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Downtown Ladies is Gina A. Ulysse’s thought-provoking response 
to the challenge of gendering globalization as anthropologists 

and other social researchers encounter it across multiple local and extra-
local sites where they negotiate the conditions and ferret out the eviden-
tiary contents of fieldwork. Ulysse undertook this project in Kingston as a 
regional native and local outsider committed to dovetailing research with 
the political sensibilities of an activist. The result is an engaging ethnog-
raphy framed within a transnational black feminism drawing from diverse 
sources—black and Latina feminisms, cultural studies, Caribbean(ist) 
social science, and Jamaicans’ vernacular knowledges. The latter includes 
“Bob Marley’s lyrical theories”(p. 165) and the views and voices of “third 
world, subaltern female[s] in multiple shadows” (p. 1).

Ulysse brings the wisdom of Informal Commercial Importers (ICIs) 
into conversation with an interdisciplinary array of social theorists and 
cultural critics, resulting in a richly-textured analysis, punctuated by 
perspectives from anthropologists (e.g., Michel-Rolph Trouillot and 
Anna Tsing) and Jamaican intellectuals (e.g., Patricia Anderson, Carol 
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Campbell, Elsie Le Franc, and Michael Witter). Even with the abun-
dance of citation-worthy sources, Ulysse’s voice is distinctive. It articu-
lates an “alter(ed)native” perspective on the emergence of ICIs onto 
the national and global stage as both economic and cultural actors. She 
convincingly demonstrates the salience of their socioeconomic practices 
and symbolically evocative self-making as mutually constitutive domains 
within a reflexive political economy.

The idea and practice of black working-class women refashioning 
themselves as downtown ladies works against the grain of the traditional 
lady/woman and uptown/downtown binaries, which interlock with polari-
ties and hierarchically-ordered gradations of race, color, class, and space. 
Ulysse elucidates how ICIs, especially the visible ones that stereotypes of 
tough, “rude gal” traders purport to represent, disrupt the meanings of class, 
which are “lived through race and gender” (p. 13) and are color-coded. 
The cultural politics and mediating performances of color, the intricacies 
of which are often elided in the research literature, are part of an enduring 
legacy of colonial racialization in contemporary Jamaican“pigmentocracy.” 
As independent international traders maneuver through the cracks and 
interstices of the transnational terrain, they are often stigmatized as outsid-
ers and outlaws (e.g., as drug smugglers, “mules”).

Ulysse provides an instructive historical overview of the intersecting 
codes of gender, class, and color, which higglers, ICIs’ predecessors who 
have been central to internal marketing, were compelled to negotiate 
and mediate. Representing “icons of black womanhood” and “social 
marker[s] of difference” (p. 23), higglers and ICIs have contested  domi-
nant images by redefining femininity and beauty, setting the stage for 
black working-class women’s performances as ladies. Ulysse explains 
how mediations and refractions of class and color have been integral to 
Jamaican women’s self-making since the era of slavery, when feminin-
ity was considered the reserve of privileged white females. Then and 
now, black and brown women have deployed different forms of capital, 
material and symbolic, as vehicles for upward social mobility. Ulysse 
paints a graphic picture of the phenotypic markers and modifications in 
appearance that have served as capital.

Although ICIs’ mobility is constrained by stigmatizing stereotypes and 
saturated markets, some traders have managed to achieve success navigat-
ing neoliberal landscapes. However, this “relative success puts them in 
constant conflict with the state and big business” (p. 59). Ulysse provides 
the background for understanding how independent international traders 
emerged in the political-economic crisis of the 1970s. As self-employed 
“suitcase traders,” they traveled throughout the Caribbean and eventu-
ally to Miami, New York, and other destinations in North America and 
Europe to “buy and sell.” The government responded to the business 
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establishment’s anxieties over this emergent class of competitors with 
policies to regulate and restrict their expanding sphere of the informal 
economic activity. Ulysse explains that the government-coined label, 
Informal Commercial Importers, belies the intensifying controls through 
registration, licensing, foreign exchange quotas, calibrated import duties, 
and restrictions on spatial placement. These domesticating policies lack 
transparency and are implemented inconsistently. Hypervisible ICIs are 
forced to comply while their less detectable counterparts in the middle- 
and upper-classes circumvent the rules.

The book does an excellent job illuminating the diversity of women 
(and to a lesser extent men) who work as ICIs. Ulysse characterizes 
informal importing as a continuum of business activities “vary[ing] in 
degrees of formality and informality” (p. 133). However, as a heuristic 
device, she draws a contrast between the ICIs whose bodies and busi-
ness practices are targeted for punitive regulation and those who are 
less detectable due to their self-presentations and color encoded classed 
performances (e.g., as they pass through airport customs inspections 
without being searched).

Ulysse’s includes an in-depth treatment of everyday work in the 
downtown arcade. The arcade is an important venue for visible ICIs 
who face the most strict government controls as well as the dangers 
of working in the vicinity of garrison communities. The inhabitants of 
these localities live under siege (p. 169), caught between the violence of 
police and gangs. The arcade’s spatial and class proximity to the down-
town ghetto zone contributes to ICIs’ criminalization and depreciated 
value as persons, largely women, with “black bodies and black lives” 
(p. 181). Their ability to survive in this risky environment depends on 
their command of “learned tools” and skills (p. 191). A prime example 
is the performance of “tuffness” (p. 187), a behavior inappropriate for 
ladies in the mainstream model of femininity. Ulysse’s analysis of this 
gendered class habitus in terms of the wider context of “gun (men), 
violence, and the state” (p. 168) is compelling. Her perspective is also 
relevant to debates on the respectability/reputation model of gendered 
subjectivities and value orientations (p. 183).

The capstone event in Ulysse’s narrative is a shopping trip to Miami. 
Accompanying Miss T and Miss B, Ulysse participated in two intense 
days of shopping, packing and shipping and then returning to Jamaica, 
where the ICIs passed through customs and paid duties and taxes, 
which, are generally more than what “established merchants [pay] for 
their imported merchandise” (p. 201). This may be a heavy price to pay 
for a trade whose markets are heavily saturated, but Ulysse explains 
how this problem is offset somewhat by commodity diversification and 
occupational multiplicity. Moreover, self-employment, camaraderie, and 
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“being a player, no matter how small, in the global market” (p. 205) are 
highly valued, no matter the constraints. ICIs’ agency, elucidated through 
richly textured ethnographic analysis, is now threatened by two trends: 
the inflow of Hong Kong wholesalers with the means to operate on a 
larger scale; and the expansion of the illicit drug trade, whose couriers 
are conflated with ICIs. Not knowing the extent to which drug traffickers 
have infiltrated ICI ranks, distrust among traders has grown, making it 
harder to build trader coalitions to promote their interests.

Some of the most intriguing parts of the ethnography are where 
Ulysse addresses the cultural struggles and cross-class tensions over 
style, fashion “excesses,” and the politics of making fashion statements. 
She delves into the anxieties and compensations of dark-skinned middle-
class women whose self-presentation is meant to neutralize their racial 
proximity to the majority of Afro-Jamaicans. The fashion statements that 
downtown ICIs make are constrained by their recognition that even with 
material success there are boundaries they cannot cross. Ulysse gained 
as much insight into these matters as she did because of her dress code 
breaches. The story she tells about her jelly platform shoes, popular in 
the United States and Europe but considered “so common” (p. 232) 
and unfeminine in Jamaica, is as illuminating as it is humorous. Auto-
ethnographic experiences as a regional native and local outsider were 
integral to the success of her investigation. She learned to negotiate 
sociocultural codes, and, through her own particular status incongruities, 
she observed how corporeal performances of gender, sexual, and class 
identities are policed (p. 118).  

The ethnography’s theoretical underpinnings mesh with Violet 
Eudine Barriteau’s (2006) argument that key aspects of black feminist 
theory (e.g., intersectionality, multiple consciousness, problematizing 
sisterhood), developed largely in the U.S. and, to some extent, the U.K., 
warrants being reworked and applied in the Caribbean. By implication, 
she seems to advocate that Anglophone Caribbean feminists, her prin-
cipal audience, engage the contributions of other diasporic feminisms. 
Presumably, this includes the alter(ed)native feminism of a transna-
tional Haitian anthropologist. Barriteau’s essay, with its implications 
for research and social analysis in Caribbean feminist scholarship and 
in Caribbean studies more generally, underscores the merits of how 
Ulysse frames and theorizes the circumscribed agency and citizenship 
of Jamaican ICIs.
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