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Introduction
A Bend in History’s River

If there was ever a moment when the river of history inflected and percep-
tibly shifted her course, it was 2019. The housing and then financial crash 
of 2008–2009 had passed, and a decade later, Western states were still 
trying to recover from “the slowest and most uneven economic recovery 
in living memory.”1 There was, it seems, evident in the limited indices 
of “growth,” and its increasingly sluggish pace, something rotten at the 
core of this revival. The first signals came, interestingly, from the global 
forces of the Right, with the victory and consolidation of regimes veering 
toward extreme nationalism and neofascism in Russia, Hungary, Poland, 
India, Brazil, Egypt, the Philippines, and Turkey, to mention only some of 
the most egregious instances. And then in 2016, first in the summer with 
the British vote to exit the European Union and in the fall with Donald 
Trump’s presidential victory (despite losing the popular vote), the trend 
was confirmed. It is not that popular and anti-dictatorial progressive 
forces were inactive at this time. The street demonstrations against Brexit 
were some of the largest and most impressive in British history, and the 
anti-racist, anti–police brutality movement under the slogan “Black Lives 
Matter” emerged with real energy in the United States in 2015; but in 
almost every instance, these nascent movements seemed to be outflanked 
and outmaneuvered by the contingents of reaction, harking back with 
nostalgia to romanticized pasts, calling for closed borders, exclusion, 
repression, and one narrow, racist national order. 

Then 2019 came and upended all of that. Robin Wright in the New 
Yorker vividly describes the significance and impact of that year:

the tsunami of protests that swept across six continents … engulfed 
both liberal democracies and ruthless autocracies. … Throughout 
the year, movements emerged overnight, out of nowhere, unleashing 
public fury on a global scale. From Paris and La Paz, to Prague and 

1 Joe Guinan and Martin O’Neill, “The ‘Third Way’ May Have Worked for New 
Labour, but It Is Impossible Now,” Guardian, May 13, 2021.
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Port-Au-Prince, Beirut to Bogota and Berlin, Catalonia to Cairo, and 
in Hong Kong, Harare, Santiago, Sydney, Seoul, Quito, Jakarta, Tehran, 
Algiers, Baghdad, Budapest, London, New Delhi, Manila and even 
Moscow.2

Each instance of upheaval was, of course, rooted in national narratives, 
but the common causes were also plain to see. In Chile, economic 
grievances dating back to the long history of entanglement with neoliberal 
experiments under the Pinochet dictatorship were at the forefront. In 
Lebanon, grievances over the cost of living, stagnant wages, and charges 
of corruption forced Prime Minister Hariri to step down. In Iraq, protests 
over the government’s failure to address declining living standards 
commingled with deep historic divisions exacerbated, no doubt, by the 
fragmentation of society and the state in the wake of the US-led invasion. 
In France, the “Yellow Vests’” protests opposed President Macron’s 
austerity measures, purportedly to end economic malaise. All, as Henry 
Carey suggests, were united in a common anger and exhaustion with the 
status quo: “Fed up with rising inequality, corruption and slow economic 
growth, angry citizens worldwide are demanding an end to corruption 
and the restoration of the democratic rule of law.”3

Not only were there unprecedented numbers in the streets, but this 
global wave, like its predecessor—the worldwide uprising of 1968—
brought into being new forms and tactics of popular mobilization. Thus, 
while the youthful protesters of 1968 were everywhere in the streets, they 
operated within a political culture, influenced by Fanon, Guevara, and 
the Black Panthers,4 that valorized guerrilla warfare and revolutionary 
violence as favored methods of engagement. The street warriors of 2019, 
however, learning from available technologies of the cell phone and social 

2 Robin Wright, “The Story of 2019: Protests in Every Corner of the Globe,” New 
Yorker, December 30, 2019.
3 Henry Carey, in Tony Walker, “2019 Was a Year of Global Unrest, Spurred 
by Anger at Rising Inequality—and 2020 Is Likely to Be Worse,” December 10, 
2019, https://theconversation.com. On global inequality at the turn of the twenty 
first century, see Goran Therborn, “Two Epochal Turns of Inequality, Their 
Significance and Their Dynamics,” Journal of Chinese Sociology 8, no. 9 (2021); 
and Facundo Alvaredo, Lucas Chancel, Thomas Piketty, Emmanuel Saez, and 
Gabriel Zucman (eds.) World Inequality Report 2018, Belknap Press Harvard, 
Cambridge, MA, 2018.
4 See Robyn Spencer, The Revolution Has Come: Black Power, Gender, and the 
Black Panther Party in Oakland, Duke University Press, Durham, NC, 2016.
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media, operate within their own culture of dispersed and spontaneous 
mass mobilization.5 If the politics of the 1960s was driven by charismatic 
(male) leaders, political parties, and trade unions, the new wave often 
has women in the vanguard, or might be defined as an almost leaderless 
movement, brought together by social media tweets and with equally 
rapid demobilization when necessary. This absence of a center that can 
be identified, arrested, and broken makes the new movement particularly 
difficult to defeat and therefore suited for an articulated, tactical resistance. 
As Paolo Gerbaudo suggests, “these protests are popular insurgencies. 
They reflect the failure of nation states in the global era. They’re not a 
passing crisis that can be remedied through the regular lever of the state 
… these movements may be the early symptoms of a new global crisis.”6 

Then, at the tail end of 2019, the COVID-19 virus surfaced, first in 
Wuhan, China, and then rapidly spreading across the globe until the 
World Health Organization classified it as a pandemic on March 11, 
2020. Earlier prognostications on the continued vibrancy of the popular 
protests were initially pessimistic, as the view held by many was that the 
accompanying quarantine measures would stem, along with COVID, 
the viral spread of popular upheaval. But on May 25 in Minneapolis, 
Minnesota, George Floyd, an African American man, was arrested by 
Derek Chauvin, a white policeman, who, while Floyd was on the ground 
and immobile, sunk his knee into Floyd’s neck for more than nine minutes 
until he was dead. This tragic horror, one of a now-familiar pattern, 
often recorded on cellphone cameras of brutal police violence directed 
against Black people, sparked outrage across the United States. By June 
the demonstrations under the “Black Lives Matter” (BLM) slogan had 
brought millions into the streets, with hundreds of marches daily, and 
were being described in the New York Times as the largest in US history. 
The marches—persistent, multiracial, urban, and rural—surpassed by 
far the one-day Women’s March against Trump’s inauguration in January 
2017 and the Tea Party right-wing rallies that followed Obama’s coming 
to office in 2009.7

5 See Wright, “The Story of 2019.”
6 Paolo Gerbaudo, quoted in Wright, “The Story of 2019.” Gerbaudo develops 
his analysis of the new movements in Paolo Gerbaudo, The Mask and the Flag: 
Populism, Citizenism and Global Protest, Oxford University Press, Oxford, 2017.
7 See Larry Buchanan, Quoctrung Bui, and Jugal K. Patel, “Black Lives Matter 
May Be the Largest Movement in U.S. History,” New York Times, July 3, 2020; Lara 
Putnam, Jeremy Pressman, and Erica Chenoweth, “Black Lives Matter beyond 
America’s Big Cities,” Washington Post, July 8, 2020; and Keeanga Yamahtta Taylor, 
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Black Lives Matter, however, refused to remain within the confines of 
US borders. By the middle of June, the internet news service VOX noted 
in a headline that “BLM has become a global rallying cry against racism 
and police brutality”8 and continued to note people taking to the streets 
in London, Seoul, Sydney, Monrovia, Rio de Janeiro, and Idlib, Syria. And 
as one Belgian activist noted, “outrage at an event in the upper Midwest 
of the USA, was transformed into people thinking how it was relevant 
where we were.”9

Floyd’s murder arose out of the specific history of US racism and police 
abuse of Black people, but it is fitting and deeply significant that it found 
resonance globally, in a world in which the history of modernity is deeply 
intertwined with the consolidation of capitalism, European suzerainty, 
and the consequent imbrication of race and racism.10 In this sense, then, 
the Floyd mobilization is not only a sustaining and continuation of the 
turn in the river and the popular upwelling of 2019; it also suggests a 
deepening with the central problematics of race and racism more firmly 
affixed to the banner of protest alongside authoritarianism, corruption, 
and the state itself.

puerto rico and haiti

The Caribbean, too, at least in some constituencies, has been active in 
this new turn to popular protest. Puerto Rico’s long and fraught history 
of quasi-colonial status with the United States was further aggravated by 
the 2006 final phasing out of the federal tax credits that US businesses 
had traditionally received when investing on the island. This came close 
to coinciding with the 2008 financial crisis, and the subsequent rapid 
decline in Puerto Rico’s economic fortunes led to the establishment in 
2016 of a Financial Oversight and Management Board, called by Puerto 
Ricans, with significant chagrin, “La Junta,” which was appointed by 
Congress to manage the island’s finances. The following year, Hurricane 

From #BlackLivesMatter to Black Liberation, Haymarket Books, Chicago, 2016.
8 Jen Kirby, “BLM Has Become a Global Rallying Cry against Racism and Police 
Brutality,” VOX, June 12, 2020.
9 Kirby, “BLM.”
10 See, for instance, Cedric Robinson’s thesis exploring the historical inter-
relationships of capitalism and race: Cedric Robinson, Black Marxism: The 
Making of the Black Radical Tradition, University of North Carolina Press, Chapel 
Hill, 1983; and Minkah Makalani, “Cedric Robinson and the Origins of Race,” 
Boston Review, accessed February 11, 2021, www.bostonreview.net.
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Maria devastated the island, with an official death toll of 2,975 persons. 
This closely connected sequence of economic and natural catastrophe, 
exposing for all to see the territory’s liminal status,11 was further 
aggravated by the abysmal response of the Trump regime, which refused 
to release sufficient disaster funds, appearing to punish the island for not 
seeming to be sufficiently in the Republican political camp. 

The immediate call to the streets, however, was none of these, but 
the release of a series of social media tweets12 with Governor Ricardo 
Rosello speaking with his aides and political associates and suggesting 
his arrogance and contempt for ordinary Puerto Ricans, who were still 
deeply traumatized by their dire social and economic plight. The tweets 
hit the news on July 1, 2019. Within fifteen days, a series of island-wide 
demonstrations and strikes, with increasing numbers and fervor, had 
forced him to resign. An unprecedented alliance of feminists, LGBTQ 
activists, and entertainers, as well as overwhelming support from swaths 
of the population who had never before been involved in politics, brought 
the government to its knees and changed the temper of Puerto Rican 
politics.13 

The problem of Puerto Rico’s political future and the increasing desire 
for statehood remain unresolved. Meanwhile, Puerto Ricans who are all 
US citizens vote with their feet and relocate to the mainland. Since 2008, 
the population, according to a Pew poll, has declined by 15 percent.14 
Puerto Ricans increasingly seem to have, on the one hand, abandoned sov-
ereignty as understood by the twentieth-century anti-colonial yearning 
for independence of La Patria,15 but this has not assuaged the desire for 

11 See Yarimar Bonilla and Marisol LeBron, Aftershocks of Disaster: Puerto Rico 
before and after the Storm, Haymarket Books, Chicago, 2019.
12 See “What Is behind the Protests in Puerto Rico?” New York Times, August 
3, 2019.
13 See Simon Romero, Francis Robles, Patricia Mazzei, and Jose A. Del Real, 
“15 Days of Fury: How Puerto Rico’s Government Collapsed,” New York Times, 
July 27, 2019.
14 Francis Robles and Patricia Mazzei, “After Protests, Will Real Change Come 
to Puerto Rico?” New York Times, August 3, 2019.
15 In the 2020 election plebiscite on the question of statehood, on a straight Yes 
or No vote, 52 percent voted in favor of statehood and 47 percent against. In five 
previous votes, there had always been three options, with, alongside independence 
and statehood, the existing option of “Commonwealth” or the existing and now 
generally despised form of “Free Associated State.” See Cristina Corujo, “Puerto 
Rico Votes in Favor of Statehood. But What Does It Mean for the Island?” www.
abcnews.go.com, November 8, 2020. However, even if statehood were to be voted 
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a unified Puerto Rican people. As Ed Morales suggests, the movement 
of 2019 presented the possibility of a new, intersectional unity of Puerto 
Ricans beyond the old patriarchal formations, including women and 
LGBTQ people. “What unifies everyone,” Morales asserts “is the pride 
and love for Puerto Rico. Puerto Ricans have this outsized nationalism 
because it’s been a colony for its entire existence. It’s this tremendous need 
to have national unity because the sovereign nation doesn’t exist.”16

This was also a year of distress and protest in Puerto Rico’s neighbor, 
the state of Haiti, which shares Hispaniola with the Dominican Republic 
and occupies the western third of the island. Haiti’s traumas are uniquely 
Haitian, yet she shares resonances with Puerto Rico and the world. The 
second independent country in the hemisphere after the United States, 
Haiti has suffered through quarantine and economic strangulation, 
debt, invasion, and dictatorship. More recently, following the military 
overthrow of Jean-Bertrand Aristide’s Fanmi Lavalas government 
in 1991, and his return three years later as a “tamed,” more moderate 
leader,17 a series of regimes have careened toward corruption and 
increased the poverty of the already pauperized majority. Destitution 
and tragedy, however, hit unimaginable turning points after the 2010 
earthquake that destroyed much of the capital Port-au-Prince and killed 
an estimated 250,000 people.18 International rescue and recuperation 
efforts have been a failure, and subsequent regimes, particularly those led 
by Martelly and Moïse, have been accused of extensive corruption. Most 
shockingly, development funds provided by the Venezuelan government, 
through the Petrocaribe agreement, have gone missing, even as President 
Moïse, under direction from the International Monetary Fund (IMF), 

on by referendum, as is possible arising out of two distinct bills put before the 
House Committee on Natural Resources in April 2021, there remains significant 
opposition on both sides of the aisle, including from no less a notable person as 
Democratic leader in the Senate, Chuck Schumer. See Pedro Caban, “The End 
of the Commonwealth of Puerto Rico,” Portside, June 7, 2021, https://portside.
org,2021-05-20.
16 Ed Morales, quoted in Isabella Herrera, “‘It’s Not Full Citizenship’: What It 
Means to Be Puerto Rican Post-Maria,” New York Times, September 19, 2019. 
See also Ed Morales, Fantasy Island: Colonialism, Exploitation and the Betrayal of 
Puerto Rico, Bold Type Books, New York, 2019.
17 See Alex Dupuy, The Prophet and Power: Jean-Bertrand Aristide, the 
International Community and Haiti, Rowman and Littlefield, Lanham, MD, 2007.
18 See Alex Dupuy, “Class, Power, Sovereignty: Haiti before and after the 
Earthquake,” in Linden Lewis (ed.) Caribbean Sovereignty, Development and 
Democracy in an Age of Globalization, Routledge, New York, 2013, 17–34.
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indicated his intent to remove the few remaining subsidies on food and 
fuel.19 Further ire was directed at Moïse when he sought to interpret the 
constitutional and electoral arrangements to extend his term in office.20 
Through 2019, demonstrations continued and amounted to as many as 
eighty-four per day21 as the end of the year approached. 

And then, on July 7, 2021, Jovenel Moïse was assassinated.22 Despite 
the arrest of a group of Colombian mercenaries charged with carrying 
out the tragic act, months later it was still not clear who was responsible. 
In September 2021, chief prosecutor for Port-au-Prince Bed-Ford Claude 
asked a judge to charge Prime Minister Ariel Henry in connection with 
the killing, but before this could be carried out, Henry fired Claude.23 
This tragedy and the accompanying uncertainty has thrown an already 
shattered country into further turmoil; and then in August another 
unimaginably damaging magnitude 7.2 earthquake rocked southern 
Haiti, killing hundreds and displacing thousands.24

Haiti and Puerto Rico: neighbors in the Caribbean Sea, but with dra-
matically different histories. Puerto Rico was the mid-twentieth-century 
showcase for American success and what it meant to be within the sphere 
of the Western superpower in the Cold War, though now cast aside, her 
example superfluous in a world of neoliberal globalization. And Haiti, 
the victorious exception in the age of slavery that brought Europe and 
white colonialism to their knees two centuries before and therefore had 
to be simultaneously punished, denied, and erased from history. Yet both 
seem now united in the second decade of the twenty-first century, in 
a common struggle against corruption and liminality and desperately 
searching for modalities of control and autonomy from a distant, 
uncaring sovereign.

19 See Kirk Semple, “‘There Is No Hope’: Crisis Pushes Haiti to the Brink of 
Collapse,” New York Times, October 20, 2019.
20 See Azam Ahmed, “Haiti Gripped by Violent Protests amid Calls for 
President’s Ouster,” New York Times, September 28, 2019.
21 Arvind Dilawar, interview with Kim Ives, “Haiti’s Massive Protests Are a 
Repudiation of Authoritarianism and US Intervention,” Jacobin, March 5, 2021.
22 British Broadcasting Corporation, “Haiti’s President’s Assassination: What 
We Know So Far,” July 7, 2021.
23 Anthony Faiola, “A Haitian Prosecutor Sought Charges against the Prime 
Minister in the President’s Assassination. He Was Fired,” Washington Post, 
September 14, 2021.
24 Henry Fountain, “Strong Earthquake Rocks Haiti Killing Hundreds,” New 
York Times, August 14, 2021, updated August 23, 2021.
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cuba

Then, on July 11, 2021, Cuba, too, erupted in widespread anti-govern-
ment demonstrations that on the surface bore remarkable similarities to 
the global uprisings of 2019. There was the initial demonstration in San 
Antonio do los Banos that, in the era of smartphone communication, 
quickly spread to other cities and to the capital, Havana, itself.25 The 
underlying demands were also similar—against rising inflation, the 
seemingly interminable economic crisis, debilitating power outages, and, 
from some, the six-decade-long regime of the Partido Communista de 
Cuba (PCC). The anti-government protests were matched with parallel 
demonstrations and celebrations in the Cuban exile community in 
Miami, where, as in the past, following the collapse of the Soviet Union 
in the early 1990s and the ensuing “Special Period” and following Fidel 
Castro’s death in 2016, there was anticipation that the end of communism 
was imminent.26 That the Cuban context might possess its own pecu-
liarities, however, became apparent when in response to the protests, the 
government and its supporters held their own massive rally in Havana on 
July 17,27 suggesting that even with evident erosion, the Revolution still 
maintains significant popular support.

If this is indeed the case, then it is cause for scrutiny. Surely there is a 
story to be told of the tenacity of those who, against all odds, continue 
to support the Revolution, unless we cynically conclude that all the 
people in the street were herded out for the sake of the cameras. Cubans 
are suffering from economic depredation not seen on such a scale and 
intensity since the Special Period and the existential threat that followed 
the withdrawal of Soviet assistance. The reasons are compound and 
include the drastic reduction in energy subsidies from Venezuela; the 
deepening of US sanctions, particularly the banning of remittances 
imposed by Trump and continued without relent by Biden; and a con-
catenation of pandemic-related factors, including the crash of the vital 

25 See Marc Frank and Sarah Marsh, “Cuba Sees Biggest Protest for Decades as 
Pandemic Adds to Woes,” accessed July 17, 2021, https://www.reuters.com/world/
americas/street-protests-break-out-cuba-2021-07-11/. For a more textured read-
ing of the protests, see Comunistas Editorial Board, “From Cuba: A Description 
of the Protests,” July 17, 2021, in Socialist Worker, issue no. 2764.
26 See Patricia Mazzei, “Miami Embraces Cuba Protests: ‘I Never Thought This 
Day Would Come,’” New York Times, July 17, 2021.
27 See Adam Taylor, “After Unrest and Arrests, Cuban Government Holds Flag-
Waving Rally as Show of Strength,” New York Times, July 17, 2021.
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tourism industry and the rapid spread of the virus itself.28 One of the 
supreme ironies of the present moment is that the globally outstanding 
Cuban health system, which has the capability to research and design its 
own vaccine, is hamstrung by the sheer wreckage of the Cuban economy, 
which has severely inhibited its production and effective distribution. 

Yet even with these extreme economic conditions, and the continuing 
support of large numbers of Cubans for the regime, the July protests 
seemed to signal something qualitatively new. There were more people in 
the streets than ever before, they were younger, and based on social media 
images and the presence of hip-hop messaging, especially the anthem of 
the protesters “Patria y Vida” (Homeland and Life),29 the crowds were 
more visibly Black in composition. 

The cynical character of US foreign policy in helping to foster this crisis 
is quite obvious. For six decades, apart from the brief interregnum late 
in Obama’s second term, the policy of squeezing Cuba until her people 
squeal for hunger and hopefully revolt has been paramount. In response, 
Cuba has built a fortress society and economy in which central, authori-
tarian control is the only clear alternative to US intervention. Centralized 
state hegemony has effectively undermined either “overthrow” strategies 
of CIA and military intervention or “underthrow” strategies of IMF policy 
manipulation. In relatively good times, with assistance from the Eastern 
Bloc or even Venezuela, the state has been able to provide excellent 
health services, a free and effective educational system, and a modicum 
of basic goods and services. This is the reason why Cuba survives while 
Left-leaning regimes in Guatemala, Chile, Jamaica, Nicaragua, and across 
the Americas have vanished at great human cost. Central authoritarian 
control is simultaneously, however, deeply corrosive and can only 
continue as a viable policy of a popular government in times of war or 
crisis and not as a permanent way of life.

But even at the best of times, the centrally planned economy engendered 
supply chain inefficiencies, shortages, and concurrent dissatisfactions, 
which have been overlooked in the past by a significant majority in 
the interest and defense of the patria and the Revolution. The Cuban 
dilemma has always been how to maintain the integrity of a sovereign, 
independent, socialist state that will be able to provide a prosperous and 

28 See Oscar Lopez and Ernesto Londono, “‘Everyone Has a Tipping Point’: 
Hunger Fuels Cuba’s Protests,” New York Times, July 12, 2021.
29 See Megan Janetsky, “‘Patria y Vida’—Homeland and Life—Watchwords in 
Cuba’s Protests,” New York Times, July 13, 2021.
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egalitarian future for her people without returning to the suzerainty of 
the United States and, more immediately, without succumbing to the 
revanchist forces in Miami. For anyone who believes that Cuba will make 
a smooth transition from socialism to Miami-style capitalism should 
think again of what occurred in Chile under Pinochet, Argentina under 
the generals, and the rivers of blood it would require to seek to return the 
country to her sordid, dependent, capitalist past. 

The policy answers, however, that would turn around the present 
moment of erosion while preserving the ideals of a social and egali-
tarian state are by no means immediately apparent. They must head at 
minimum in the direction of a “revolution in the revolution” that would 
recognize the alienation, hostility, and concerns of urban youths, partic-
ularly Black urban young women and men,30 and bring them, LGBTQ 
Cubans, and disenchanted intellectuals into a new expanded and more 
inclusive coalition with the rural and urban working class. This, however, 
would also require a new international situation in which, pressured by 
popular opinion, the United States, Europe, and Latin America were to 
become more open to doing business with Cuba and, internally, for the 
emergence of new permutations of market and state that would preserve 
the integrity of a socialist society alongside a buoyant private sector.

the anglophone caribbean

The states of the Anglophone Caribbean, united in the loose alliance of 
the Caribbean Community (CARICOM), surprisingly and somewhat 
ironically, in light of their location at the heart of the radical upheavals 
of the 1960s,31 remain for the most part dormant. There is certainly, 
beyond the collapse of the radical projects of the 1970s, an active and 
vibrant feminist movement. Various feminist organizations, including 
Red Thread and Tamùkke Feminist Rising in Guyana; the Sistren Theatre 
Collective and more recently the Tambourine Army in Jamaica; Code 
Red in Barbados; the Caribbean Feminist Action Network (CAFRA) 

30 For a plaintive statement on the continued alienation of Black people in 
Cuba and a call for reform, particularly of the police and carceral state, see Cuba 
Liberacion Negra, “Statement of Colectivo Cuba Liberacion Negra” (The Cuba 
Black Liberation Collective), accessed September 2, 2021, https://medium.com/@
cuba.liberacion.negra.
31 See, for instance, Kate Quinn (ed.) Black Power in the Caribbean, University 
of Florida Press, Gainesville, 2014; and Rita Keresztesi, Literary Black Power in the 
Caribbean: Fiction, Music and Film, Routledge, New York, 2021. 
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and Womantra in Trinidad and Tobago; Productive Organisation for 
Women in Action and Toledo Maya Women’s Council in Belize; and Life 
in Leggings, a Caribbean Alliance against Gender-Based Violence, have 
fought against domestic violence, lobbied to change laws, and fought to 
change attitudes that perpetuate sexual harassment, violence, and rape 
in and out of the workplace.32 And increasingly in the first two decades 
of the twenty-first century, a vigorous LGBTQ movement, working in a 
region in which homophobia is rife, has battled on all fronts to change 
laws, societal norms, and mores that discriminate against and make 
life exceedingly dangerous for gay and queer communities.33 There has 
also been an uplifting renaissance of popular protest music as in the 
instance of Jamaica, where the “reggae revival” of the past decade has 
brought brilliant young artists like Chronixx, Lila Ike, Protégé, Jah9, 
and Koffee to the fore.34 Singing with lyrics that hark back to the radical 
themes of cultural resistance and Black liberation of the 1960s and 1970s, 
the new music is nonetheless fresh and current in its incorporation of 
driving dancehall tracks and increasingly with the incorporation of 
feminist messages.

Beyond these important exceptions, however, the absence of popular 
movements and certainly of mass upheavals, along lines evident across 
the globe, is cause for consideration. One possible answer, at first 
somewhat compelling, is the proposal first mooted three decades ago 
by Jorge Dominguez and colleagues, that there is quiescence in the 
Anglophone Caribbean precisely because here, relatively speaking, 
things have gone well and post-independence parliamentary democracy 
has flourished. The logical conclusion, therefore, is that there is no toxic 

32 See, for instance, Patricia Mohammed (ed.) Gendered Realities: Essays in 
Caribbean Feminist Thought, The University of the West Indies Press, Kingston, 
2002; Rhoda Reddock, Women Labour and Politics in Trinidad and Tobago, 
Zed Books, London, 1994; Michelle V. Rowley, “Whose Time Is It? Gender and 
Humanism in Contemporary Caribbean Feminist Advocacy,” Small Axe 14, no. 
31 (2010): 1–5; and Alissa Trotz (ed.) The Point Is To Change the World: Selected 
Writings of Andaiye, Pluto Press, London, 2020. 
33 See Cornel Gray and Nikolai Attai, “LGBT Rights, Sexual Citizenship and 
Blacklighting in the Anglophone Caribbean: What Do Queers Want/What Does 
Colonialism Need?” in Michael Bosia et al., The Oxford Handbook of Global LGBT 
and Sexual Diversity Politics, www.oxfordhandbooks.com, Oxford, 2020.
34 See Reshma B., “The Reggae Revival,” www.read.tidal.com, December 27, 
2019; Aileen Torres-Bennet, “Reggae Making a Revival in Jamaica, Recalling 
Golden Era of 70s,” Reuters, August 24, 2017; and Kezia Page, “Bongo Futures: 
The Reggae Revival and Its Genealogies,” Small Axe 21, no. 52 (2017): 1–16.
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brew of authoritarian leadership imposing draconian, foreign-derived 
economic policy, such as was at the heart of many of the upheavals of 
2019.35 The Anglophone Caribbean has notably, with the exception of the 
1979 Grenada Revolution, managed to maintain electoral systems that, 
despite severe strains (Jamaica in 1980, a few regimes that have dominated 
parliament for prolonged periods in St. Vincent and Grenada, as well as 
the persistent problem of race and its impact on elections in Guyana, 
for instance), still appear to facilitate succession.36 This, however, is at 
best only partially true, and at worst a mirage. The moment of relative 
calm is not the clear blue lagoon of a successful polity, but a dead pool of 
malaise, deep cynicism, and withdrawal from politics as well as from the 
postcolonial vision of the political kingdom as the avenue through which 
social and human improvement and “betterment” must pass.

I suggest elsewhere in this volume, and indeed through much of my 
work,37 that though confronted with the sheer might of empire, it is the 
political folding and collapse of the progressive movements and regimes 
that led and inhabited the “Long Seventies” that has yielded an articu-
lated twilight of disillusionment. While all the Caribbean territories have 
their own social and political trajectories,38 it is worthwhile to think of 

35 Though written in and referring to an earlier period, the best expression 
of the position that Anglo-Caribbean democracy might make the region an 
exception among “developing nations” is to be found in Jorge Dominguez, Robert 
Pastor, and R. Delisle Worrell, Democracy in the Caribbean: Political, Economic 
and Social Perspectives, Johns Hopkins University Press, Baltimore, 1993.
36 For a discussion of Caribbean electoral systems, suggesting their relative 
resilience, see Cynthia Barrow-Giles, “Democracy at Work: A Comparative Study 
of the Caribbean State,” Round Table 100, no. 414 (June 2011): 285–302.
37 See Brian Meeks, “The Political Moment in Jamaica: The Dimensions of 
Hegemonic Dissolution,” in Manning Marable (ed.) Dispatches from the Ebony 
Tower: Intellectuals Confront the African American Experience, Columbia 
University Press, New York, 2000, 52–74; and Brian Meeks, Envisioning Caribbean 
Futures: Jamaican Perspectives, The University of the West Indies Press, Kingston, 
2007.
38 I think of Barbados, in particular, where despite a decade or more of 
recession, the election of a new and vibrant leader in Mia Mottley in 2018 has 
given hope for the possibility of a more engaged conversation with the Barbadian 
people and greater commitment to a broader Caribbean unity. But this hope is 
running against the current. See, for instance, Mottley’s compelling 2021 address 
to the 76th UN General Assembly: “Barbados: Prime Minister Addresses General 
Debate,” September 24, 2021, https://media.un.org/asset/k1r/k1rfi8o0fw. Most of 
all, the 2021 decision to break with the British monarchy and make Barbados 
a republic confirms a boldness of leadership only too rare in the contemporary 
Anglophone Caribbean. See, for instance, Danica Coto, Associated Press, 




