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I am proposing a reconsideration of concepts of passing and their use to facilitate an
investigation of the ways in which individuals navigate or transgress the complex structures of
class and colour that have historically defined and continue to define Jamaican society and its
diasporas. | use “passing” to address the mobile and performative nature of individual, national
and cultural identities and to suggest that, in the context of Jamaica and indeed the Anglophone
Caribbean, the racialized binary that has defined conventional concepts of passing is routinely
resisted, subverted, and displaced.

I demonstrate that, in the Jamaican context, there is an assumption that, while economic
and symbolic capital resides with the minority white or ‘brown’ elite, cultural capital resides
with the majority black African community. These demarcations of power and identity are,
however, porous. Colour-coded identities — black, ‘brown’ or white — are performed or
evacuated depending on the exigences of the historical moment and/or political or cultural
expediency.

These multi-directional sites of passing are illustrated with reference to examples from
twentieth-century literature, popular culture and visual art that include the work of Edna
Manley, Laura Facey-Cooper, the fiction of Erna Brodber, Michelle Cliff and Hannah Lowe,
and with reference to popular music and popular discourse around skin bleaching and
colourism. In these examples, the contradictions of racialized colour can be explored without
the need for the reduction of its complexities: the power of colour is revealed to be both material
and ‘real’ but also symbolic, constructed and imaginary.



