine. Owning her own vehicle had given 
her status in the area, as she now had a visible outward sign of financial security, a fact 
that sparked jealousy from neighbours. 

Conclusion

Because the Culture Yard and Cat’s Art Centre are places dedicated to tourism, the 
guides and brokers who operate there were mindful of what they perceived visitors’ 
desires to be. Because they understood that tourists were passionate about reggae 
and Bob Marley’s musical legacy, they prioritised this music in their venues, making 
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the tourism product they offered correspond sensorially to visitors’ imaginations. 
These desires to hear a certain music when visiting the yard are in part linked to 
tourists imaginaries of Trench Town as a place somewhat stuck in time. Hearing the 
music, touring the museum and its nostalgic display, and smelling ganja and cooking 
fumes all confirmed to tourists that they were in a place that had not changed since 
the golden age of reggae. As the tourist’s review related earlier explained, it brought 
people back to ‘Bob Marley’s 1970s’. 

This imagining and experience of Trench Town as a place of the past is informed by 
prevailing conceptions of time as a linear, forward-moving arrow and the mapping of 
geographical places onto this geometry of time. The assigning of places as belonging 
to different times is a phenomenon I call temporal Othering. Temporal Othering creates 
alterity by identifying those living in a different place as belonging to a different epoch. 
While this is done at a global scale, I argue here that this Othering also takes place at the 
level of the city, whereby some neighbourhoods are seen as behind or in the past when 
compared to more developed and contemporary areas of the city. Temporal Othering 
is linked to how we perceive and sense poverty, and there is a correlation between the 
wealth of an area and its position along the arrow of time. As Bear (2016, 489) posits, 
‘By paying attention to time, we can critique and measure inequality in new ways’. 

Urban residents across the globe are continuously and simultaneously navigating 
various temporal patterns, and temporal negotiations are a crucial element of expe-
riences of inequality. In Trench Town, this was exemplified by Jane’s and Cat’s musi-
cal choices at work, which did not necessarily reflect their own personal tastes. They 
deliberately chose to keep their preferences for other audiences and moments. In 
this sense, these tourism brokers negotiated the temporality ascribed to reggae and 
Bob Marley in Trench Town. They chose the spaces in which to confirm narratives of 
Trench Town as a place of the past, whilst also maintaining areas and moments of 
their daily lives in which to play other music associated with more contemporary tem-
poralities. This play with musical temporalities can be understood as a form of time-
tricking, a way of negotiating the various temporal landscapes that coincide in the city. 
In this instance, oscillating between reggae classics and the latest dancehall releases, 
Cat and Jane time-tricked for profit, engaging in a sensorial economy. They knew how 
to manipulate sonic and temporal experiences to cater to tourism needs and did so in 
exchange for income and social capital, as shown by Jane’s acquisition of a car and her 
growing social status within the area. They crafted a sensorial product, in which cor-
poreal experiences of time and poverty were offered in exchange for remuneration. In 
the following chapter, I detail how guides in Trench Town use a similar exchange logic 
to make violence sensible to tourists. 



127

CHAPTER 4.  
Walking up to No Man’s Land: sensing and 
brokering violence 

I sat in the Culture Yard office, chatting with Bird, the groundkeeper, while he was 
finishing a game of solitaire on the computer. His selection of reggae was playing on 
the Yard’s main speakers, bouncing softly off the walls of the U-shaped tenement, 
lingering in the main courtyard. Young men were hanging out by the gate, smoking a 
weed chalice and chatting under the mango tree’s shade. The air was thick with the 
smell of ganja.

A group of four White women in their early twenties walked through the museum 
gates and were directed towards Jane, the chief tour guide, who occupied the office 
adjacent to Bird’s. As a supplement to the museum tour, visitors could choose to go 
on a walking circuit of the community. Jane often asked Perry — the in-house artist, 
guide, and maintenance man — to do these walking tours, or delegated this task to 
some of the men who otherwise sat under the mango tree. A minute later, Jane called 
out for Perry to take the young women around the museum and the neighbourhood. 
Halfway through their tour of the museum grounds, just as they were passing the 
newly replaced Bob Marley statue, two heavily armed special forces policemen in 
dark blue uniforms and bulletproof vests came running through the front gate, cros-
sing the patio towards the rear of the building. They were shooed out by Jane, who 
calmly stated that whoever they were looking for was not there. The policemen cir-
cled the Yard, disappearing as they jogged out through the gate and round the block. 
This incident lasted less than two minutes and was neither explained nor further 
discussed by anyone present, the event fading as swiftly as the policemen exited. 
I joined the young women as they prepared to embark on their walking tour of the 
community, from First Street – where the Culture Yard is located – to Seventh Street, 
mirroring the path set by Bob Marley’s song ‘Natty Dread’. I eavesdropped as two of 
the tourists conversed in French, discussing the presence of the armed policemen 
who had swept through earlier. They commented on the size of the guns the officers 
were carrying, briefly reminded that they were in a space where bulletproof vests, 
guns, and museums come into contact.

Our little group meandered onto Second Street towards Cedella Booker’s house (a 
singer, writer, and Bob Marley’s mother). It was a slow, warm Sunday afternoon, 
and most residents of the area were going about their business – returning from 
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church, or hanging out on the wide pavement – seemingly undisturbed by our pre-
sence. A woman was getting her hair done. A group of young men sat outside talk-
ing. As we passed, one of them started catcalling us, saying, ‘sugar’, ‘sexy things’, 
and ‘sweetness’. Perry waved him away, telling him to leave us alone. But instead 
of quelling the situation, this irritated the young man who complained vehemently 
in Patwa, asking why Perry always ‘keeps the foreigners to himself’. To the group of 
tourists who did not understand Patwa, the man’s tone and body language appeared 
aggressive and the cause of his discontent was lost in translation. One of the young 
women walked up to our guide and asked shyly, ‘Is it ok for us to be here? I mean, for 
us to walk around like this?’ After being reassured by Perry, who continued walking, 
calmly ignoring the young man, we passed Cedella Booker’s house, where residents 
sat outside in the shade of the crumbling structure. Perry pointed to the house’s de-
relict state but did not engage its residents and we continued towards Third Street 
and onto West Road. 

At the end of West Road, a housing scheme sat incongruously in the middle of the 
asphalt road, blocking traffic. He explained that this building was a consequence 
of the ‘horrors and atrocities we suffered because of the politics’, but made no at-
tempt to further frame the context that had made it possible for a politician to erect 
a concrete building in the middle of a road, effectively drawing the border of his 
political enclave in the 1970s. We walked up West Road towards the housing scheme 
until we reached No Man’s Land, the large unused expanse, I introduced in Chapter 
2. Apart from two houses and a group of goats wandering about the tall grass, this 
stretch of empty terrain extended several blocks down, undisturbed. The wide patch 
of unkempt greenery stood in contrast to the busy residential streets we had walked 
through so far. Here Perry paused to explain that people had been driven out of their 
homes, fleeing Fifth and Sixth Street because of ‘war’, sometime during the seven-
ties. ‘They had to leave, they were run out, like the people in Brazil because of the 
football stadium’, he said. Although the link between Brazil, political violence, and 
this vast piece of wasteland remained nebulous, the young women nodded gravely in 
understanding, one of them remarking: ‘I think I know what you mean’.

We circled back onto Collie Smith Drive, with the dried-out gully running down its 
middle. Perry told us that this was where Jimmy Cliff was filmed in The Harder They 
Come, a classic movie shot in 1972 that describes the trials of a young inner-city man 
who dreams of becoming a famous singer. The young women had never heard of the 
movie. In fact, they admitted to knowing little about reggae, other than Bob Marley, 
whom they described as a ‘really cool icon’. 

This tour, taken in March 2015, provides an illustrative entry point into discussions of 
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spectacular and (in)visible forms of violence, and prompts consideration of the role 
of the tour guide in negotiating them. Throughout the chapter, I make a distinction 
between two broad categories of violence: spectacular gang or gun-related violence 
on the one hand, and structural and historical violence on the other. I use, and expand 
on, these categories by looking at what tour guides emphasise or make apprehensible 
through the senses, and what they downplay or omit from the tourism product. 

In this chapter, I present the gap that exists between tourists’ expectations of violence 
and how violence is described, addressed, or silenced by local tour guides. I concen-
trate on the ways violence is sensed, or made to be felt by guides, and contrast this em-
bodied experience of the neighbourhood with the imaginaries that cognitively inform 
tourists’ expectations of the tour. Indeed, popular culture and (inter)national media 
repeatedly portrayed the neighbourhood as a dangerous, lawless, and gang-controlled 
area, and these spatial imaginaries were part of the reasons outsiders ventured to the 
Culture Yard in search of a ‘real’ and ‘authentic’ first-hand experience of the strug-
gles and strife that fuelled Bob Marley’s music. Knowingly treading into marginalised 
territory, into the ‘ghetto’, tourists transgressed the borders of safety to experience a 
space perceived as exceptionally violent. However, what the walking tours of Trench 
Town revealed was an experience of another kind, an excursion that exposed poverty 
as structural violence, and one that pointed to the historical and political struggles that 
are constitutive of the area’s social fabric. While the tour addressed violence in many 
ways, there was no emphasis on the spectacular, gang- or drug-related forms of bru-
tality that did punctuate life in Trench Town and that were often the subject matter of 
popular culture representations of the area.

I focus this chapter on the role of the guides as brokers of violence and look at how they 
chose to report and disregard various forms of violence during the tourism encounter. 
I place an emphasis on the notion of sensorial, (in)audible, and (in)visible violence, and 
on the concept of spectacle, to suggest that through their iterations, silences, and the 
choice of sites they made visitors experience, local guides shifted existing discourses 
about the nature of the violence affecting the neighbourhood and the perpetrators 
of this violence. I suggest that tour guides, as curators of the corporeal experience of 
violence in Trench Town, engaged in a form of sensorial economy wherein a bodily 
knowledge of place is exchanged for economic and symbolic gain. By making visitors 
experience violence in Trench Town on their terms, guides reframed prevailing un-
derstandings of inner-city violence. Yet, this was also done with the clear economic 
goal of obtaining remuneration for the tours. In this instance, the symbolic economy 
thus connected a sensory experience of place to both economic and symbolic gain. 
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Brokering violence 

The tour taken by the four young women described above reveals how various forms of 
violence surfaced subtly during the tourism experience. The presence of security forces 
wearing military-style gear created a light brush with displays of power. But the casual res-
ponse to their intrusion into the museum space suggested that they were part of the mun-
dane unfolding of everyday life in Trench Town, and so diminished the spectacular nature 
of the event. Here, Perry and Jane’s decision not to explain the incident for the benefit of 
the tourists is noteworthy. Their silence hints at the experience of violence – at the fact that 
brutal encounters could and did happen within that space – but intimated to the tourists 
that these events were kept at bay by the presence of the guide, a sensation further stressed 
by the small altercation between Perry and the Second Street resident. Perry and Jane’s 
response relegated a certain type of violence, one involving young men and potentially 
guns (such as those borne by the police), as secondary to the places, people, and events 
the guides chose to address or elaborate. The sights and sounds Perry drew attention to 
highlighted another type of violence, one that is more aptly understood as structural vio-
lence, the nature of which I address in more depth in the next section.

Perry chose to point out very distinct sites during his walking tour. We passed bars, houses, 
and small businesses without pause, but stopped to look at the West Road housing scheme 
and ‘No Man’s Land’. These sites represented some of the most striking impacts of political 
violence on the material fabric of Trench Town, as I discussed in Chapter 2. They pointed 
to the presence of historical conflicts whose ripples could still be perceived in the area’s ar-
chitecture, and in the absence thereof. However, Perry did not deem it necessary to expand 
or detail the violence that had made these imprints on the neighbourhood’s landscape. He 
referred to specific events as if he and the four young women taking the tour all shared a 
common knowledge of Jamaica’s political history and the specific conflicts that were acted 
out in Trench Town. Finally, his reference to The Harder They Come highlighted the aesthe-
ticisation of the area in popular culture – through the songs, music videos and films that 
depict and glamorise the hardship of ‘rude boys’ and ‘gang culture’ – pointing to how crime 
in Trench Town is represented. 

I realised the importance of the guide as a broker of violence as I shadowed tours given by 
Perry. As we were walking back along Collie Smith Drive towards the Culture Yard where 
Perry would later call a taxi for the four tourists, I exchanged greetings with a couple of 
residents I had come to know. The women were surprised: despite presenting myself as 
a researcher who was studying tourism in Trench Town, they had assumed I knew little 
about the neighbourhood’s history, just like them. But upon seeing that I was familiar with 
the area, they turned to me for questions. One of the women asked me if I knew the story 
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behind No Man’s Land, pointing in Perry’s direction, ‘I mean, what is he talking about with 
the removal of people?’ None of them were familiar with Kingston’s history. That they asked 
me to help navigate the information offered to them was revealing, not only of the resear-
cher’s role as translator but also of the role of the guide as provider of context. It exposed the 
disconnect between the previous knowledge they had of Kingston and what Perry thought 
important to explain, and indicates that part of the guide’s work entails presupposing what 
visitors already know and wish to learn. 

Brokering Trench Town required Perry and the other guides operating in the neighbou-
rhood, whether through the Culture Yard or independently, to take two aspects into ac-
count. First, they had to be aware of the globally circulating media that informed visitors’ 
experience of Trench Town. They needed to be aware of the films, music, news broadcasts, 
and texts about the Jamaican ‘inner city’ that influenced tourists who visited Trench Town 
and informed their preconceptions about the area. This media influenced visitors’ expe-
rience of the neighbourhood, allowing them to recognise during their tours features they 
had already heard of or seen in representation. 

Second, brokers needed to link this globally circulating media to the embodied experience 
of the tour. The corporeal ‘on-the-ground’ practice of Trench Town did not necessarily 
match tourists’ anticipation of the area. It is the guide’s role to bridge the gap between tou-
rists’ sensations and their expectations with comments, or by sometimes leaving a disjunc-
ture to be felt between the two. This gap between expectation and experience is unsettling 
for tourist, but also attunes them more intensely to their sensorial experience. Sensing the 
unfamiliar, ‘surrounded by new sights, smells and sounds, consuming different food and 
drink – these experiences allow tourists to gain new bodily ways of knowing themselves 
and others’ (Jaffe et al. forthcoming). Through the exercise of connecting the envisioned 
visit with the embodied tour, guides effectively exploit this and steer visitors into sensing 
one type of violence rather than another, into knowing a new form of violence. Through this 
deliberate negotiating of the senses, guides shift prevailing narratives about the perpetra-
tors of violence in Trench Town. Later in this chapter, I argue that this brokering of violence 
may hold the power to undo a little of the stigma attached to the neighbourhood. 

MEDIA-SCAPES OF VIOLENCE 

The pre-conceptions that tourists and travellers have of Trench Town are triggered by re-
presentations of the neighbourhood, alongside other Jamaican inner-city spaces, that cir-
culate globally through music, images, and sounds. As Sharon Zukin (1998) suggests, the 
attraction of places rests in part in the mobility of the ‘urban imaginary’, as the deliberately 
crafted images and media pertaining to cities, as well as representations of the ‘ordinary 
people’ who walk the city streets (Zukin et al. 1998). As detailed in chapter 2, much like 
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the Brazilian favela or North American ghetto, the Jamaican inner city has popular culture 
that travels far beyond the actual movements of its residents. This ‘ghetto imaginary’ (Jaffe 
2012), takes on a number of cultural and media forms, and acts as an umbrella under which 
representations of Trench Town are lumped together. It constitutes the hyper-real Jamai-
can ghetto, standing in lieu of, and speaking for, the multitude of complex and specific sin-
gularities of Trench Town.

A distinctive feature of this ghetto imaginary is its depiction of violence. References to gang 
wars, crime, are leader or ‘dons’, and gun crime infuse the popular culture and media of the 
ghetto imaginary. This includes, for example, nonfiction books such as Born Fi Dead by Lau-
rie Gunst (1995) and The Dead Yard by Ian Thompson (2009), which both relate first-hand 
accounts of encounters with dons and members of international drug rings, and paint a 
factual although sensationalist account of downtown Kingston. Fictional accounts like Mar-
lon James’s 2015 Man Booker Prize-winning novel A Brief History of Seven Killings (2014), a 
pulpy story of Kingston’s inner city life in the 1970s and the attempted assassination of 
Bob Marley, is rumoured to be adapted into an HBO-produced series. This would add to the 
already existing body of films that includes Perry Henzel’s 1972 The Harder They Come, Cess 
Silvera’s 2002 Shottas, and Chris Browne’s 2011 Ghett’a Life.

Written accounts that mention violence as a defining trait of the area include web plat-
forms, blogs, and forums pertaining to tourism in Trench Town’s Culture Yard. Many on-
line postings portrayed Trench Town as the space of gang-related crime. For example, this 
alarming TripAdvisor post, while issuing a precautionary statement, also participated in 
constructing Trench Town as a dangerous place in the minds of prospective tourists: 

‘not recommended without guards: Trench town is what we call the 
ghetto in Jamaica this place is a part of Bob Marley’s heritage you will 
see nice apartments and also ones that are not nice the people are 
friendly and helpful and always ready to tell visitors about Bob Marley. 
But don’t be fooled there are some people who are not so friendly and 
you might be very sorry if you are a visitor from another country and 
you go there alone. please ask help from the Jamaica tourist board or 
the police if you have to go thank you’.33

While such reviews deterred some from going to Trench Town, exposing a risk or 
confirming a fear, they also enforced the idea that those brave enough to venture 

33  Review by ‘Nakita J’ on TripAdvisor website, posted 15 October 2013 https://www.tripadvisor.com/

ShowUserReviews-g147310-d576689-r181205119-Trench_Town-Kingston_Kingston_Parish_Ja-

maica.html
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into such dangerous lands will partake in a rare expedition. In effect, crossing the 
divide between uptown and downtown, safe and unsafe, provides many tourists with 
a sense of adventure and discovery, akin to a treasure hunt. Trench Town thus ac-
quires a magical status: it is a jewel that they will uncover, a true and authentic expe-
rience not yet ruined by a flow of other – worse – tourists. As ‘Alanb’ wrote in his June 
2015 TripAdvisor report: ‘please remember this is a third world country so you will 
have to scratch the dirty surface to find the gems that lie beneath’.34 In these books 
and images, Trench Town was not portrayed as a labouring community, but rather 
a place where encounters with guns, danger, violence, poverty, and illegality – most 
commonly in the consumption of weed – were commonplace. 

In addition to visual references to Trench Town, these imaginaries also travelled 
sonically, through the worldwide fame of reggae. While many tourists and forei-
gners narrowed down the scope of this musical genre to messages of peace and love, 
backed by hits like ‘One Love’ or ‘No Woman No Cry’, reggae aficionados had heard of 
Trench Town through the eponymous ‘Trench Town Rock’ or ‘Concrete Jungle’ and 
were attuned to the dire living conditions these songs denounced. They also remem-
bered more forceful reggae tracks such as ‘Ambush In The Night’, in which Marley 
talks about the attempt on his life that left him, his wife, and his manager wounded, 
or ‘War’, which addresses racism and classism. These, amidst the wide and rich mu-
sical heritage of the time, place reggae not only as a music of peace but also one of 
resistance and denunciation. Much like reggae in its beginnings, dancehall is as-
sociated with Kingston’s inner city. Cousin to reggae, dancehall is a musical genre 
that has gained a global audience, with tourists increasingly flocking to attend live 
sound clashes and street dances. Dancehall culture – music, fashion, and movement 
– is a globally consumed form of entertainment linked to the Jamaican inner city. 
Dancehall song lyrics speak about partying and sex, but also of violence, gun culture, 
gangs, and politics. In a parallel to American gangsta rap or Brazilian funk, dance-
hall addresses – sometimes quite humorously – the struggles of living in a margina-
lised and confined space, with songs becoming anthems of ‘badman’ culture. 

It is with these many imaginaries of the Kingston ghetto that tourists set foot in the 
Culture Yard. Mr Smoke, a Jamaican who had opened a hostel uptown, regularly 
brought Japanese tourists to experience Kingston’s inner-city, including to Trench 
Town. As he explained, Japanese visitors ‘already know the music, the gagsters, the 
ganja. They come here and feel like this is a ghetto, especially compared to Japan, 

34   Review by Alanb on TrispAdvisor website, posted June 2015 https://www.tripadvisor.com/ShowUs-

erReviews-g147310-d3492922-r281964052-Trench_Town_Culture_Yard-Kingston_Kingston_Par-

ish_Jamaica.html
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and they like this, they get excited’. For Mr Smoke’s visitors, part of the experience 
of Trench Town had happened before they entered the community, as they had tra-
velled vicariously through the blogs, websites, and popular culture of the area. The 
violence depicted in these circulating imaginaries operated as a pre-cognitive frame 
for the tourism encounter. And, while this (mis)representation of Trench Town mi-
ght itself be a work of violence – as those with the power to craft the ghetto imaginary 
perpetuate and enforce the stigma attached to the neighbourhood and its residents 
– it operated as a point of reference for the tours.

Sensing violence

As noted, the forms of popular culture and travel narratives that constitute the ghetto 
imaginary are not solely visual. Music, sounds, taste, and smell, are equally important. 
The same can be said about the corporeal experience of being in – and touring – the 
ghetto. Tourism researchers, alongside social scientists in general, have tended to pri-
vilege the visual. For example, John Urry’s (1990) influential work on ‘the tourist gaze’ 
unpacked the politics of observing others, and deepened understandings of tourists’ 
relationships with the people and places visited. However, since Urry’s seminal book, 
scholars have noted the importance of attending to senses other than the ocular, and 
have emphasised that the embodied tourism experience relies on multisensory stimu-
li. In the context of ghetto or slum tourism, research has focused on how places, and 
also the poverty that characterises them, is sensorially perceptible.

In the introductory chapter of this dissertation, I detailed how several scholars had 
written about the corporeal experiences of tourists in low-income neighbourhoods. 
The works of Gareth Jones and Romola Sanyal (2015), as well as a co-authored article 
(Jaffe et al. forthcoming), contain examples of how sensorial engagements with the 
toured neighbourhoods are part of the experience of urban poverty. They detail the 
tastes, sounds, smells, and embodied feeling of being jostled about in disenfranchised 
areas of Kingston, Mexico City, New Orleans, Rio de Janeiro or Dharavi. Together, these 
works emphasise that sensing is a key part of the tourism experience as it helps to 
construct the Other and, more specifically in the cases outlined, the Other as the urban 
poor. These various examples have in common the proposal that paying attention to 
sensorial experiences of place is essential for understanding the commodification of 
urban poverty. However, social scientific work has focused little on the ways in which 
we sense violence. 

To understand how the body senses violence during the tourism encounter, three 
distinct aspects of the experience need to be taken into consideration. First, scholars 
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must address the pre-existing and cognitive understandings that tourists have of the 
visited site. These are influenced by the urban imaginaries of violence described in the 
previous section. They shape the encounter in that they inform visitors of the type of 
violence they can expect to witness once in situ. They prepare tourists to experience 
and interpret certain sounds, sights, and smells as indicative of violence. 

Second, researchers must take into account the social lives of bodily sensations, or 
the way individuals are culturally formed to interpret sensory stimuli. David Howes 
(2015), drawing from multiple examples, has underlined how the sensorium is a so-
cial construct, contingent on the ways people interpret their senses. Likewise, sensing 
violence is intimately related to cultural elaborations of the senses. For example, while 
a particular sound or smell may trigger an impending sense of danger and violence 
for some, others will contextualise it as signifying a pleasant or festive event. I was 
made aware of this during the Athletic World Championships in 2015. I was listening 
to a radio broadcast of the 100m men’s final, sitting with friends in a yard off Trench 
Town’s No Man’s Land. Upon the announcement of Usain Bolt’s win over Justin Gatlin, 
and amidst contagious leaps of joy, we heard a series of deafening gunshots. Unaccus-
tomed to the sound of gunfire, and conditioned to associate this sound with imminent 
danger and violence, I was alarmed. My friends however, who recognised the sound 
as congratulatory shots fired in the air to celebrate Bolt’s gold medal, laughed at my 
dismay. Sounds are experienced as violent or not depending on how individuals make 
sense of them. While gunshots in this instance were not synonymous with violence but 
with joy, so can police sirens, screams, or silence be understood and enacted different-
ly depending on the context and cultural habits and customs (Howes 2015). 

The third aspect of sensing violence that needs to be accounted for, especially during 
the tourism encounter, is tied to the role of the guide. Guides like Perry act as media-
tors between the urban imaginary and the ideas that pre-empt the tour, how visitors 
are culturally attuned to recognising violence, and the embodied experience of touring 
a place. As I show in the following sections, guides can choose to expose or downplay 
visitors’ exposure to violence, and can curate their sensorial experience of violence. 
They call out particular aspects of the landscape, outline smells, which participate in 
crafting a dominant narrative and understanding of violence in the neighbourhood. 
This, I argue, is done in order to shift prevailing and stigmatising descriptions about 
the types of violence and their perpetrators.

STRUCTURAL VIOLENCE MADE ‘SENSIBLE’ 

As illustrated by Perry’s somewhat nebulous references to No Man’s Land or West 
Road, the Culture Yard tour guides did not talk about violence directly. Instead, vio-



TOURING TRENCH TOWN

136

lence was alluded to, brushed against, remembered, infusing the backdrop of the 
Trench Town tourism product. Violence in the Trench Town tour seeped through the 
cracks. The community walking tours were too infrequent for a formal, rehearsed 
narrative. Perry’s circuit of Trench Town changed every time. He carried people 
through different routes (although always within the first seven streets of Trench 
Town), and pointed to different places and people depending on his mood or the 
interaction he had with the tourists and their specific curiosities. Sometimes, Perry 
or Jane spoke very little, leaving visitors to create their own narrative, juxtaposing 
stories they had heard of Trench Town and the popular culture that had fuelled their 
imaginaries with the embodied experience of strolling through the neighbourhood. 

However, despite the informality of the walking tours, and although they were not 
centred on the historical violence that affected the area, they provided guides with 
an opportunity to talk about and allude to it in several instances. Before embarking 
on a neighbourhood tour, the visitors were taken through the Yard’s museum rooms, 
the first three of which focus on the community’s history. As explained in Chapter 3, 
the story started with the Trench family’s land, and progressively zoomed out on the 
Culture Yard’s architecture, and the instability that affected Kingston in the 1970s 
and 1980s. The exhibition showed that the music featured in the Culture Yard, and 
created by legendary artist Bob Marley, exposed the structures of inequality and the 
concomitant violence that Jane and Perry continued to denounce during the tours.

This small part of the exhibition laid out keys to understanding the turf politics and 
accompanying violence that were the hallmark of Jamaican politics during Marley’s 
rise to fame. In the wider Trench Town area, the effects of the dualistic political sys-
tem were devastating. The neighbourhood was divided into several garrisons of op-
posing political colours, and as the spatial borders of these enclaves shifted via ter-
ritorial disputes and invasions, many residents lost their homes, their livelihoods, 
or their lives. When walking through Trench Town, Perry and Jane pointed to the 
visible effects of these decades of political violence. While providing a circuit of the 
area focused on its musical heritage, guides interweaved stories and experiences of 
historical violence into the touristic product. They explained, in more or less detail, 
the scars that these conflicts had left on the landscape and architecture, via land-
marks such as West Road or No Man’s Land. As detailed in chapter 2, this latter area 
stood as a border between two opposing Trench Town garrisons, Federal Gardens 
and Arnett Gardens, where residents caught in the cross fire were brutally murdered 
or driven out of their homes. Perry and Jane did not delve into the complexities of 
the violence that marked the area, nor did they explain how today’s political scene-
ry is still greatly shaped by this clientelist system. But by approaching the subject, 
they widened tourists’ understanding of reggae and Rastafari. Bob Marley was not 
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reduced to a symbol of ‘One Love’ or just ‘a cool icon’. Along with Trench Town resi-
dents, he featured as a figure struggling against political violence and oppression. 

The Culture Yard tour guides also pointed to crumbling buildings and children who 
ran around barefoot, insisting on the strength and resilience of the people living in 
such circumstances. Perry and Jane liked to tell success stories of individuals who 
overcame the crippling conditions of life in Trench Town to acquire international 
fame, be it in music, sports, or otherwise, selling a narrative of struggle and achie-
vement rather than victimization. Perry and Jane forced tourists to notice that the 
roads were not fixed, that houses were left to stand on their bare stilts, that the gar-
bage was not collected as often as in other, wealthier parts of the city. 

Like all walking tours, strolling through Trench Town is a multisensory experience 
(Pink 2008). It not only engages sight, but also appeals to the senses of smell, touch, 
and hearing. As tourists saw the specific marks of poverty and state neglect – subs-
tandard housing, crumbling structures, zinc fencing – they also felt the heat intensi-
fied by the asphalt streets, and smell the garbage that littered the streets and empty 
lots, the weed being smoked, and the sun-gorged fruits being sold. They changed 
their pace to avoid stumbling into potholes and cracks in the road, or paused to greet 
residents. They heard music emanating from homes, conversations being held and 
people calling out to each other, and the guides’ stories of resistance and resilience. 
Perry and Jane often pointed out the neighbourhood’s wide streets and pavements, 
the abundance of trees, and the rooster calls, and, on Sunday afternoons such as 
the one described in the opening vignette, they commented on the nice attire of the 
church-going residents. By exposing the lack of basic infrastructure and the ab-
sence of state provisions, and contrasting this to the soft sounds, lush greenery, and 
piousness of locals, the guides framed poverty and state neglect as a form of violence 
against respectable citizens. 

This narrative strategy connects to Galtung’s concept of ‘structural violence’, which 
refers to a social and political structure harming people by preventing them from 
meeting their basic needs (Galtung 1969). While noting that, obviously, many types 
of violence exist, Galtung aimed to identify and define a certain form of violence 
that was often overlooked, namely, the violence that results from social injustice. 
Extended by Paul Farmer (2004), the notion of structural violence addresses the ine-
qualities, racism, sexism and poverty enforced by colonial and neo-colonial struc-
tures, and that condition the lives of some in relation to the wealth and social privile-
ge of others. Structural violence as a concept was critiqued by some scholars for its 
lack of theoretical rigor (see Lawler 2002; Bourgois and Scheper-Hughes 2004; Hir-
schfeld 2017). But, for those subjected to a lack of public infrastructure, difficulties 
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in accessing decent health care, reduced social and physical mobility, limited edu-
cational options, and insecurity, the daily grind of living in a low-income neighbou-
rhood is a form of institutionalised violence (see also Farmer 2004, 2009; Rodgers 
and O’Neill 2012; Robb Larkins 2015). 

Violence is not only about gang warfare, the sound of gunfire, or police sirens but 
also about the trauma of social breakdown, and, as Nixon (2009) argues, about the 
human and ecological casualties of capitalism and globalisation, which he coins 
‘slow violence’. Some of the key traits of structural or slow violence, aside from being 
the result of social injustice, are their often silent and almost invisible nature (Gal-
tung 1969). By pointing to state neglect and poverty, Jane and Perry made ‘sensible’ 
a form of violence that is pervasive and muted and that might otherwise have been 
overlooked by visitors. Tourists were sensitised to the exacting conditions of life in 
Kingston’s inner-city neighbourhoods and left with a better understanding of the 
area’s political past and current social conditions. 

‘DESENSITISING’ GANG VIOLENCE

During the tours, Perry, Jane, and the young men who sometimes took on the role 
of guide never mentioned gang- or drug-related forms of violence. Tourists were 
shielded from the spectacular incidents that sometimes punctuated life in Trench 
Town. And, when they did witness something, it was because this event had eluded 
the control of those responsible for the tours. The raid by armed special forces that 
occurred during the tour taken by the four women was an extraordinary event, one 
that rarely occurred within the Culture Yard, although it happened frequently in 
other areas of the neighbourhood. That the young women were there when this hap-
pened was coincidental, and the incident was quickly played down by the museum 
staff. 

Tourists were rarely told about the existing, albeit tenuous, ties between the mu-
seum and criminal leadership. Several of the young men who hung around the 
Culture Yard had a history of gang affiliation or crime, but never advertised this to 
spice up the tourism experience. Moreover, tourists were reassured repeatedly that 
their safety was guaranteed when in Trench Town. While this served to downplay the 
narratives of gun or gang violence, it also occluded the fact that security was ensured 
through networks and connections to armed groups central to systems of informal 
governance. The murders and gang conflicts that took place later during the summer 
of 2015, which I referred to in the introductory chapter, were sometimes discussed 
by residents who would stop by the Yard and sit under the mango tree. These ani-
mated conversations took up entire afternoons and at times, tourists were exposed 
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to them, on their way in or out of the museum. However, because the conversations 
were in Patwa, their content was not easily understood by foreigners, confirming 
that while spectacular gun violence did occur, it took place in parallel to, and hidden 
from, tourism.

For Perry and Jane, brokering violence in Trench Town was as much about drawing 
attention to structural and slow violence as it was about occluding gang-related war-
fare. While this was done through narrative practices, guides also paid attention to 
the temporalities of gang violence and to the exchange of information that flowed 
between residents and informed them about ongoing conflicts and possibilities for 
retaliation. I discuss these two strategies of desensitising violence in the following 
segments.

TEMPORALITIES OF VIOLENCE

Towards the end of the summer 2015, when the heat was stifling, in a discussion 
about recent community events, Jane highlighted something noteworthy about the 
temporal nature of gang-related violence. In the Culture Yard, the young men were 
hanging out by the mango tree, quiet and bored. Bird was sleeping in his office. The 
neighbourhood was silent, as if dulled by the heat. I asked Jane how serious the si-
tuation was with regards to the ongoing conflict that had escalated over the past few 
weeks and the string of shootings that had agitated the neighbourhood. She shrug-
ged, ‘It’s not too bad. Things always get rough in the summer. The heat, people get 
stupid’. Others in Trench Town had already hinted at the seasonality of violence, bla-
ming the heat and idleness of the holidays for sparking restlessness and anger. The 
wounding of a two-year-old a couple of days prior had made national news, and had 
stirred up a lot of emotions in the neighbourhood. People were still arguing whether 
this was an intentional shot, aimed at upsetting the father of the child, or if this was 
an accident, the undesired side effect of an ongoing conflict. I wondered aloud if the 
current situation had an impact on the number of tourists. Things were slow – very 
slow. I flipped through the register to see how bad business was: only a few visitors 
per week. Jane conceded that these events could have impacted tourism. Media re-
ports and Tourist Board warnings would probably deter a few people from coming. 
But Jane added that the tour operators and ‘real travellers’ would not be so easily 
dissuaded. She concluded that people knew that there was not any risk as long as 
they came during daytime. 

On the other hand, Gem, who organised a weekly Saturday night dub music party in 
the Culture Yard, decided to suspend the event exactly because of the threat of vio-
lence. Without explaining or going into any details, she posted a Facebook comment 
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informing potential patrons that the ‘Trench Town Rock’ evenings were temporarily 
suspended and that she would post as soon as they resumed. Gem had started orga-
nising these musical nights earlier in the year, taking inspiration from similar events 
across town that had generated interest and drawn big crowds. Dub was not really a 
musical genre listened to or appreciated by people in Trench Town, but she felt that 
the mellow, low-key music that appealed to tourists and uptowners could eventually 
rub off on residents, and that an event in Trench Town had the potential to be very suc-
cessful, allowing for a real mix and mingling between all kinds of residents, Rastafari, 
uptown Kingstonians, and tourists. Gem had invested a lot of time, energy, and funds 
into creating and advertising this event, and her decision to suspend it was carefully 
measured. She felt that because most violent events tended to happen at night, an eve-
ning party would increase the unfortunate possibility that an outsider, whether a tou-
rist or Jamaican visitor, would hear or witness something frightening. This she knew 
would affect the lifespan of her business. Gem’s decision to cancel her event shows yet 
another instance of how those involved in the tourism product took measures to shield 
tourists from experiencing potential outbursts of interpersonal violence – not only to 
ensure their physical security but to shield the reputation of the neighbourhood and 
the viability of residents’ enterprises. The temporality of gang or gun violence did not 
only occur at specific times of the day or year. It also dilated and contracted in concise 
instances, with shootings occurring in brief, impactful moments, and their long-term 
consequences lingering on through time. This temporal quality of violence influenced 
both the way I navigated the neighbourhood as a researcher and the channels resi-
dents used to exchange information. The events that Clint and I discussed via What-
sApp, and which I retrace hereafter, exemplify this.

NAVIGATING INFORMATION

As a researcher, I was privy to stories and conversations about violence. As people 
became accustomed to my presence, they would continue their discussions undis-
turbed. Links among criminal leaders, gangs, the police, and some of my interlocu-
tors were sometimes very clear, but the related brutality was rarely the topic of our 
interviews. And when people discussed ongoing conflicts or murders in front of me, 
I did not push these conversations. I listened, but rarely probed. Everyone I met in 
Trench Town was invested in shielding me from violent incidents and made sure 
that I was not present in spaces or during times of violence. People went out of their 
way to reassure me, walking me to the shared taxi stop come dark, accompanying 
me through areas of the neighbourhood that I was not familiar with, and driving me 
home at night. Murders, fights, and drive-by shootings were aimed at a different au-
dience than the tourist or researcher and, as such, they tended to happen outside of 
the times or spaces that outsiders would be likely to be found in the neighbourhood. 
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However, the knowledge I accumulated of Trench Town influenced how I navigated 
the neighbourhood. There was a sensorial dimension to this knowledge, a bodily 
adaptation to my surroundings, and to living in a space in which violence was a pos-
sibility. Cristina Grasseni (2004) refers to this as a ‘sensory enskilment’. Looking at 
cattle breeding in Italy, and learning to develop an ‘eye’ for the best cows, Grasseni 
(2004, 53) explains that ‘one learns how to look, how to move and how to exercise 
one’s senses in specific contexts characterised by localised practice’. I realised that, 
after months of fieldwork, my sense of safety or danger had changed, and in turn, so 
had my walk, sense of balance, and general demeanour. An event that took place ear-
ly during my stay in Kingston enabled me to trace this sensory enskilment to danger. 
I was uptown, walking along a park just after sundown. It was a pleasant evening, 
and I was lost in thought when I heard a sudden noise behind me. Startled, I turned 
around to find a woman twirling a plastic bag, just a step away. She laughed and said 
‘you ‘fraid! You never hear me!’, then added, ‘you cyaah show them, if u ‘fraid – you 
mus hide it’. Through the sensorial apprenticeship ethnography required (Downey 
et al. 2014), I learned to hide fear, not to be jumpy, to walk with confidence, adding a 
spring to my stride, but also to tune into new ways of recognizing and sensing dan-
ger. By the time I left Kingston, I had internalized the woman’s injunction to deal with 
fear. 

I found that how much I knew sensorially but also through exchanges with others, 
and how I leveraged that information, greatly influenced where I went, with whom 
I interacted, and what I did. For example, a greater understanding of the conflicts 
between people, or knowing who was responsible for a shooting and when reprisals 
were expected to take place, influenced my itineraries. I would deliberately avoid 
streets or entire areas that I would otherwise have walked through comfortably, and 
most probably safely. Friends and respondents were key in influencing this, in what 
they chose to disclose and in how they instructed me to be prudent or ‘take care of 
myself’. I would receive morning phone calls or WhatsApp messages informing me 
of events and letting me know what places I should avoid, and the length of time 
this should last. I was also gently reprimanded when I insisted on coming, as in this 
WhatsApp conversation with Clint, that I include verbatim:

17:40 Clint: Have u been in trench town recently given all that’s been happening?
[…]

18:01 Alana:  I keep wanting to go to the culture yard but it seems like everyone ex-
pects the situation to get worse...so will wait till Sunday

18:01 Clint: Alana...whats wrong with u.
18:02 Clint: Dnt u luv ur life
18:07 Alana:  I do I do
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18:08 Clint: So wats there for u to get in terms of info that u havent gotten yet.
18:10 Clint: I dont expect tings to be better by friday...E street is the no mans land 

between these 2 factions.

Clint lived in upper Trench Town, a good distance away from where these events 
were happening, and rarely had reason to go to the lower part of the neighbou-
rhood. But his work in conflict resolution meant that he was kept informed of the 
area’s inner workings and clashes. This had also made him extremely security 
conscious and precautious. Clint saw his safety and that of his family as a prio-
rity, deliberately tuning his behaviour and changing his itineraries to avoid any 
potential encounter with conflict. His conduct pointed to the pervasive nature of 
violence in Trench Town where brutal episodes did not happen continuously. As 
spectacular as they were, these were brief, punctual, and oftentimes confusing 
moments. Fights, drive-by shootings, police raids, and gunfights took place spora-
dically and were generally over very quickly. Unlike slow-motion cinematic rende-
rings, these eruptions were not always clear or carefully choreographed. Further-
more, these short bursts had a lingering effect through their psychological and 
emotional repercussions, and through the drawn-out waiting where residents ex-
pected, but were not certain, that something else would happen. These moments 
in between spectacular events are times of fear that reduce or alter mobility and 
socialising patterns, and they are an intrinsic part of violence (see Robb Larkins 
2015). Violence acquires an elastic quality. It stretches through time and expands 
over long periods, then intensifies and congeals in a brief instance, like a released 
rubber band. As the spectacular, visible incidents of gang or gun violence took the 
form of punctual outbursts, they were less visible to tourists who spent but a few 
hours visiting the community.

As an outsider, I had the choice to escape these long moments in between violent 
events, as well as avoid times of violence. Arriving the morning after a shooting or 
leaving earlier on the day of an expected reprisal underlined my enhanced mobi-
lity. It was an option that I was grateful for and simultaneously shamefully aware 
of. It separated me from those with whom I spent much of my time, but also helped 
me manage my own fears and anxieties. There were times when I changed my 
itineraries or cancelled appointments under the recommendations of friends like 
Clint and Gem, but also because I worried about being in the wrong place at the 
wrong moment, despite not wanting to admit it. For me, the outsider, violence was 
not easy to normalise. 

Different people make sense of violence in different ways, and responses to mo-
ments of uncertainty and brutal episodes varied in Trench Town. Some, like Clint, 
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reacted by increasing their vigilance, avoiding dances, parties, or evening events, 
and circumventing areas deemed unsafe like the community’s inner borders, 
which were always perceived as ambiguous territories. Others chose to continue 
with their daily routines, undisturbed. Because violent episodes did happen, and 
because violence includes the fear and the waiting between episodes, residents 
had no choice but to normalise it, to include it into the fabric of their quotidian li-
ves. The following WhatsApp exchange I had with Alice, earlier during the summer, 
highlights this well:

[12:10] Alana: Things ok?
[14:58] Alice: No...this kinda hot...cuz a guy died 
[15:00] Alana: Oh shit.
[…]
[19:35] Alana: But, are you feeling ok? Safe? Where is all this happening, on G 
street?
[20:07] Alice: G and K street 
[20:07] Alice: Yeah. I feel safe 
[20:08] Alice: I was born and raised there so its going to be hard for me not to feel 
safe 
[20:08] Alana: True 
[20:09] Alice: It’s rather entertaining in fact 
[20:09] Alana: Because of the talk?
[20:10] Alice: Yeah and to see the police chasing ppl off the street etc 
[20:11] Alice: And to the people rebelling it’s quite entertaining 
[20:12] Alice: Plus the shooters know who there are targeting...it’s just ones res-
ponsibility not to get caught in the cross fire 
[20:13] Alice: But usually....people get word that a shooting is about to go down...so 
everybody knows to stay inside 

I was surprised by this exchange with Alice, and slightly upset at the thought that 
those caught in cross fire could be deemed irresponsible. Surely it would be the 
shooter’s fault if someone got hurt (un)intentionally? The idea that an encounter 
involving armed police and armed ‘gangsters’ could amuse was also something 
I found hard to comprehend. But I realised that this was also a way of inscribing 
these extraordinary moments into a normal everyday life, in which dramatic things 
can be funny, and rules are established. People were told when to stay in and when 
to watch, because they were, at times, the selected audience for a spectacular dis-
play of violence, like a failed police chase, and at other times not – like a targeted 
shooting. These WhatsApp exchanges revealed that Trench Town residents, inclu-
ding Perry and Jane, always kept their ear to the ground, gauging when and how 
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violent events were going to play out, and discerning how to shield themselves and 
outsiders from them. 

The spectacle of violence

Spectacular displays of gang-related violence did take place in Trench Town. While a 
tourist – or a researcher – might have haphazardly stumbled upon a violent encoun-
ter, these events were not put on show for them and thus remained largely invisible 
and inaudible. This contrasted with other instances of tourism in low-income, vio-
lence-affected urban areas, where criminal violence plays a central role in tour nar-
ratives (see, for example, Freire-Medeiros 2011; Robb Larkins 2015). As the media-
tors between inside and outside, community and visitors, Perry and Jane downplayed 
these events and chose to point to structural violence and historical violence, denoun-
cing the circumstances that continued to impact their everyday life. What they packaged 
for tourist consumption was a display of a less dazzling, but equally impactful, form of 
violence. In addition, their narration of violence was less a marketing tool than a form 
of political communication aimed not just at tourists but also, indirectly, at the national 
body politic.

In his book The Spectacular City, Daniel Goldstein (2004) looks at spectacles of violence 
in urban contexts and the role these might play in the commodification of space. Ana-
lysing street festivals and the lynching of criminals in urban Bolivia, he broadens Lewis 
Mumford’s (1961) notion of urban spectacle to include the presence of non-state vio-
lence, and thus contributes to a more recent literature that has been re-theorizing urban 
spectacles (for example, Gotham 2001, 2005; Jones and Sanyal 2015; Steinbrink 2013). 
Goldstein looks at the spectacular city as a staging ground for multiple forms of public 
display, produced by a wide array of actors and for various audiences. Goldstein argues 
that Bolivians living in marginalised urban communities used street festivals and dra-
matic lynching as a means to overcome invisibility, forcing themselves into the public 
eye. Poor, marginalised residents of Cochabamba resorted to taking justice into their 
own hands, catching and physically punishing – to the point of torturing or killing – 
those who stole from them. As a result, the Bolivian media and police were prompted 
into responding, if not in time to stop the burglaries from happening, at least in time 
to halt the mob killings. Here, spectacles of extreme violence became a means for de-
manding inclusion, a way for communities of Bolivians living on the city’s outskirts to 
inscribe their voices in the official narratives of the city. 

I suggest that the Trench Town walking tours reveal an analogous process of commu-
nication through reference to violence, but one that does not rely to the same extent 



145

on spectacular, sensational forms. In this particular instance of touristic spectacle, 
of the consumption of urban place, the violence endured by both the residents and 
the physical landscape of Trench Town is briefly exposed. But here the violence made 
visible to tourists is not the gang violence that is often mentioned in discussions of 
Kingston’s inner-city neighbourhoods, and represented in the popular culture (songs, 
films, books) pertaining to the area. Nor is this consumable violence the spectacular 
violence of lynching or vigilante violence like the events described by Goldstein in Co-
chabamba. Instead, Trench Town tours reveal a muted, everyday type of structural 
violence, and point to the lasting scars of the political conflicts of the past decades. 

Although there is a wide understanding that Kingston’s inner-city areas have suffe-
red long bouts of ‘political tribalism’ and violence, there are few formal narratives that 
frame this without the confounding sting of stigma and, to this day, there has been 
little official accountability for the many deaths and traumas that still impact residents 
of the city’s political garrisons.35 Here, I argue that tourism offers a platform for tour 
guides to approach the question of violence in their neighbourhood, serving as a point 
of entry into the complex and multifaceted relationship that residents of Trench Town 
entertain with the area’s history. By highlighting structural and political violence and 
occluding gang-related conflict – often a more spectacular and glamorised form of vio-
lence – the Culture Yard tour guides forced the ghetto into a space of visibility to garner 
attention from city officials, police, and government alike. The quiet but increasing 
attention government officials give the Trench Town tourism product is a testimony 
to this.36

SHIFTING NARRATIVES AND CHANGING TOURISTS

It could be argued that putting poverty, political exploitation, and governmental ne-
glect on display for outsiders to consume constitutes a capitalist spectacle, even if 

35   From December 2014 to February 2016, a West Kingston Commission of Enquiry into the Tivoli In-

cursion of May 2010 was set up to assess the unfolding of events, in view of establishing impartially 

whether violations of human rights law and/or humanitarian law had occurred. The aim was to 

ensure accountability for any violation that had taken place during the Incursion. There had been 

a previous Commission of Enquiry in West Kingston in 2002. For more details, see the Caribbean 

Policy Research Institute (2016) document. However, while important, such Commissions do not 

account for the numerous deaths and traumas faced by West Kingston residents throughout the 

decades. 

36   In part, as government actors seek to promote tourism in the area, they focus on the urgency of 

addressing questions of crime and (in)security in Kingston’s inner city. In addition, however, the 

infrastructural factors that play a central role in tour guides’ narratives also feature on the tourism 

policy agenda.
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Trench Town’s tour guides do not explicitly incorporate sensational representations 
of criminal violence. However, as I have sought to demonstrate, this form of ‘spec-
tacular’ communication is driven as much by concerns of political recognition as it 
is by narrow economic interests. In addition, this display of Trench Town’s ailments 
does not just garner attention and force the neighbourhood into a space of visibility. 
It does so on the tour guide’s terms. By deliberately choosing not to address gang- 
or drug-related violence, Trench Town tour guides avoided glamorising or oversim-
plifying the complexities and nuances that inform the illegal or criminal activities 
that are the source of many feuds and conflicts in the neighbourhood. 

The guides’ emphasis on poverty as violence shifted the role that ghetto residents 
occupy in the minds of outsiders. By focusing on structural and historical violence 
rather than gang violence, inner-city inhabitants were presented as the victims and 
survivors of institutionalised injustice rather than perpetrators of criminality. The 
stereotype of the violent young black man was temporarily replaced by the image of 
residents of all ages and genders subjected to discrimination and inequality, thereby 
shifting the narrative usually used to refer to ‘inner-city’ or ‘ghetto’ people. It also 
placed blame on state apparatuses and institutions, or ‘the government’ in its wi-
dest, most abstract sense. Representatives of these institutions, such as politicians 
or police officers, were presented to tourists not as respectable and authoritative 
figures but as criminals who may be corrupt enforcers of a violent system. This is 
an important narrative shift, as it alters popular imaginaries of the violent ghetto 
and the delinquent inner city, presenting instead a space of survival and resistance 
in the face of state violence and neglect. Tour guides such as Perry and Jane created 
a transformative narrative, with the power to – indirectly, slowly, incrementally – 
change perceptions and diminish stigma. 

The tour guides’ choice to downplay gang violence whilst pointing to historical and 
structural violence not only reassigned blame but also transformed the tourist. In 
her analysis of favela tourism in Rio de Janeiro, Robb Larkins (2015) divides the 
commodification of Rocinha, an infamous Rio favela, into two separate categories: 
solidarity tourism and adventure tourism. Solidarity tourists travel to the favela to 
bear witness to the poverty and violence its residents endure. They want to be edu-
cated and informed of the harsh reality in which favelados live, and to be a part of the 
community’s betterment through activities centred on narratives of change. Here 
the tours revolve around positive discourses of development and prompt tourists to 
make donations to community projects. Adventure tourists on the other hand pur-
sue the thrill of entering forbidden territory. They have read about the Pacification 
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processes and the military police force,37 and have seen spectacular images of police 
and or trafficker violence, whether in the media or fictionalised in films. They are 
here to consume a first-hand account of these displays, and are seduced by the idea 
of entering a neighbourhood they perceive as a space of exceptional violence. Howe-
ver, as Robb Larkins (2015, 119) explains, ‘by focusing on the spectacle of trafficker/
state violence, these tours occlude less spectacular but no less important realities 
of everyday structural violence – poverty, lack of opportunity, racial discrimination, 
and so on’.

This categorization of tourists can be similarly applied to the Jamaican context. Tou-
rists who come to Trench Town are often in search of a transgressive experience. 
Gang violence is a global trope and one could expect sensational forms of violence 
in Trench Town to be put on display for tourists, much like the photo ops with Bra-
zilian traffickers described by Robb Larkins. These forms of violence did occur in 
Trench Town and featured in popular films and songs or were sensationalised by 
books, newspapers, radio, and online media. However, the actual walking tour did 
not cater to this lust for adventure. A few of the ‘ghetto signifiers’ circulating in popu-
lar culture were visible. Groups of young men on street corners, bullet holes in walls, 
and murals representing deceased community members peppered the scenery, but 
narratives of the violent inner city were not reproduced by the local tour guides. 
Unlike some favela tours, in Trench Town, guns were not visible or audible and their 
presence was not advertised to tourists: gang-related violence was not made part of 
the tourism product they offer. 

When taking a tour, adventure tourists, who came in part for the thrill of entering 
forbidden territory, were confronted with the narrative shift provided by the guides. 
As gang violence was occluded and guides pointed to the scars of historical politi-
cal and structural violence, adventure tourists were transformed into solidarity tou-
rists. At the end of the tour, many expressed the desire to deepen their knowledge or 
contribute to community development schemes. While the solidarity tourists’ expe-
rience foregrounds notions of community betterment, which may seem altruistic, 
Robb Larkins (2015) notes that such tours are primarily about the educational ex-
perience of the tourist. In Kingston, they enable the visitor to garner a greater awar-
eness of inner city life. However, and without wishing to sound too optimistic, the 
transformation from adventure to solidarity tourist suggests that the narrative shift 

37   The Batalhao de Operacoes Policiais Especiais (BOPE) is a division of the military police of Rio de 

Janeiro State in Brazil, which has been charged with the removal of traffickers in the city’s favela as 

part of a wider operation known as Pacification.
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operated by the tour guides is compelling and may have the power to transform or 
undo the stigma attached to the neighbourhood, at the very least during the tourism 
encounter.

Conclusion

Because Trench Town is known, nationally and internationally, to be a space of vio-
lence, we might expect violence to be part of the tourism product. This place-based 
strategy of commodifying violence is after all, a central element in other instances of 
urban poverty tourism across the world. ‘Adventure tourists’, and many other types 
of travellers who visit Trench Town, know that they are entering a ‘ghetto’ and have 
a repository of imaginaries associated with this term. Local tour guides who act as 
brokers for the space become tourists’ primary source of information regarding vio-
lence. As such, they hold the power to select, weave, and put forward certain nar-
ratives around violence, whilst discarding or downplaying others. By emphasising 
certain aspects of the multisensory experience of walking through Trench Town – 
pointing out signs, sounds, or smells – these guides decide what to make accessible 
to tourists and what to conceal from them.

As tourists moved along the Culture Yard museum’s rooms and on through the 
neighbourhood, their experience of Trench Town was channelled by the tour guides’ 
narratives and the specific itinerary they offered. Gang or gun violence, the stuff 
of media and popular culture, wass omitted by the tour guides. The temporality of 
gang-related violence meant that it was rare for tourists to be exposed to interperso-
nal or group conflicts. However, the more pervasive, less spectacular, and often over-
looked expressions of structural violence and historical struggles were highlighted. 
By omitting the one and emphasising the other, Trench Town tour guides achieved 
an important narrative shift, one that changed the role of the ghetto resident from 
the perpetrator of gang violence and crime to the victim or survivor of institutional 
violence and neglect. However it was not only the residents who saw their role being 
shifted: the tourist was also altered from being an adventurer seeking to transgress 
the borders of safety to a witness of social injustice and a story of solidarity and em-
pathy. 
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CODA. 

Upon learning about my research topic, Tobias suggested I visit his home and interview 
him about Trench Town, its history and musical culture. As a musician who had played 
with the greatest reggae artists, including Bob Marley, he had extensive knowledge of 
Trench Town’s musical history, and was willing to give a musician’s perspective on the 
matter of tourism in, and around, the Culture Yard. I arrived at Tobias’ house, situated 
in a calm residential area of Kingston, in the middle of the morning on a soft, breezy 
day. Tobias was eating breakfast on the porch, just behind a beautiful, lush, manicured 
front garden. There was a drum kit on the terrace, alongside several poufs and chairs. 
The walls were covered with posters, concert flyers, a portrait of Emperor Haile Selas-
sie I, dream catchers and chimes. French windows opened onto the living room, which 
was full of instruments and trinkets, forming an intimate and eclectic decor. Riah, an 
elderly Rasta who had been lying on a sofa in the shade, stretched and moved to sit 
with Tobias and me on the front porch. As the morning unfolded, various people drop-
ped in, wandering through the front yard familiarly and crashing onto a pouf. They 
would sit with us for a while, smoke a little from the chalice pipe Riah had lit, then 
leave. We talked for hours, the conversation meandering in all directions, analysing 
the ‘Pirate of the Caribbean’ Disney movies in relation to Jamaica for the longest time, 
but always circling back to Trench Town, critically assessing its history, its futurity, the 
music, and tourism in the area. As I got up to leave Tobias’ yard, ending the five-hour-
long reasoning, he turned to me. ‘Well, you know’, he said, ‘Trench Town is a mystical 
place. The answer to your questions will come. If you listen carefully, you will hear…’ 
Riah nodded in agreement: ‘True. Some natural mystic there.’ I left Tobias’ home, and 
walking to the nearby bus stop, recalled the lyrics to Bob Marley’s famous 1977 song. I 
was not surprised to find that I knew the song’s lyrics by heart: my generation grew up 
to Bob Marley’s crooning voice.

There’s a natural mystic  
Blowing through the air  
If you listen carefully now you will hear

These lyrics were regularly referenced in conversations about the Culture Yard. 
Many tourists, both national and from abroad, evoked the song during their visit. 
Standing in the Culture Yard, in front of the Bob Marley statue, a middle-aged up-
town Kingstonian once told me: ‘You can just feel the natural mystic when you’re 
down here, that’s what you come for.’  



TOURING TRENCH TOWN

150

In this dissertation, I have sought to illuminate the complex dynamics that under-
score tourism activities in Trench Town’s low-income and high-crime urban context. 
I focused on the experiences and activities of those in Trench Town who mediate tou-
rism encounters, asking: how are violence and poverty transformed into products? 
What benefits can residents of marginalised – yet destination – neighbourhoods like 
Trench Town derive from selling glimpses of poverty and violence? Tourists travelled 
down to Trench Town to taste ‘the natural mystic’, to immerse themselves in the 
neighbourhood’s atmosphere. While most visitors to Trench Town wished to learn 
more about the figureheads of reggae, like Bob Marley and Peter Tosh, by touring the 
neighbourhood they became adventurers in ‘authentic’ back-pockets of the city. In a 
disenfranchised, low-income area such as Trench Town, consuming the neighbou-
rhood’s atmosphere also involved touring the poverty and violence (including pover-
ty-as-violence) that inform its history and contemporaneity. As I showed in Chapter 
2, the atmosphere of a place is assembled from a variety of histories, materialities 
and processes. Bob Marley’s music, a key aspect of Trench Town’s atmosphere, is 
directly correlated with the neighbourhood’s attempts to grapple with political vio-
lence and gang wars, with its poverty and designed architecture, and its lack of basic 
infrastructure. Guides and other residents of Trench Town were aware of this, and 
cognizant of tourists’ desires. They knew that music, but also the inequalities and 
violence that structure urban ghettos like Trench Town, were part of the neighbou-
rhood’s appeal to tourists. This suggested that residents had a certain agency within 
the tourism encounter - even if limited. They could choose how to cater to the per-
ceived desires of visitors, decide what to disclose and what to occlude.

In the introductory chapter, I discussed how the commodification of place and 
culture has been theorized through Sharon Zukin’s symbolic economy (1995) and 
through notions of spectacle derived from Debord’s 1976 seminal work on the mass 
consumption of representations of everyday life. These theoretical contributions 
have provided the main lens through which tourism and urban consumption have 
been analysed in the social sciences. They are particularly useful in understanding 
how the commodification of the city and the transformation of urban culture into 
products for consumption can open up spaces for political negotiation (Gotham 
2005b) or close them by entrapping individuals in mediated representations of life 
(Debord 1967). However, the symbolic economy also has its limitations. Its emphasis 
on cultural policies and large-scale events excludes urbanites, both consumers and 
producers, who do not have the social or economic capital to engage in such forms of 
exchange. It tells us little about how disenfranchised urban residents can participate 
in the commodification of place, and more importantly, how they are part of the poli-
tical negotiations that take place when the city is converted into a product.   
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By focusing on the everyday ways that low-income residents engage in the commo-
dification of place, and more specifically in the production of their neighbourhood 
for tourism, I have sought to extend our understanding of how urban economies are 
transformed. I have shown that disenfranchised urban residents are never totally ex-
cluded from the commodification of urban place and culture; instead they resort to 
creating sensorial products, which require no initial investment. I have argued that 
tourism guides, craft artists and other stakeholders like Lion, Jane, Perry, Leo, or Cat, 
whose activities were recounted throughout this dissertation, manipulate and craft 
atmospheres to create small-scale urban spectacles, in exchange for various types of 
remuneration. My analysis highlighted how guides in Trench Town use the senses to 
commodify place, violence and poverty, and create a sensorial product, in exchange 
for social, symbolic and financial capital. I call this process the sensorial economy. 

The sensorial economy relies on the notion that atmospheres lie at the nexus of em-
bodied senses and urban places. As I have shown, atmospheres do not just exist ‘out 
there’; they are a form of collective affects and feelings mediated by the relationships 
that people entertain with landscapes. This conjuncture between bodies and places 
is the premise upon which the sensorial economy – in the case of Trench Town, a 
transaction predicated on a manipulation of how tourists sense the urban – can 
take shape. Implied in this understanding of atmospheres is the idea that senso-
ry perceptions can be influenced through deliberate practice and intent. A driving 
concern of this dissertation has thus been to analyse how guides in Trench Town 
re-assemble and toy with atmospheres that people are invited to dwell in and move 
through. Through the tourism encounter, guides engage the sensorial, moulding the 
perceptible to create a product in exchange for economic and symbolic capital. 

For example, in Chapter Three, I showed that temporal othering – the act of imagi-
ning and narrating others as belonging to a different epoch – in Trench Town was 
contingent on visitors’ ability to sense the past and to experience poverty. I showed 
that tour guides were aware of visitors’ desires to experience Trench Town as a 
place of the past, and to experience poverty through taste, smell, touch, sight and 
sounds. They deliberately confirmed these experiences, in part through their cu-
ratorial choices in the museum and through their choice of music played for tou-
rists. I argued that tour guides in the Culture Yard knew how to manipulate sonic and 
temporal experiences to cater to tourism needs. They knew how to craft a sensorial 
product, in which corporeal experiences of time and poverty are offered in exchange 
for remuneration, but also knew how to make room for their own workings in and 
through time, reflected by different musical tastes. 

Chapter Four provided another illustration of how guides and local brokers curated 
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a sensorial experience of Trench Town. By emphasising certain aspects of the mul-
ti-sensory experience of walking through Trench Town – pointing out signs, sounds 
or smells – these guides decided what to make accessible to tourists and what to 
conceal from them. I showed that local guides and brokers leveraged the tourism 
encounter to make tourists feel and sense Trench Town in ways that resonated with 
their own personal experiences of the neighbourhood. They challenged the stigmas 
of violence to highlight the social, structural and historical injustices residents faced 
daily. To demonstrate how structural violence was communicated to visitors, I fo-
cused on the narratives, sounds and atmospheres to which Culture Yard guides like 
Jane and Perry draw attention, while occluding the spectacular sights and sounds of 
gun violence. In doing so, they generated financial, symbolic and social capital for 
themselves and for the neighbourhood. 

In the context of inequality tourism, when those engaging in the sensorial economy 
are low-income urban residents, I suggest that this manipulation of atmospheres 
and attuning of visitors’ senses relies on two key features: movement and tempora-
lity. These themes were woven into the fabric of this monograph throughout. My ana-
lysis highlighted the importance of embodied movement through urban space in un-
derstanding the sensorial economy. As Monica Degen and Gillian Rose explain (2012, 
3278) with reference to walking, these ‘practices mediate the encounter between 
people and the sensory qualities of built environments’. A focus on movement en-
tails addressing how the senses are stimulated, but also how they interact in flux, 
both with each other and with the landscape. For example, urban sounds change as a 
person strolls through a city, and, combined with a particular smell or sight, can trig-
ger new affects, emotions and experiences. Furthermore, these sensations are alte-
red when movement through urban space is achieved not on foot but while sitting 
on a bus or in an air-conditioned car. Chapter 1 showed how the informal mobility 
options that lead to Trench Town, the shared taxi and minivans, provided visitors to 
the neighbourhood with a sense of authenticity. Disconnected from the familiarity 
of being in an air-conditioned space, using public transport or walking through the 
neighbourhood offered tourists with a corporeal understanding of Trench Town, as 
they are exposed to changes in temperature, smell, sounds. It is the multisensorial 
quality of moving in the city that gives a particular feel to an atmosphere. This inte-
raction among the senses, which evolves as people progress through a given citys-
cape, complicates any attempt to create a sensory hierarchy. As such, curating an 
atmosphere is a work of assemblage. It requires brokers of urban spaces, who in the 
context of this thesis take the guise of tour guides, to bring together various sensorial 
stimuli simultaneously, pointing to changes in the urban sensorium as visitors move 
through the city. This was shown in Chapter 4, through the tours that took visitors 
through Lower Trench Town on foot, prompting them to notice the subtle changes 



153

in the soundscape, from the community life and sounds of the first Seven Streets, 
to the eerie quiet of No Man’s Land. Guides emphasised this sonic change, which, 
combined with the intense heat of walking in the sun, all supported their crafting of 
Trench Town’s atmosphere and their framing of poverty as violence. 

Second, the dissertation attended to temporality, as atmospheres emerge as pro-
ducts of the past, the present, and the future. Current work on the sensory aspects 
of urban space focuses very much on the moment of experience, and are thus tem-
porally located in the present (Degen 2017). However, sensorial experiences of place 
are intrinsically linked to temporality, in a range of ways. As I discussed in Chapter 
3, a place’s atmosphere is contingent on the time of the day or night, as well as the 
ways in which visitors perceive the flow of time during the tour. Did time ‘fly by’? Was 
it sensed as unfolding slowly? Chapter 4 also highlighted that tourists’ sense of a par-
ticular urban atmosphere is influenced by the popular culture that informs expecta-
tions visitors may have of the tour prior to arriving, and which they recall once in-si-
tu, while future-oriented ideas and desires also shape their experience. Chapters 1 
and 2 pointed to the role of history in informing Trench Town’s atmosphere, thereby 
highlighting a different temporality. They showed that colonialism, macro-histori-
cal events such as the Cold War, and the clientelism of Jamaica’s bi-party politics, 
shaped the neighbourhood and imprinted affective qualities onto the landscape in 
ways that can still be felt today. Bringing together theory on urban symbolic econo-
mies with a sensorial approach to the city, this thesis paid close attention to move-
ments in space and in time, as it explored how senses are mobilised, manipulated, 
and attuned for the commodification of the city. 

Politics of the sensorial economy  

The sensorial economy has clear political ramifications. These extend beyond the 
financial potential of the sensorial economy which I described above as offering the 
opportunity for low-income brokers to obtain monetary, symbolic and social capital. 
Certainly, the sensorial economy can make an important theoretical contribution 
to the study of urban economies. By coupling the concerns of urban studies with an 
anthropological focus on the senses, it provides a way to study transactions in an in-
novative way. However, it does more than propose new avenues to explore exchanges 
and economies: the concepts connects directly to processes that both reify, and des-
tabilize, urban inequalities. Within the sensorial economy, I argue, the sensorial is 
opened up as a site for both political and economic negotiation: it is a realm in which 
urban inequalities and the power asymmetries of urban life might be reworked. 
Connecting Jacques Rancière’s work on the political potentiality of art and of the 
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sensorial to the context of ‘ghetto tourism’, I suggest that we can understand this 
reworking of economic and social differences as taking shape through the formation 
of political communities that are enabled by the sensorial economy. 

From an ethical and political perspective, ‘ghetto’, ‘slum’ or ‘inequality tourism’ is 
problematic. It is an encounter in which relatively wealthy, mobile people visit com-
paratively poor residents who deal daily with the challenges imposed by structural 
and economic inequities. These disparities lead to power differentials in which the 
toured may have little control over the way they are portrayed and their neighbou-
rhood consumed. These larger socio-economic structures that condition the tou-
rism encounter in low-income urban places more than often remain unaltered. 
Moreover, despite attempts by locals to challenge the stigmas they suffer, or the 
pre-conceptions that tourists have of them, these often remain unaltered. A num-
ber of tourists arrive to neighbourhoods like Trench Town convinced that they have 
entered a space of heightened criminality and gang violence, and leave with these 
narratives intact. This suggests that the inequalities that permeate urban life cannot 
be redressed through brief tourism encounters.  However, and without wanting to be 
overly optimistic, I propose that the sensorial economy does offer an opportunity, if 
perhaps only a small opening, for change. 

The asymmetrical power relations that lie at the core of ‘inequality tourism’ are in 
part recalibrated through the sensorial economy as it creates a community between 
those who engage in it. By participating in the sensorial economy, local guides and 
other brokers craft moments in which tourists and toured momentarily sense the 
same physical and affective environment. They force visitors to sense – hear, touch, 
feel, see and smell – the neighbourhood in a particular, and often novel, way. During 
the tours, guides and tourists, who originate from different communities, become 
part of the same ‘sensible fabric’. In that moment, they sense the same things and, 
thus, become part of a community in the Rancièrian sense. Rancière’s (2004) work 
on the politics of aesthetics suggests that we imagine communities of people as held 
together by a sort of net, or fabric. This fabric is ‘the sensible’. It is the material of 
everyday life: our shared sensitivities concerning the everyday, our social context, 
and our perception of the surrounding environment. When curating their tours, tou-
rism brokers in Trench Town craft a sensible fabric connecting people across urban, 
national and global divides. 

For Rancière, the most important aspect of communities is their political potential. 
The sensible does not only connect people, it binds them to a form of politics and is 
the origin of all community empowerment (Roy-Desrosiers 2011). Sensing the same 
environment can entail sensing the same injustices, the same power struggles and 
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being moved in similar directions. Therefore, when Trench Town guides bring visi-
tors to experience structural violence or poverty as a contemporary issue, they enlist 
visitors in feeling this too. They disrupt and reconfigure common-sense understan-
dings of who the perpetrators of violence are, shifting the focus from dangerous men 
from poor areas, to corrupt government officials and reckless politicians. In doing 
this, local guides and brokers solicit tourists to experience the inequities they en-
dure in their daily lives. For a brief moment, wealthy visitors experience the same 
plight as residents of Trench Town. The attention of international tourists may hold 
political capital for the residents. This could prompt change, as the increased atten-
tion of tourists enlists the alerts tourism officials and policy makers, who realize the 
potential of Trench Town to attract visitors. By the time I left Trench Town, govern-
ment officials were discussing the possibility of legalising and formalising trans-
port routes into the neighbourhood. This, for example, could hold the possibility to 
operate slow, small, incremental change in Trench Town, potentially reviving trade 
along Trench Town’s main roads. At the very least, it would facilitate the movements 
of residents and visitors. Such changes challenge hegemonic ideas of urban politics 
(Frenzel et al. 2015; Sanyal 2015), and open to the possibility of seeing urban inequa-
lities addressed.

Of course, the temporality of the tourism encounter offers a relatively brief engage-
ment with different or other spaces. A typical tour of Trench Town lasts a couple of 
hours. Then tourists return to their hotels or guest houses, and move on to the next 
excursion. In the case of inequality tourism, this tempers the political possibility 
opened up by the creation of a community. What is the life span of the political com-
munities that can be created through the sensorial economy? Can a brief encoun-
ter, a tourism experience that lasts only a couple of hours, really hold the potential 
for change? Addressing these questions would entail spending more time with tou-
rists. It would require finding out if the sensorial experience of poverty and violence 
creates a desire to implement change that lasts beyond the tourism encounter. While 
these are important questions, they fall beyond the scope of this dissertation, but 
offer important avenues for further research.

The sensorial economy  
beyond the tourism encounter

Studying inequality tourism through the conceptual lens of the sensorial economy 
shows that, although low-income residents are affected by macro-economic forces – 
in this case, the commodification of their neighbourhood and city-wide shifts towards 
symbolic economies predicated on branding and image making – these are not im-
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posed on them unilaterally. Rather, residents also play an important role in shaping 
the urban contexts in which these macro-economic movements take place (Koenig 
and Matejowsky 2015, 9). By producing urban spectacles of ghetto tourism, disen-
franchised locals leverage to their advantage an encounter otherwise grounded in 
inequalities. Exploring the sensorial economy enabled me to tease out the economic 
potential of the senses, and of the sensorial economy. It outlined how the orchestra-
ting of the perceptual takes place in an epoch of heightened capitalism. Scholars 
from Guy Debord (1967) and Sharon Zukin (1995) to David Harvey (2008, 2011) have 
argued that consumerism is at the core of our social interactions, highlighting the 
economic dimension of consumption and the countless ways in which people and 
material goods are joined through networks of capital and commodities. However, 
the role of the senses in these transactions has generally been obscured.

The theoretical scope of the concept of the sensorial economy extends beyond the 
context of urban consumption and tourism, and can contribute to an analysis of other 
transactions, especially those that take place within the service sector. My elabora-
tion of the sensorial economy could usefully be applied to shed light on the space for 
economic and political negotiation available to workers in the care industry – those 
sex workers, child minders, nurses, therapists whose labour is premised on inti-
macy and emotional connection. As Viviana Zelizer (2000) argues, social-scientists 
have lacked nuance in their analysis of the purchase of intimacy, depicting the tran-
sactions between capital and emotion as either purely rational, coercive, or plainly 
incompatible. Zelizer’s work, alongside Amalia Cabezas’ (2009) analysis of sex tou-
rism in Cuba and the Dominican Republic, hint to the fact that care workers draw on 
a wide range of strategies to negotiate the political and economic potential of emo-
tional and intimate labour. While attention has been paid to the ways these profes-
sionals perform scripted emotional labour (Hochschild 1983) – our understanding 
of this industry could engage more directly with the sensorial skills these workers 
mobilise to provide atmospheres, emotions, and care, perceived as authentic, in ex-
change for various types of remuneration. 

Research on the sensorial economy could also benefit from exploring different chan-
nels of representation. While I developed the sensorial economy as a concept based 
on ethnographic fieldwork, a paradox emerges from engaging this theoretical pro-
position through ethnographic writing. In monographs, the written word orders the 
smells, sounds, tastes and feelings that inform the research material. Writing a the-
sis about sensing violence and poverty reinstates the prevalence of the ocular, and 
the verbocentrism of linguistic communication. How can the sensorial economy be 
researched in the social sciences without this textual bias? I have argued in this dis-
sertation that the body and the senses are tools for the production of knowledge. But 
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knowledge is also contingent on the form through which it is disseminated. A useful 
move in further exploring the sensorial economy could be moving to embrace other 
representational means than text, and doing so in collaboration with interlocutors 
who are skilled in these forms of representation. It could prompt anthropologists to 
be more than ‘tourists with pens’, becoming sensorial artists, communicators and 
co-curators. 
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SUMMARY.

In Trench Town, community life unfolds during slow, sun-stroked days, marred by 
the social and economic hardships that structure this low-income, high-crime urban 
area. Amidst the neighbourhood’s humdrum – the sounds of conversations between 
residents, traffic along the main arteries, music emanating from homes, church 
singing in the distance, the sight of wide, battered pavements and zinc fences, the 
smells of cooked food, and the heat – a group of tourists wanders the streets. Most 
tourists who venture to Trench Town, and to the small Culture Yard museum it 
houses, are drawn in by the area’s rich musical heritage. It is the birthplace of reg-
gae, where Bob Marley, who grew up in the neighbourhood and famously sung about 
it, and mingled and jammed with other figureheads of Jamaica’s musical scene. The 
sonic art of Trench Town, along with references to Kingston’s downtown ‘ghetto life’, 
infuse Jamaican visual and musical culture. While these spark visitors’ wish to ex-
perience Trench Town and embark on walking tours of the neighbourhood, they also 
inform tourist imaginaries of ghetto poverty and crime. Local guides, who (for the 
most part) live in Trench Town, are aware of tourists’ desires to experience snippets 
of life tinted by poverty and violence. 

In this dissertation, I analyse tourism patterns in Trench Town to understand how 
low-income residents participate in encounters predicated on the consumption of 
inequality. My dissertation draws on the case of tourism in Trench Town to address 
how urban poverty and violence are experienced, sensed and ultimately sold, 
unpacking the political and economic implications of this form of commodification. 
This research explores how poverty and violence are transformed into products, and 
what benefits residents of marginalised – yet destination – neighbourhoods such as 
Trench Town can derive from selling glimpses of deprivation and conflict. I tie these 
questions to larger debates in urban studies and anthropology that are concerned 
with the transformation of places into goods for exchange. 

I engage with scholarship on urban spectacles and symbolic economies, two domi-
nant concepts used to analyse the transformation of urban spaces and cultures into 
products. I extend this work by showing that the production of place for consump-
tion involves economic and political negotiations that take place through the senses. 
The link between selling and sensing urban poverty and violence lies in what I call 
the ‘sensorial economy’, which in the case of ‘ghetto’ tourism involves transactions 
in which locals deliberately make visitors feel and apprehend the violence and/or 
poverty of a place in exchange for economic or social capital. Elucidating this sen-



181

sorial economy is an important theoretical contribution to debates about the com-
modification of urban places. In the context of tourism in low-income urban areas, 
it offers a framework for understanding how residents of these areas negotiate the 
experience of urban violence, and what they can derive from this. Dealing with the 
commodification of violence and poverty, and the transformation of their neighbou-
rhood into a tourism destination, guides of Trench Town curate a sensorial product 
in exchange for capital. In so doing, they highlight how the senses become economi-
cally and politically valuable.

Throughout these pages, I develop the concept of the sensorial economy in relation to 
the ethnographic material it is derived from, whilst weaving other theoretical consi-
derations through the text. Understanding how inequalities structure the place and 
substance of the tourism encounter, as the poverty and violence that inform Trench 
Town become a product for tourism consumption, relies on addressing two key fea-
tures: movement and temporality. I tie tourism encounters, and the sensorial eco-
nomy, to global, national, and urban mobilities. I analyse the variegated mobilities of 
residents of Kingston, and of Trench Town more specifically, contrasting these with 
the movements of tourists. This highlights how, when travelling to Trench Town, vi-
sitors frame their movements across places as a travel in time. It is this temporal and 
geographical framework that enables visitors to construct Trench Town, alongside 
violence and poverty, as an authentic tourism product. 

Yet, a discrepancy exists between touristic desires and the reality of the tourism 
commodity. Tourists who expect to travel to a place they can frame as belonging 
to the past, or visitors who wish to witness a certain type of spectacular violence 
reproduced in popular culture, are sensitized to a different experience. When they 
amble through Trench Town on walking tours brokered by guides, tourists disco-
ver the neighbourhood in a multisensorial way. In this curatorial process, guides 
of Trench Town simultaneously choose to address and disregard different aspects 
of the neighbourhood. Focused on the entanglements of violence and tourism, this 
analysis reveals how these guides curate visitors’ experiences, in order to sensitize 
them to different (un)spectacular forms of violence and poverty. I argue that, in so 
doing, local tour guides productively leverage violence and poverty to denounce and 
grapple with structural violence and histories of inequality.

This approach to the commodification of place, poverty and violence, coupled with 
an engagement with sensorial anthropology, offers a new contribution to scholarship 
on Caribbean cities. Furthermore, through an engagement with assemblage theo-
ry, an analytical method that connects data across scales and times, my research 
speaks to Caribbeanist work on historical continuities. 
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SAMENVATTING.

In Trench Town ontvouwt het collectieve leven zich tijdens lome, zonnige dagen, 
ontsierd door sociale en economische ontberingen die kenmerkend zijn voor deze 
door armoede en criminaliteit gekenmerkte stadswijk. Te midden van dit alledaagse 
leven van de buurt – de geluiden van gesprekken en verkeer op de grotere wegen, 
muziek uit de woningen, kerkgezang in de verte, de aanblik van brede gehavende 
stoepen en zinken hekken, de geur van eten, en de hitte – wandelen toeristen door de 
straten. De meeste toeristen die het wagen Trench Town te bezoeken, en de Culture 
Yard, het kleine museum dat zich daar bevindt, komen af op het rijke muzikale er-
fgoed van de buurt. Dit is de geboorteplaats van de reggae, waar Bob Marley, die in 
de buurt opgroeide en erover zong, muziek maakte met de vele boegbeelden die de 
Jamaicaanse muziekscene rijk is. De geluidskunst van Trench Town, en de verwij-
zingen naar het ‘ghetto leven’ in de achterstandswijken van Kingston, doordringen 
de visuele en muzikale cultuur van Jamaica. Hoewel deze populaire cultuur de wens 
van bezoekers aanwakkert om Trench Town te ervaren en om deel te nemen aan 
wandeltochten door de buurt, kleurt het ook hun verbeelding van de armoede en 
criminaliteit van zogenaamde getto’s. Lokale gidsen, die voor het grootste deel in 
Trench Town wonen, zijn zich bewust van de toeristische wens om fragmenten te 
ervaren van een door armoede en geweld getekend wijkleven.

In dit proefschrift analyseer ik de toeristische patronen in Trench Town om te begri-
jpen hoe inwoners met een laag inkomen deelnemen aan ontmoetingen die gestoeld 
zijn op het consumeren van ongelijkheid. Mijn dissertatie analyseert de case van 
toerisme in Trench Town om de ervaring, zintuigelijke waarneming en uiteindeli-
jke ‘verkoop’ van stedelijke armoede en geweld te duiden, waarbij ik met name de 
politieke en economische implicaties van deze vorm van commodificatie beschouw. 
Dit onderzoek richt zich op hoe geweld en armoede worden omgezet in producten 
en welke voordelen de inwoners van gemarginaliseerde, maar toch toeristische 
buurten zoals Trench Town kunnen halen uit de verkoop van een glimp van armoe-
de en geweld. Ik verbind deze vragen aan grotere debatten in binnen stadsstudies en 
antropologie die zich bezighouden met de transformatie van plaatsen tot verhandel-
bare goederen.

Ik verhoud me tot onderzoek naar stedelijke spektakels en naar symbolische eco-
nomieën, twee dominante concepten die worden gebruikt om de transformatie van 
stedelijke ruimtes en culturen tot koopwaar te analyseren. Mijn werk laat zien dat 
de productie van plaatsen voor consumptie economische en politieke onderhande-
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lingen behelst die zich met name via de zintuigen voltrekken. Het verband tussen 
de verkoop en de zintuigelijke waarneming van stedelijke armoede en geweld duid 
ik dan ook als de ‘sensorische economie’. Dit verwijst naar transacties waarbij de 
lokale bevolking bezoekers bewust de ervaring van geweld en/of armoede meegeeft 
in ruil voor economisch of sociaal kapitaal. Inzicht in deze vorm van economie kan 
een belangrijke theoretische bijdrage leveren aan debatten over de commodificatie 
van stedelijke plaatsen. Het biedt een kader om te begrijpen hoe bewoners van ach-
terstandswijken de ervaring van stedelijk geweld betwisten en wat ze hierbij kunnen 
winnen. Geconfronteerd met de commodificatie van geweld en armoede, gepaard 
met de metamorfose van hun buurt tot een toeristische bestemming, stellen gidsen 
een sensorisch product samen in ruil voor kapitaal. Daarbij belichten ze hoe de zin-
tuigen economisch en politiek waardevol worden.

In dit proefschrift ontwikkel ik het concept van de sensorische economie in relatie 
tot het etnografische materiaal waaruit het is afgeleid, terwijl ik ook andere theore-
tische overwegingen door de tekst heen weef. Om te begrijpen hoe ongelijkheid de 
plaats en inhoud van toeristische ontmoetingen vormgeeft, terwijl de Trench Town 
kenmerkende armoede en geweld een product worden dat bestemd is voor toeris-
tische consumptie, zijn twee eigenschappen met name van belang: beweging en ti-
jdelijkheid. Ik trek verbanden tussen toeristische ontmoetingen en de sensorische 
economie enerzijds, en mondiale, nationale en stedelijke vormen van mobiliteit an-
derzijds. Ik analyseer de uiteenlopende mobiliteiten van stadsbewoners, en meer in 
het bijzonder de bewoners van Trench Town, en contrasteer die met de bewegingen 
van toeristen. Deze analyse belicht hoe bezoekers, wanneer ze naar Trench Town 
reizen, hun verplaatsingen over nationale en stedelijke grenzen heen begrijpen als 
een reis door de tijd. Dit temporele en geografische kader stelt bezoekers in staat 
Trench Town, en ook geweld en armoede, als authentieke toeristische producten te 
ervaren.

Toch bestaat er een discrepantie tussen toeristische wensen en de realiteit van 
het toeristisch product. Toeristen die verwachten af te reizen naar een plek die ze 
kunnen duiden als behorend tot het verleden, en bezoekers die getuige willen zijn 
van een bepaald soort spectaculair geweld dat ze uit de populaire cultuur kennen, 
worden blootgesteld aan een andere ervaring. Als ze met gidsen door Trench Town 
lopen, leren toeristen de buurt op een multi-sensorische manier kennen. Als ten-
toonstellingsmakers kiezen de gidsen van Trench Town ervoor om zich op sommige 
aspecten van de buurt te richten en om andere te negeren. Mijn analyse, die gericht 
is op de verwevenheid van geweld en toerisme, laat zien hoe gidsen de ervaringen 
van bezoekers vormgeven, om ze gevoelig te maken voor andere en (on)spectacu-
laire vormen van geweld en armoede. Ik betoog dat lokale gidsen zo geweld en ar-
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moede op een productieve manier benutten om structureel geweld en een langere 
geschiedenis van ongelijkheid te benoemen en te betwisten.

Deze benadering van de commodificatie van plaats, armoede en geweld, in dialoog 
met de zintuiglijke antropologie, levert een nieuwe bijdrage aan onderzoek naar Ca-
raïbische steden. Bovendien spreekt mijn onderzoek door het gebruik van de assem-
blagetheorie, een analytische methode die fenomenen over de grenzen van tijd en 
geografische schaal heen samen beschouwt, tot Caraïbisch wetenschappelijk werk 
over historische continuïteiten.


