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Abstract 
Throughout the world, the relationship between states and their citizens is under 
stress. State institutions and practices are informalized and criminalized, while 
simultaneously, criminal organizations become institutionalized and gain increasing 
legitimacy. As states fail to guarantee citizenship rights and enable social mobility, 
criminal organizations step in as new providers or brokers of essential services and 
social inclusion. This paper, based on preliminary results of research in Kingston, 
Jamaica, explores how urban citizenship is reconfigured through criminal governance 
structures. I situate such governance arrangements in Kingston’s sociospatial 
structure, relating them to the inequalities of power and access embedded in the urban 
structure. 
 
Introduction 
This brief essay, based on three months of preliminary fieldwork in 2008, aims to 
begin to explore how criminal actors and mechanisms reconfigure citizenship and 
urban governance arrangements in Kingston, Jamaica. I attempt to understand what 
happens when the state no longer takes care of citizens, when they feel no obligations 
at all towards that state, and when they barely participate in what we could call the 
‘rituals’ of statehood – does something take its place? Is there another system of 
institutionalized power, that watches over its citizens, doles out fair punishment to 
those who break the rules, and offers room for ‘participation’? What new framework 
of governance emerges for the rights, responsibilities and participation we associate 
with citizenship? I argue that new crime-based systems of urban governance and 
citizenship are emerging that function both through and against the state, with 
neighborhood leadership linking ‘the street’ and the state. A preliminary ethnographic 
study was carried out in Kingston’s inner city, centering on one marginalized 
neighborhood, where I conducted participatory observation and 25 in-depth 
interviews. In addition, interviews were held with five criminal leaders (‘dons’) and 
other stakeholders in alternative governance structures. 

There is increasing scholarly and political interest in the spread of global and urban 
crime and, more broadly, ‘disorder’. These concerns need to be understood against a 
background of national states weakened by neoliberal policies and the increased 
impact of global economic, political and social flows. Many and in particular 
postcolonial states appear to suffer from internal dissolution and become increasingly 
informalized and criminalized (Bayart et al. 1999; Comaroff and Comaroff 2006; 
Elyachar 2005). As a result, they are decreasingly effective in ensuring civil, political 
and social rights. 

An inability or perceived unwillingness of the state to ensure citizenship rights can 
lead to its diminished legitimacy and the emergence of alternative systems of 
governance, legality and citizenship. Examples of such systems worldwide include 
premanism in Indonesia (Barker 2006), Islamists in Cairo (Doorman 2007), Hezbollah 
in Beirut (Fawaz 2000), criminal governance systems in Brazilian favelas and South 
African slums (Arias 2006; Standing 2003), and the Italian mafia (Blok 1974). When 
social, economic and political forms of exclusion prohibit the attainment of societal 
goals through legitimate means, criminal networks and activities become more viable 



routes to social mobility and inclusion (Harrell and Peterson 1992; Merton 1938; 
Young 1999). 

However, systems of criminal governance often function symbiotically with the 
state, rather than in opposition to it. State and non-state leadership become blurred as 
the informalization and criminalization of the state is accompanied by the 
institutionalization and assumed legality of criminal organizations, creating ‘private 
indirect government’ or ‘twilight institutions’ (Gupta 1995; Lund 2006; Mbembe 
2001). Criminalization itself is an effect of the state, as activities, individuals and 
groups are labeled as criminal by the state and its legal system (often under pressure 
from foreign governments or international bodies). 

The state defines criminals, but needs them as well. State-citizen relations are often 
mediated through local, and specifically criminal, leadership in poor urban areas. 
Political parties and state institutions rely on these brokers as gatekeepers who 
provide access to electoral blocs and can suppress urban unrest. For poor citizens, the 
brokers are an important connection to political and economic resources. The leaders’ 
gatekeeper position allows them to exact resources or services from the state, which 
will strategically turn a blind eye towards criminal organization. The political and 
criminal brokers who link ‘the street’ to ‘the state’ enjoy a privileged, yet under-
researched position. 

The ambiguous nature of criminal categories is evident in Jamaica, where ‘criminal 
dons’ are equally known as ‘area leaders’ in interactions with formal government, or 
‘community representatives’ when providing local access to aid agencies. On the 
ground, one of Kingston’s more established ‘dons’ is popularly known as ‘The 
President’, while extortion fees are referred to as ‘taxes’. I want to use the case of 
Kingston and specifically these dons to discuss how leadership and legitimacy - 
whether state or non-state, legal or illegal - are constructed and maintained, and how 
arrangements of power, belonging and citizenship are communicated, negotiated and 
transformed.  
 
Kingston 
Kingston is the capital of the Caribbean island of Jamaica, and has a population of 
about 600,000. The city is characterized by a broad socio-spatial divide between the 
so-called ghettos and garrisons of Downtown and the spacious, well-guarded 
‘residential’ areas of Uptown. This urban structure is connected to a range of social 
processes including high rates of violent crime, fear and an intensely polarized and 
clientelist political culture. These unequal social relations and spatial segregation are 
connected to a history of racialized exclusion.  

Recent changes notwithstanding, historically there has been a strong correlation 
between class and color, with dark-skinned Afro-Jamaicans living Downtown and 
lighter-skinned mixed descent and ethnic minorities overrepresented in Uptown 
circles. This urban rupture along lines of class and color is cut through by political 
fissures. The two political parties – the Jamaica Labour Party (JLP) and the People’s 
National Party (PNP) – had, and still have to some extent, relationships with their 
constituency termed ‘garrison politics’. These politics entail using state resources to 
secure votes, supplying loyal communities with material benefits such as housing or 
employment, thus creating a spatially delineated system of political clientelism and 
control in Kingston’s impoverished inner-city. Downtown inner-city communities are 
divided amongst political party lines, carved during turf wars in which the two major 
political parties seek geographical control over specific areas as an electoral strategy. 
The creation, development and maintenance of these violently maintained ‘political 



garrisons’ are part of a process deliberately fostered by political representatives in 
tandem with localized gang leaders, who have morphed into powerful, politically 
sheltered criminal dons (Rapley 2003; Sives 2002). 
 
Dons and criminal governance structures 
These ‘dons’ fulfill a central role within criminal governance structures that function 
in a state-like manner, providing access to crucial urban services and resources, and 
offering a framework for social inclusion and belonging. Dons often provide financial 
support, employment and security. They do this either directly, through their personal 
access to both violence and financial means (both largely related to narcotics trade 
and to a lesser extent the construction industry), and indirectly, as when they pressure 
the government to deliver. Through their connection to politicians and formal state 
power, dons also provide residents with ‘links’ to survival and social mobility. 

Dons and their seconds-in-command function as a Ministry of Social Security, in 
that residents can apply for financial support (for instance, for health or education 
purposes) in times of need. They also function as a Ministry of Labor, in that they 
provide employment within their own organization, especially for young men, or can 
facilitate a link to the local formal politician (the Member of Parliament), who can try 
and find applicants a job in the formal sector. Finally, and this is perhaps the most 
important function, these criminal arrangements function as a Ministry of National 
Security and Justice, providing protection in neighborhoods where the police is seen 
as a repressive force (and is responsible for near to 200 deaths annually). 

In neighborhood contexts of high rates of theft, rape and other forms of violent 
crime, dons are seen as maintaining order, and delivering justice more speedily and 
effectively than the state. In interviews, residents indicated that this security function 
is more important than their role as economic providers. The most famous garrison of 
Tivoli Gardens is run by a don known as The President, and its murder rate has 
dropped to nearly zero, whereas surrounding communities have annual rates of over 
100 homicides per 100,000 population. This relative security is attributed to the iron 
hand with which this don rules over the area. 

One minor don, a second-in-command, stressed the importance of instilling not 
only fear but love – he told me: “If they fear you, they will do what you say. But if 
they love you, they will jump in front of the bullet to save your life”. So while many 
dons are feared, several enjoy respect and greater legitimacy than formal state actors 
and institutions do. Some are seen as protectors and heroes; they are depicted as loyal 
protectors and benefactors to their communities. One don I spoke to had the name of 
his ‘corner’ tattooed onto his arm, embodying the piece of urban space he represented. 
The mutual loyalty is expressed by dons who ‘die for their communities’ and the local 
reactions to their deaths – homages to deceased criminal dons through murals and 
banners (see Figures 1 and 2) are a fairly visible phenomenon as dons do run a 
disproportionate chance of dying by violent means. 

In such images - public memorials - and in the elaborate public funerals dons 
receive (Paul 2007), we see the visual and ritual attribution of statehood. The power 
of the dons is also reinforced discursively through the circulation of myths 
surrounding their personas. These myths reflect the combination of respect and fear 
that underpins the dons’ position of power. I encountered two major categories of 
stories. The first consists of Robin Hood stories of dons who distribute largess to the 
poor and who provide order and protect their community from marauders by killing 
thieves and rapists. The second category of myths consists of stories that emphasize 
the cruelty and perversion of dons. There are pervasive stories of dons sending for the 



teenage daughters of community members in order to exploit them sexually – and of 
course the parents dare not refuse. Interestingly, other stories in this category often 
involve the taboo of homosexuality. One major don is said to have offered ‘informers’ 
(community members who talk to the police) the chance to save their lives through 
performing oral sex on him. However, after one of them accepted this deal and 
performed the act, the don put a tire around his neck and set him on fire, as the 
informer had proved himself not only a traitor but also a homosexual and thus 
deserved to die doubly. 

The governance structures led by criminal dons are different from the traditional 
state in a number of ways. In their use of violent spectacles in maintaining order and 
the personalist figure of power, they appear to be ‘pre-modern’ similar to the forms of 
state power that preceded modern systems of governmentality (Foucault 1991). 
However, the way in which dons’ myths are disseminated through popular culture and 
electronic media implies a very modern consolidation of power. Moreover, these 
forms of criminal governance have a different spatial logic from the formal state, as 
they are simultaneously deeply embedded in specific urban socio-spatial structures, 
and financially enabled by transnational narcotics networks. This local-transnational 
scalar logic, associated with contemporary globalization processes, skips over the 
space of the nation, pointing towards the denationalization of urban space and the 
formation of new political claims on this space by transnational actors (Sassen 1998). 
Finally, their intimate connection with formal national politics implies that we cannot 
understand these criminal governance structures only as parallel states; rather, they 
have come to form a mutually expedient symbiosis with the formal state. Perhaps 
then, the current hybrid state of the state is not so much modern or premodern but, 
following Latour (1992), amodern.  
 
Conclusion 
In Kingston’s socially marginalized urban areas, criminal organizations and leaders 
have come to function as new providers or brokers of essential services and social 
inclusion, to all intents and purposes providing citizenship rights and enabling social 
mobility more effectively than the formal state. These governance arrangements both 
provide an alternative to the state, working against it, and work through the state when 
they mediate clientelist access to it. Kingston’s alternative governance arrangements 
need to be situated in the city’s social and spatial structure. These arrangements are 
related to the inequalities of power and access embedded in the urban structure. The 
perceived legitimacy of criminal governance can be understood by examining the 
extent to which they provide marginalized citizens with a way to claim their right to 
the city. In contexts of urban social exclusion, criminal networks may offer a more 
viable, though non-democratic, route to the civil, political and social rights and 
participation associated with substantive citizenship. 

Given the state-like role of criminal organizations, citizenship and governance are 
important conceptual tools in analyzing transformations in both criminal and state 
systems of rule. Understanding how such alternative structures are constructed, 
maintained and contested will allow us to rethink the functioning of states. Cities, in 
turn, are strategic sites for understanding emerging political subjectivities and 
alternative forms of citizenship and governance (Holston and Appadurai 1999). As 
noted earlier, this research is very preliminary and I hope to use this case to further 
develop new ways of understanding how criminal organizations and mechanisms are 
reconfiguring traditional notions of citizenship and governance. 
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Figure 1. Mural in tribute to don Willy Haggart. Ph oto: Donnette Zacca. 
 

 
Figure 2. Banner in tribute to ‘the one and only don in South Side’, Chubby 
Dread. Photo: Wayne Modest. 


