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‘Anti-stush. Dem call we anti-stush.

Cuz we does wake de party, dem say we from de bush...

... Just for that they callin we savage. Just for that they callin we
savage.

—Bunji Garlin, Savage

(‘Anti-‘stush’. They call us anti-‘stush’.
Because we wake the party. They say we’re from the bush...
... Justfor that they call us savage. Just for that they call us savage.’)






Introduction to the series Why We Post

This book is one of a series of 11 titles. Nine are monographs devoted to
specific field sites (including this one) in Brazil, Chile, China, England,
India, Italy, Trinidad and Turkey — these have been published in 2016-17.
The series also includes a comparative book about all our findings, How
the World Changed Social Media, published to accompany this title, and
a book which contrasts the visuals that people post on Facebook in the
English field site with those on our Trinidadian field site, Visualising
Facebook.

When we tell people that we have written nine monographs about
social media around the world, all using the same chapter headings
(apart from Chapter 5), they are concerned about potential repetition.
However, if you decide to read several of these books (and we very much
hope you do) you will see that this device has been helpful in showing
the precise opposite. Each book is as individual and distinct as if it were
on an entirely different topic.

This is perhaps our single most important finding. Most studies
of the internet and social media are based on research methods that
assume we can generalise across different groups. We look at tweets
in one place and write about ‘Twitter’. We conduct tests about social
media and friendship in one population, and then write on this topic as if
friendship means the same thing for all populations. By presenting nine
books with the same chapter headings, you can judge for yourselves
what kinds of generalisations are, or are not, possible.

Our intention is not to evaluate social media either positively or
negatively. The purpose is educational, providing detailed evidence of
what social media has become in each place and the local consequences,
including local evaluations.

Each book is based on 15 months of research during which mostly
the anthropologists lived, worked, and interacted with people, always in
the local language. Yet they differ from the dominant tradition of writ-
ing social science books. Firstly they do not engage with the academic
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literatures on social media. It would be highly repetitive to have the
same discussions in all nine books. Instead discussions of these litera-
tures are to be found in our comparative book, How the World Changed
Social Media. Secondly these monographs are not comparative, which
again is the primary function of this other volume. Thirdly, given the
immense interest in social media from the general public, we have tried
to write in an accessible and open style. This means we have adopted a
mode more common in historical writing of keeping all citations and the
discussion of all wider academic issues to endnotes.

We hope you enjoy the results and that you will also read our com-
parative book — and perhaps one or two of the other monographs — in
addition to this one.

INTRODUCTION TO THE SERIES WHY WE POST
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Introduction and field site:
a town that could be anywhere

The initial aim of this book is to provide an in-depth account of uses of
social media in Trinidad. Yet this aim is perhaps secondary to another
one - that of making a case for how social media in Trinidad contrib-
utes further to understanding what it means to be seen in contemporary
society. Social media heightens the fields of visibility between the indi-
vidual self and wider society. As a consequence there is a general anxi-
ety of what appearance, and being judged on appearance, imply about
what it means to be human. This in turn raises the question of whether
increased visibility has made people more superficial, or whether we are
somehow less ‘authentic’ as a result of social media.

These queries will be unpacked and explored through the follow-
ing ethnography, based in a small town that I have here anonymised
as ‘El Mirador’. The findings in this volume would not be applicable
to all Trinidadians and certainly not Trinbagonions (people from the
islands of Trinidad and Tobago). They pertain primarily to the people
whom I encountered in El Mirador, a town that might look like any
other in Trinidad. El Mirador is always busy: from the early hours of
the morning into the late hours of night, residents of El Mirador are
always hustling and bustling, trying to sell or buy something or to
accomplish some task. Yet El Mirador is also more diverse than other
towns in Trinidad. It is not unusual to see on the same street a large,
recently renovated home next to a small brick structure with a corru-
gated iron roof. E1 Mirador is a service hub for surrounding areas, but
many Trinidadians who live in large cities would consider it ‘the bush’.
As one young man from El Mirador joked, ‘a lot of my friends think you
jump in a Land Rover and take a safari and then you’ll arrive. It’s not
like that. We have cars’.



El Mirador is a place that some people look down on and others
look up to. It is in a rural area, but it is the nearest thing to a town in
that region. For people in the surrounding villages, it is the place they
go to for fashionable stores, restaurants, grocery shopping and govern-
ment services. There are some whose lives revolve around a small-town
existence and others for whom El Mirador represents satellite living for
more urban work; the latter thus orientate their social lives towards
Trinidad’s larger cities. El Mirador epitomises the aspirations of mod-
ern life, for people who live in rural areas far from metropolitan centres
in Trinidad and the world over. But for those living in the town itself,
El Mirador is the country — a quiet, ‘rural’ area where nothing much hap-
pens. Fashionable shopping for them lies in the mall, 45 minutes away,
and a night out involves going to the capital city, Port of Spain, an hour
and a half’s drive (or closer to three hours during peak traffic) from
El Mirador.

This ambiguous position of El Mirador, poised between urban and
rural, is also expressed in people’s hopes and fears. On the one hand, the
town’s inhabitants want to remain ‘traditional’ in the face of a world that
is moving too fast and changing to such an extent that they feel unable
to keep up with it. The gap between how their grandparents lived and
how their parents live is sizeable, but the gap between how parents and
children now live is larger still. As such, local perspectives reflect what
is becoming a global anxiety about a new world — one terribly differ-
ent from that experienced by previous generations and in which culture
and tradition are not as important as they once were. At the same time
people in El Mirador want to be distinctly modern and to keep up with
dominant trends and changes in lifestyle and technology. They want to
be seen as up-to-date and to embrace the opportunities that a future-
oriented outlook brings. They want to be more cosmopolitan and more
worldly. Yet El Mirador is simultaneously characteristic of Trinidad as a
whole insofar as self-presentation is concerned. In fact, self-presentation
may be regarded as even more important in El Mirador than in many
other parts of the island, as social relations in a small town are more
intense.

Meet the people
This volume builds on the idea that El Mirador is a place ‘in between’,

exploring how a sense of identity based on place is expressed through
what residents do with social media. Having lived in the town for
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15 months across three years, it seems the best way I can convey some
of the bigger conclusions from this research is through the stories of
individuals. A large component of this research was constituted by sur-
veys completed by 200 participants; these asked all sorts of questions,
designed to begin to uncover patterns and normativities. Yet at the same
time anthropology attempts to keep a human perspective. It must there-
fore be emphasised that the research was informed and made possible
only by spending time with real people, through becoming immersed
in their lives. The aim of this research is to convey what social media
means to individuals who the reader can imagine and hope to under-
stand. Bearing this in mind, we will now meet two of these individuals
from El Mirador, Trevor and Sasha.

Trevor has lived in the small ‘rural town’ for his entire life. Now
aged around 60, he still sports the same hairstyle he had at 20, when
the Rastafarian movement was at its peak. Since Trevor is of East Indian
descent, he does not adopt the typical full dreadlocks, but his grey and
white beard hangs long and his is hair piled on top of his head in a top-
knot. He drives a worn out brown jeep with a driver’s seat and not much
else, and works as a farmer, renting small sections of land and culti-
vating a local leafy plant called dasheen (a distant relative of spinach),
which he sells in the local market.

Growing up in newly independent Trinidad, Trevor wanted to
enroll in university and study sociology, but his parents did not have the
resources to commit to his studying full time as a young adult of working
age. Trevor has since not only encouraged his own children to pursue
education, but has also embraced his personal circumstances, continu-
ing to read and watch documentaries. He does not mix with others in
the town who have more professional jobs, instead disappearing for a
day or two every so often to lime! with his farmer friends who live near
the coast. When he is at family events, he debates with his nieces and
nephews about current affairs and the contemporary state of politics.
But when the debate becomes too heated, he will joke, ‘What do I know
about it, I am just a farmer, I know about vegetable and ting!’* Similarly,
when relatives from London visit, he teases his young niece about how
‘English English’ she is. ‘Not “pardon me”, he corrects her mockingly,
‘we pronounce it “ehhhh?”’ Among relatives of the next generation who
have grown up in very different circumstances from Trevor and who
embrace being internationally oriented and cosmopolitan, Trevor exag-
gerates his persona as a simple Trinidadian farmer. By playing with as
well as appropriating the stereotype, he also expresses something of the
more egalitarian aspect in Trinidadian social values — that of refusing to

INTRODUCTION AND FIELD SITE: A TOWN THAT COULD BE ANYWHERE



be defined by hierarchy and institutions. Through Trevor I encountered
other networks in El Mirador whose sense of identity includes a deep
regard for country life and for whom being a ‘country person’ is made
most visible through daily practices and associations.

When I arrived in El Mirador and began telling people that I was
there to work on a book about the town, Trevor was one of the first to vol-
unteer to help. He offered to introduce me to locals and show me around
‘to get all the information’ I would need. In the event this involved driv-
ing me past the squatters and temporary housing on the town’s outskirts
and up the coast to the fishing villages. The winding roads surrounding
the town in all directions took us hours to cover in one day, and I won-
dered why he was showing me such remote places when I was supposed
to be looking at social media in El Mirador itself. The houses in these
villages did not look like they had any internet infrastructure and there
were no internet cafés. What could I learn about social media out here?
‘What you need to understand about El Mirador is that most of the
people you would see in El Mirador, walking and ting, they not from
El Mirador, he explained. ‘They come here to work, to shop, maybe a
little lime, but they don’t live here. This town is the city for them, they
come here to do everything they have to do” When I asked him if such
people used Facebook, his response was clear. ‘Nah! They not into
Facebook and all dat. These people, they like a more simpler life.’

After closing his dasheen stall in the market one Saturday, at
around 11 am, Trevor went to his mother’s house. He set his mobile —a
basic Nokia, as battered as his jeep — on the dining table and changed
into overalls. He then spent the next two hours in the yard cutting and
neatening up the grass. When he came back, he looked at his phone and
commented that he had four missed calls. ‘If it’s important, they’ll call
back, he said, before taking a shower. After this he lay down on the sofa
and turned on the 40-inch smart TV; he then went into the online movie
repository platform Netflix and selected a 1970s Western. His phone
started to alert that it was nearly out of battery, but he did not check
it. Trevor then fell asleep and the phone rang a further two times. He
stirred as if he had heard it, but again did not get up to check it or answer.
When he was ready to leave, a few hours later, he looked at the missed
calls and saw that they were from a friend, his wife and a brother, but he
still did not call anyone back.

Trevor provides a typical example of what could be called ‘digital
resistance’, in which the refusal to use more communications technol-
ogy, join social media platforms or own a smartphone is a conscious
decision. Refusing to follow suit with even one’s closest circles when
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they start using these media does not reflect a lack of means. Rather,
digital resistance is more about the refusal to adopt technologies that
facilitate further communication and interaction because people sense
that their lives are already socially saturated. Digital resistors feel they
experience ample sociality in their lived relationships; they already have
enough expectations, obligations and negotiations with which to con-
tend. The reason they do not ‘keep up with the times’ or ‘get on board’
with new communications media is that they would have to negoti-
ate and strategise yet another social arena. They thus tend to have an
instinctively conservative response, regarding these new tools and plat-
forms as more mediated than the face-to-face relationships they have
been brought up with.

Sasha, meanwhile, owns a cheerfully decorated salon in the mid-
dle of El Mirador’s busy main street. She is in her mid-thirties and works
with her mother Rose and a couple of girls who come in several days
a week. Sasha is always fully made-up at work, with very neat, arched
eyebrows, colourful eye shadow and a splash of lipstick. She says that
Trinidadian women love make-up and colour, because ‘it can do so
much for a person, it can lift your mood or just show what mood you're
in, make you look more interesting — it can just bring out the real you’.
Her thoughts on social media are similar — and she should know, hav-
ing been on different platforms since the time that HiFive was popular,
around 2006. Later she used MySpace, but is now on WhatsApp, Skype,
Instagram and Facebook; the last is currently the dominant social media
platform in Trinidad. Sasha’s primary use for Skype is communicating
with her best friend, who has lived in New York for the past decade.
Before Skype was available they would use phone cards until the credit
ran out, often getting cut off when they still had a lot left to say. With
Skype, which eliminates the issue of cost, they can talk to each other for
hours — and what is more, can show each other what is going on in their
lives. Sasha will walk around with her laptop and show her friend this or
that new thing she has bought or what she is doing with her house. When
they have something serious to discuss, Sasha makes full use of her web-
cam’s visual potential, emphasising a point with hand gesticulations or
a stern look to underline how serious her advice is.

Facebook allows Sasha to express a range of experiences and emo-
tions. She often starts the day by sharing a picture or cartoon with a cute
or sentimental image, such as teddy bears or puppies, bearing a caption
of ‘Good Morning!’ or ‘Have a blessed day!"” When in a good mood, she
will sometimes share a selfie or photo Rose has taken of her in the salon
there and then. Sasha frequently updates her status with ‘feeling bored,
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‘feeling happy’ or ‘feeling blessed’. When someone has annoyed her,
she might post, ‘don’t you just hate it when...” and indirectly complain
about what the person has done. She often shows photos of clients’ hair,
makeup or nails, though these images are mainly now on Instagram.
Using the filters and borders built into Instagram, Sasha can remix and
frame her creations before putting them on display.

Sasha is very much the opposite of Trevor in terms of her attitude to
social media, even though she has just as much face-to-face social contact
as he does. When her salon is quiet, she has more time to browse posts
and experiment with different platforms on her tablet and BlackBerry.
This is not so much because she wants to be more socially connected
to keep up with what her friends are doing, although she does admit to
‘macoing’, the Trinidadian word for looking into other people’s business.
Sasha does not see macoing as malicious or for spreading stories; she has
herself been the victim of gossip too many times and refuses to become
embroiled in other people’s issues. Macoing is rather something she does
out of boredom, now that her phone and Facebook allow her to maco
from a safe distance. For Sasha, certain forms of social media facilitate
certain forms of expression, whether these be a few words announcing
how she is feeling today or adding filters and frames to a photo of nail art,
making her work look more vivid and colourful than the original photo.

If Trevor is an example of a person who embraces egalitarianism
and freedom, and whose digital resistance is a rejection of technology to
mediate social relations, Sasha is an example of someone who expresses
values she sees as important through social media. Macoing, or having
one’s business scrutinised, can often engender another, equally signifi-
cant, Trinidadian social idiom: bacchanal. As will be explored in later
chapters, bacchanal implies scandal and disorder, yet it also has the
potential to uncover the truth of a situation. Both macoing and baccha-
nal are ways of keeping tabs on people. When someone acts in a socially
transgressive way, the consequence of deviating from the norm is to be
subjected to gossip and judgement. These values of egalitarianism and
bacchanal are also celebrated through Carnival, but come into play prin-
cipally in everyday life. As such, they are expressed in people’s attitudes
toward social media.

If Trevor represents the human face of concern about a loss of cul-
ture and tradition in El Mirador, Sasha reflects the side of the town that
takes up new technologies with the greatest ease and speed as soon as
they become affordable. Yet Trevor does not think of himself as partic-
ularly conservative, nor does he consider his digital resistance as some
kind of political gesture. Similarly Sasha has no specific notion of ‘the
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modern’, nor does she feel she has gained some kind of status through
being at the vanguard of these new technologies.

The reason for Trevor and Sasha’s contrasting reactions to the rise
of social media is, more simply, the way in which it happens to impinge
on their personal experiences of sociality. Both Trevor and Sasha are
highly sociable. However, for Trevor — and countless others like him in
El Mirador - social media represents increased social mediation, struc-
turing social interaction in a more complex form. Small-town life is
already saturated with demands to be social. There are big families, obli-
gations and expectations that one should act a certain way, do things for
people or be here or there to fulfil some kind of request. Conversations
are mainly passed along through the grapevine, as the people involved
in an issue, such as a family illness, are rarely together in a big group to
discuss the matter at the time. Social media therefore seems likely to
exacerbate the potential for information to be relayed inaccurately, with
an important element omitted and another aspect exaggerated; as such
a sustained effort is required to pin down the facts of a matter through
different friends and family.

One key difference between Trevor and Sasha is that the former
works alone, farming dasheen in the countryside. By contrast, socialis-
ing is for Sasha, as for most people who work in hairdressing or beauty
parlours, what makes her successful in her work; there is no separation
between work and sociality. A gender distinction also comes into play.
Aswomen are often the ones who accept both the burdens and pleasures
of constant social communication, one more layer or medium can be a
blessing. By contrast Trevor shows his masculinity through resistance
— a taciturn, laid-back refusal to get too involved in chitchat. He does
not need or want any more of this, and is in a position to reject these
pressures. Trinidadian culture, and the culture of El Mirador specifi-
cally, are constituted by a myriad of individuals: each possesses their
particular character, but also holds multiple positions in local society.
Consequently there is ample possibility for individuals to express the
whole spectrum of El Mirador’s response to new social media.

Visibility: a key to understanding Trinidad

One of the most striking features in reviewing scholarly literature on
Trinidad is how often ‘visibility’ appears.® Similarly, in conversations with
Caribbean scholars, ‘visibility’ is frequently used to refer to a distinctive
aspect of Trinidadian social life; its meaning is thus well understood and
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seems to need no further explanation. On this foundation, this book intro-
duces the term ‘social visibility’, with the idea underpinning each chapter.
Here I define social visibility not as simply making the self more visible,
but as simultaneously drawing attention to social norms around creat-
ing visibility. For example, the common critique of the selfie shows that
is easy to take the idea of self-expression to an extreme by making oneself
too visible in a socially inappropriate way — that is, by demanding much
more attention than is normally acceptable. Social visibility thereby high-
lights the process through which norms develop around the appropriate
way to create visibility and what precise degrees of visibility are seen as
acceptable. Because it is inextricable from normativity, social visibility in
Trinidad is an important aspect of being seen as a ‘correct’ person, one who
embodies the everyday views and values deemed ‘right’ and appropriate.

Social visibility is characteristic of an anthropological perspective
concerned with the origins and maintenance of social norms — what
in anthropology is called the normative — as opposed to the focus on
individual drives found in much of psychology. One anxiety frequently
expressed in journalistic accounts is that social media is leading to the
loss of a true or authentic self.* For the Melanesians who were studied
by anthropologists such as Strathern, power lay in making oneself visi-
ble to others in the correct manner.> An individual failure to look good,
for example, would therefore make not just the self, but the group that
individual represented look weak. As such, the work involved in making
aspects of oneself more visible becomes interlinked with power, affect-
ing a person’s capacity to act in the world. A general problem in consid-
ering the importance of appearance is that the concept is in and of itself
subject to denigration, as exposed by terms such as superficiality.

One of the main dilemmas relating to social media is that indi-
viduals have the means to portray themselves in multiple ways. This
ability to craft or curate one’s image destabilises the idea that a person
has a consistent core: a ‘truthful’ or ‘real’ self. Yet in societies such as
Trinidad, the notion that a person has multiple dimensions or identities
has always been acknowledged; it is accepted and expressed in the idea
of Carnival as masquerade. This in turn has led scholars to examine how
a concern for myriad forms of identity emerged out of specific features
in Trinidad’s history.

Understanding the dynamics of Carnival is particularly relevant
here. Across its historical transformations, from pre-emancipation resis-
tance to post-independence nationalism and contemporary revelry,
scholars have recognised that the festival of Carnival speaks to how
people understand themselves through visibility. Here, visibility entails
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performance: being seen and being on stage. Although it is clearly a form
of masquerade based on costume, the prevailing local conception of
Carnival is as a forum — a place to which the individual comes ideally to
‘play yuhself’ or ‘free up’, whether one is seen as ‘oneself’ or as wearing a
mask.® Accordingly, Riggio contends that multiplicity and contradictory
intentions are characteristic of Carnival.” In previous years costumes
symbolised tradition or figures recognisable to Trinidadian society; the
sense of freedom and resistance was thus linked to overturning social
roles, with lower classes subverting their place through performance.
As such, masking or masquerading were used both to conceal and to dis-
play identity. Despite the fact that contemporary Carnival looks quite
different, many of these class dimensions have remained.

As each chapter in this volume illustrates, social visibility in
Trinidad is inextricable from Carnival logic, one that is played out in the
use of social media and Facebook in particular. Burton uses the term
‘the Carnival Complex’ to describe the different aspects of everyday
Trinidadian cultural and social life that come together to form ‘a nexus
of particular intensity’ during the festival period.® Seen from the per-
spective of this study, however, social visibility is not always expressed
through participation in Carnival. Given the festival’s dominant role in
Trinidadian society, it is also possible for some people in El Mirador to
refuse to participate at all in Carnival revelry, making a very conspicu-
ous and very visible statement of their values.

The present-day population of Trinidad has its origins in slavery
and indentureship. Initially, as a result, individual identities in the coun-
try were entirely imposed by these institutions.” Externally at least, a
person was supposed to be obedient, deferential and ‘truthful’ based
on their role of servitude. Yet, as Riggio contends, this ‘truth’ seen on
the surface functioned as a mask, ‘disguising and hiding the personal-
ity underneath’.’® Today, although individuals are categorised in terms
of their belonging to a particular class or ethnic group (or both), they
also negotiate, resist and subvert these positionings in how they pres-
ent themselves to others. Forms of expression, for example, extend to
consumer goods, through which individuals can craft their own exter-
nal appearance rather than have it imposed by institutions. However,
as a consequence of this, people can now also be judged on the basis of
how creatively they construct an external self, building upon Trinidad’s
traditions of Carnival and a cultivation of public performance. It is sub-
sequently appearance that is looked to on each and every occasion as a
means of judging a person’s true identity:"! appearance in Trinidad is
valued because appearance speaks to a truth of a person.
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Norms of visibility

The rise of social media has itself contributed to a focus on the signifi-
cance of visual appearances, since a key transformation flowing from the
recent ubiquity of social media is that images are now an equally import-
ant means of communication as text.!? As is evidenced by the 750 million
photos that are exchanged each day on the platform Snapchat, pictures
can be a conversation in themselves. The fact that visual forms of com-
munication now also abound on social media means that groups sharing
such images, symbols or emojis evolve shared understandings of what
they mean in a given context, as was traditionally the case with language.

The norms of visibility, and of what was regarded as acceptable
to post on social media, varied considerably between the field sites in
our project. The findings detailed in this volume about social visibility in
Trinidad are perhaps illuminated most strikingly through contrast with
the way in which social visibility emerges in two other volumes, Social
Media in Southern Italy and Social Media in Northern Chile. Both these
texts describe a clear relationship between social visibility and norma-
tivity — that is, the normal or correct way of behaving and viewing the
world.!® Nicolescu argues that social media did not at all transform the
lives of people in his field site in Grano in Southeast Italy; here social
media was simply used in a way that replicated existing traditions and
forms of sociality. As Nicolescu concluded, the people of Grano wished to
be seen online in a manner that was consistent with how they presented
themselves offline. As a result profiles and timelines on Facebook were
carefully curated, with individuals highly selective about what they
posted and which images they shared and tagged; others chose to post
infrequently. Expressing individual views or opinions which differed
from these norms was generally not acceptable. Nicolescu explores in
further detail how the relationship between conformity and individual-
ity is expressed in aesthetics, drawing on correlating examples of curat-
ing the home, public appearances and women’s cultivation of beauty.
In each these domains, Facebook was used as an extension of space in
which to showcase a crafting of aesthetic forms and an adherence to a
certain style. Nicolescu concludes that these displays on social media
relate to higher values and ideals, as residents of Grano were constantly
doing their utmost to prove they were ‘good’ citizens by showing their
shared values, including a shared sense of Italian style. Where it is the
responsibility of the citizen to perform stylishness, visibility as being
seen by others is thereby deeply intertwined with visuality as displaying
images of oneself to others.
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By stark contrast, Haynes found in Northern Chile an obligation
to remain systematically un-stylish in order to show a sense of content-
ment within the local community. In 2014 Haynes returned from her first
round of field work in Alto Hospicio and described her field site as one of
‘the most boring places’ she had ever visited. All the buildings looked the
same and people predominantly dressed the same, in understated jeans
and T-shirts. Her initial observations became the basis for one of the most
extraordinary insights on the use of social media: that it could be used to
show an aesthetic of ordinariness. One of the dominant genres of selfies
posted to Instagram by residents there was what she deemed the ‘footie’.
Here the individual taking the photo shows just how natural, relaxed and
unpretentious they are by photographing themselves on the sofa, not even
feeling the need to adjust their posture for appearance. The people of Alto
Hospicio saw themselves and their community as marginal, especially
as compared to the cosmopolitanism of Santiago, and their place-based
identity overrode any other form of marginal identity, such as gender
or indigeneity.* Hospecefios perform social scripts — unspoken but well
understood rules that appear through seemingly natural, mundane acts.
They ‘perform’ normativity, and as a result further entrench ideas of com-
munity by reproducing their normativities over social media, highlighting
a collective sense of marginality rather than emphasising any kind of indi-
vidual distinction. Viewed together, the findings of Haynes and Nicolescu
demonstrate how conforming to and displaying normativity through
social media serve as visual extensions of good citizenship, subject to
social judgements. They thus reiterate Bharadwaj’s argument that what is
made socially visible is also an object of social control and management.'®

Similarly, social visibility in Trinidad is linked to ideas of
citizenship - in this case, citizenship of a decolonised and plural soci-
ety, within a country that has undergone rapid economic change in a
short space of time. There is a historical legacy in the country, where
governing the self stems from a sustained colonial management of soci-
ety. More recently, however, rapid economic change has also ushered in
an increased array of choices around the kinds of identities individuals
aspire to create for themselves. Tensions in this realm are ever-present
in the field site of E1 Mirador, where placed-based citizenship also means
being poised ‘in between’ an urban centre and a village. As this volume
will demonstrate, the results here differ enormously from the field sites
of both Southern Italy and Northern Chile.

Simultaneously Carnival has its own legacy as a popular festi-
val that allowed people a sense of freedom in opposition to their his-
torical repression. It also enabled the emergence of the self-cultivated
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individual as a means of combatting oppressive tools of institutional
conformity. A stark contrast is thus apparent with the cases of Italy,
where people promote a collective style in their identification with
Italians as ‘stylish’, and Chile, where they promote an informal confor-
mity to oppose the pretensions of the elite. In Trinidad, it is conformity
itself that is opposed, through valorising individual difference in the
creation of personal style. As a result, anxieties surrounding the use of
social media in Trinidad differ from many other sites. There is far less
anxiety around the loss of a true or authentic self in Trinidad than in the
US or in the UK, for instance, and the posting of several selfies is not nec-
essarily seen to reflect narcissism or self-centeredness. In the tradition
of Carnival, the cultivation of individualised appearance is valued as an
appropriate crafting of the self, rather than being perceived as a form of
superficiality that detracts from a person’s truth. Yet because the idea of
individual style is itself a social value, this provides an example of social
visibility equivalent to the conformist tendencies of Italy or Chile. As we
shall see, however, cultivating individual style in EI Mirador is also tied
to identification with, and membership of, certain social groups.

Social media through ethnography in El Mirador

The reason for choosing El Mirador as a field site relates to my overall
decision to study social media in Trinidad. In the 1960s my father emi-
grated to the UK from Trinidad, and I had never spent time in the country.
Most of his extended family has remained in Trinidad, including a dis-
persed range of relatives living in E1 Mirador. Aside from my family con-
nections, which would naturally ease the transition to life in the town,
El Mirador also functions as a sample of wider Trinidad. The population
is evenly mixed, comprising 35 per cent of ex-enslaved African descent,
35 per cent of ex-indentured East Indian descent and 30 per cent of mixed
or Chinese background (descendants both of Chinese migrants from the
1800s and of ‘new wave’ Chinese migrants from the 1990s-2000s).

However, income levels in the El Mirador region are among the
lowest in Trinidad. The town encompasses various economic statuses,
from squatters on its outskirts to families who have owned businesses
for at least two generations, and a middle class in between. There are
also issues of class and ethnic identity specific to El Mirador, where a
substantial number of people are mixed Indo-Afro Trinidadians.'
Although Trinidad generally has a large mixed population, this could be
seen as particularly high in El Mirador.

SOCIAL MEDIA IN TRINIDAD



The field work for this book was carried out over 15 months across
three years. My first three months’ research in 2011-12 were spent spe-
cifically looking at uses of webcams, with social media discussed in more
general terms.'” For six months in 2012-13, and again in 2014, I then
focused on social media and everyday life. As in the other nine projects
in Why We Post, an unexceptional place like E1 Mirador was deliberately
chosen: we did not wish to be guided in our research by the sensationalist
stories around social media that dominate popular journalism. Rather,
we wanted to see what ordinary people were doing with social media in
their everyday lives. Since our intention was to avoid focusing on pristine
rural communities or advanced metropolitan regions in favour of places
that faced in both directions, we chose large villages or small towns. And
as has already become apparent through reference to Trevor and Sasha, a
small town of no distinct importance can reflect a wide range of attitudes
and experiences in terms of the uses and consequences of social media.

As an ethnographer, it is especially important to spend an entire cal-
endar year in a country such as Trinidad, which alters remarkably from
season to season. It is a very different place at Carnival, in high summer,
at Christmas and at Diwali, the Hindu festival of lights.!® There are also
different rhythms of life, for instance around work or school holidays.
Seasonal patterns too can affect how people work and socialise, for exam-
ple between the heat of summer and the rainy season (Figs 1.1, 1.2 and 1.3).

Figs. 1.1 Enjoying a cook-up with the extended family
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Figs. 1.2 ‘Liming’ at the beach

Figs. 1.3 Making costumes for Carnival

Reaching the level of intimate knowledge of individuals that is
required by ethnography takes a significant amount of time and versatil-
ity. During my visits to E1 Mirador I lived with five different families and
in an apartment on my own. I conducted 120 semi-formal interviews,
including 30 people interviewed across three years; an in-depth house-
hold survey of 100 people; another 100 short questionnaires on uses of
social media; a street survey of 100 people on uses of webcams; and a
street survey of 50 people on political opinions shared on Facebook. In
addition to this extensive gathering of mainly quantitative data, I spent
many hours in the homes of close family. Overall I spoke to at least 500
different people in El Mirador about their uses of social media.
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Perhaps the most important research tool in an ethnography of
social media is being on social media itself, observing and interacting
with users of various platforms. This seems a natural progression from
the ethnographer’s traditional task of simply making friends; more-
over, if one gets to know the same people online and offline, it offers
an advantage over more formal ‘internet’ or ‘social media’ studies.”
Overall I accumulated 267 Facebook friends and chatted with 38 people
on WhatsApp. I initially met all of my Facebook friends face-to-face and
more than half became offline friends with whom I would spend time
at weekends or after writing and conducting interviews with others.
Aside from my extended family, of all the individuals I encountered for
this research, I got to know around 60 very well — that is, I visited their
homes or met their families, went out socially, spent time at their work-
places or met their colleagues and engaged with them through their
vocational interests. These key people informed the qualitative data in
my research and I remain immensely grateful to them. With regard to
research ethics, all were made aware that they were participants in the
research and, as agreed, I have protected their identity by presenting
their stories anonymously, such that none can be traced to a recognis-
able individual.

Generally, as anthropologists writing ethnographic books devoted
to our understanding of other people, we try to minimise reference to
ourselves. In this text, however, it is necessary to draw in personal mat-
ters a little because, unlike in the other Why We Post studies, my entire
introduction to the town that became my field work site was through
family connections. My own family members are already embedded in
their individual relationships. Among them are people they like and get
along with, as well as those who may not want to spend a great deal of
time with them or, by extension, with me. In an effort to compensate for
these dynamics, I would often walk around the town on my own and
just ask to interview people who may have time then and there, such
as shopkeepers and assistants. Some of these in turn gave me an ‘in’ to
visiting and spending more time with other people in the shops they
worked in. Through this strategy I managed to speak to shop owners and
assistants; hairdressers, nail technicians and beauticians; government
workers, who would graciously spend their lunch hour with me and
allow me to come back to their offices; restaurant owners and waiting
staff; internet café operators and mobile phone salespeople. If I talked
with people who worked in small businesses, I could also often speak to
their relatives and friends who would spend time in the shop through-
out the day. These more informal and unstructured introductions gave
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me invaluable insights into people’s daily practices, rhythms and rou-
tines. Other relationships that started with survey questionnaires also
afforded wider and more general coverage of the field site.

Underpinning this research, however, was the ongoing imperative
of extracting myself from a mesh of personal and familial relationships.
Yet simultaneously these relationships also enabled me to empathise
with the experience of people living in a small town. For them, as for me,
family inevitably represents both a support in and constraint on every-
day life, as whatever one does in Trinidad tends to somehow trickle back
to one’s family. This ultimately saturates one’s relationship to absolutely
everything else in a way that can be difficult to convey to people who
live in places such as Australia, where I live, or the UK, where family
tends to have a much more limited role in an individual’s life. When
it came to experiences of social media, it was therefore vital to under-
stand both the positive aspects of so many people’s concern for family
and their negative feelings of claustrophobia. Understanding life in El
Mirador through being embedded in extended family relationships also
contributed to my understanding more broadly of life in small towns.
Here sociality is more intense than in urban areas, as most people tend
to know one another (or at least to know of each other’s social networks
or families by reputation).

At the same time, my own mixed appearance (of Indo-Trinidadian
and Chinese heritage), Australian accent and Western education tended
to appeal more to middle-class Indo-Trinidadians who identified some
sense of shared circumstances and shared aspirations. Many of these
were young women, and consequently my first research participants
and friends were mostly women. Meeting young male informants was
initially problematic for a period because, after sharing my phone num-
ber and befriending them on Facebook, some would become intrusive.
On the other hand, this was a common and to some extent anticipated
dynamic which enabled me to empathise with people’s experiences in
the town on another level.

I was extremely fortunate to work with two very different research
assistants in 2013 and 2014. The first was a young woman from El
Mirador who introduced me to the friends and family she grew up with —
relationships which then snowballed into friendships of my own. The
second was a young Masters student from the UK with Grenadian heri-
tage who wanted to spend some time in the region. His main task was to
shoot our short films for the project, but he also made several friends of
his own that I would otherwise not have been able to meet. I maintained
those relationships after he left for the UK.
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A walking tour of a Trinidadian town

Trinidad is bounded by the Caribbean Sea to the north and the Atlantic
Ocean to the east (Fig. 1.4). The country lies just 11 km (approximately
7 miles) from northeastern Venezuela and has a total land area of 4,828
square km (approximately 2,000 square miles). The annual climate is
tropical; a wet season of monsoon rains between June and December
(with a short dry spell in September and October) is followed by a dry
season from January to May. The total population is just over one mil-
lion people, with 69 per cent living in urban areas.?

Trinidad, along with Tobago, was first claimed by the Spanish in 1498
and was later governed by British, French and Dutch colonisers. Ruled by
the Spanish government until 1797, but settled mostly by French planters,
invited by the Spanish, the two islands were united into a single British
colony in 1888. Trinidad was established relatively late as part of the
plantation system. Prior to 1776 there were few enslaved Africans on the
island and the population was mostly made up of indigenous groups.?! By
1797, when the British conquered the island, there were 10,000 enslaved
Africans, which by 1802 had doubled to a slave population of approxi-
mately 20,000. In 1807, when the slave trade was abolished, the British
colony with its plantation owners faced a dramatic shortage of labour. On
1 August 1838 full freedom was granted to the enslaved Africans. They
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Fig. 1.4 Map showing location of Trinidad and Tobago
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quickly moved away from the plantations and began to settle villages
such as Belmont and Laventille (now part of Port of Spain), as well as
Arouca in the northeast of the country. Around this time San Fernando,
the second largest city in Trinidad, also grew in population as a number of
ex-slaves settled there. In response to the shortage of labour, indentured
East Indians were brought to the island from 1845, arriving mostly from
the provinces of Uttar Pradesh and Bihar. By the early twentieth century
the newly liberated African slave population and ex-indentured Indians
were living in a colony of mixed language, custom and religion. The latent
cultural antagonism between these two populations during the colonial
administration persists today. It has in fact become central to modern pol-
itics, where the two main parties are generally associated with the ex-
African and ex-Indian populations respectively.?

After the First World War the demands for greater self-government
increased. Elections in 1956 saw the formation of the People’s National
Movement (PNM) led by Dr Eric Williams. Trinidad and Tobago gained
national independence from Britain on 31 August 1962 and Williams
became the first prime minister, a position he held until his death in
1981. Trinidad has also had some history of political resistance. Before
independence the Hosay riots in 1884 saw Muslims claim their rights
publicly to celebrate this religious festival, despite being officially pro-
hibited by the British administration. In the Canboulay riots of the same
year descendants of ex-enslaved Africans protested against prohibitions
on celebrating Carnival. Later a series of worker strikes were mobilised
during the labour riots of 1937, and in 1970 the Black Power movement
fought to improve the economic conditions of the poor and working
classes within the newly independent nation.?

Today the country is ruled by the People’s National Movement
(PNM), with Dr Keith Rowley elected to office in 2015 as the eighth
prime minister of Trinidad and Tobago. During my field work the coun-
try was led by a coalition consisting of the People’s Partnership, made
up of the United National Congress (UNC), the Congress of the People
(COP), the Tobago Organisation of the People (TOP) and the National
Joint Action Committee; Kamla Persad-Bissessar served as Prime
Minister and leader of the UNC. Since she assumed office in 2010 the
country has seen a drop in serious and violent crime; it had peaked in
preceding years, leading to the declaration of a State of Emergency in
November 2011 (when I arrived to carry out field work). Fear of violence
was therefore a constant theme during my field work of that period. The
State of Emergency brought with it an active curfew in most parts of the
country as well as an increased police presence. Under Persad-Bissessar
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there was also widespread infrastructural development across the coun-
try, including the construction of a major highway in the far south and
an increase in direct foreign investment. Simultaneously accusations of
corruption, nepotism, mismanagement and racism have been levelled at
the UNC government, as well as at its predecessors.?

Thereisasubstantial amount of povertyin Trinidad, mostly in rural
areas and in slums and temporary settlements around Port of Spain. As
a result of its oil industry, however, Trinidad is largely a lower-middle
class country. The average income per year is USD $15,000 and the cur-
rent exchange rate is TT $6 (Trinidadian dollars) to USD $1. Petrol costs
an average 45c (US) per litre and long-life milk costs around USD $1.10
per litre. If one decides to eat out, a meal of roti with beef, chicken or
goat curry costs around USD $3-4, while meals in chain restaurants are
USD $10 on average. Tap water is drinkable and education and health-
care are largely provided by the state, although private health services
are also available.

Anumber of religions are practised in Trinidad, including Hinduism
(around 30 per cent) and Roman Catholic, Anglican, Methodist,
Pentecostal and Evangelical churches (around 37 per cent). Other reli-
gious groups on the island include Muslims, Spiritual Baptists and
Seventh Day Adventists. There is an ecumenical sharing of religious
holidays as people of all religions celebrate Christmas, Eid-ul-Fitr (the
Muslim festival that marks the end of the fasting period of Ramadan)
and Diwali. A proportion of the population dedicates up to a month to
Carnival and the lead-up party season. In addition to these diverse reli-
gious public holidays Indian Arrival Day, Labour Day, Emancipation Day
and Independence Day are nationally celebrated holidays.

One thread that appears across the chapters of this book is the
importance of family and religious life. Christmas in Trinidad is more
than an event commemorating the birth of Christ; it is also a time of the
year oriented toward the family and the home, a period of renewal of
tradition and establishing roots. Among Hindus and Muslims commem-
orative prayers throughout the year are held in the home (Fig. 1.5). For
Hindus in particular these prayers (pujas) are large events. Extended
family and friends come to the home throughout the day from early in
the morning, requiring a large amount of cooking and preparation to be
done beforehand. Even small pujas are ceremonious: families dress in
traditional Indian attire and a series of prayers led by a pundit lasts from
one to four hours. Normally the family will all eat together in the home
afterwards, as the hosting family breaks their fast, which they would
have carried out in spiritual preparation for the prayers.
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Fig. 1.5 Attending a puja (Hindu prayers)

El Mirador is a semi-urban town in an area made up of agricultural
and fishing villages. The region consists of the town itself and 43 other
villages, with a total population estimated at 75,000; the population
of the town proper is around 18,000.% Taking the squatters who have
migrated to the town’s surrounds over the past decade into account, the
entire population of El Mirador is around 25,000. There is a main hos-
pital, with a reputation as being one of the best in the country, as well
as eight primary schools and six high schools. Two among the latter are
Hindu schools, two are Catholic and one is Seventh Day Adventist, yet to
attend any given school a student need not follow its particular faith. In
2013 a vocational college opened in the town, part of a government ini-
tiative to enable students in the region to pursue higher education if they
do not have the means to attend the larger universities further away.

The original inhabitants of El Mirador were indigenous peoples
who were eradicated by the 1770s. The town saw very little develop-
ment before the 1800s, as the colonial administration perceived it to
be too far from Port of Spain. A railway was extended to the region in
1896, a time that saw a growth in cocoa farming and brought the first
businesses to the region. The next period of rapid growth came with the
establishment of a US military base in the 1940s; it was situated at the
end of the highway connecting the region to the rest of the country. At
that time, migrants went to work nearer to the base for American dol-
lars, and were reluctant to return to cocoa farming afterwards.

The railway was officially closed in the 1970s, yet the next 30 years
saw the population grow from 5,000 to 18,000. The highway provided
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an accessible route to the rest of the country and, during the years fol-
lowing the railway closure, a number of people migrated to the area.
They were able to buy a substantial piece of land, and to open up small
businesses in the town. Few buildings remain in E1 Mirador that reflect
these periods of growth, however, with most of the current construction
appearing in the 1980s.2¢

Today the busiest places in the town are areas of transit (Fig. 1.6)
and El Mirador has a reputation for being a place that people merely pass
through. Around half of the town’s population works outside E1 Mirador
and villagers tend to use the town as an interchange. It is a hub, and the
daily rhythms of urban life reflect its transient character. There are sev-
eral taxi stands, all located at the connection points along the main road
to other villages or towns. People can wait up to half an hour for a taxi
or maxi (a mini-van that carries between 12 and 20 passengers for long
trips) or an hour for a public bus (Fig. 1.7).

The average family size per household in El Mirador is four peo-
ple, but, as discussed in Chapter 4, families are more than the nuclear

"El Mirador"

Secondary School =

)
g

©

Fig. 1.6 Map of El Mirador proper
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Fig. 1.7 A maxi (public mini-bus) approaching the centre of the
town

unit. It is also quite common for people to live in a household with other
extended family — for example, a wife’s parents or even a husband’s
brother, his wife and their children. Sometimes this more extended
family lives together for a short period, such as in the case of recently
married couples, who may still live with one set of parents. Large fam-
ilies might live together over years, such as when an adult unmarried
woman has children and lives with her parents or her sibling’s family.
Trinidadian families are generally large, with members of the genera-
tion now over the age of 50 typically coming from families of around
five children. The extended family is still central to Trinidadian kin-
ship, even though family size has reduced in recent generations to an
average of two or three children owing to changes in occupations and
lifestyle.?”

However, discussing family in terms of households and the partic-
ular inhabitants of a single domicile is in a way misleading: the extended
family is not especially bound by, or consistent with, the home itself.
On the one hand, it is quite common for siblings to build houses or buy
homes that are close to their common relatives, so that an area may have
many households belonging to the same family, with cousins constantly
in and out of each other’s homes. On the other hand, especially for Afro-
Trinidadian families with lower incomes, it was and continues to be com-
mon for the ‘baby-father’ to live separately from the ‘baby-mother’, and
for children with young biological mothers to be brought up by older,
more settled relatives such as the mother’s own parents.?® In such cases
the ‘nuclear family’ is spread across three or more different households.
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The accompanying sense of fictive kin, in which many other people are
thought of as ‘aunties’ and ‘uncles’ and a very large number living in the
same vicinity are regarded at least as ‘sort-of” family, is considered in
greater depth in Chapter 4.

A place ‘in between’

On the streets of El Mirador, subtle visual clues distinguish residents
of the town from villagers. The former usually keep to themselves in a
nonchalant kind of way. They sit with earphones plugged in or tap away
on mobile phones; students read over their notes. In comparison villag-
ers look more conscious of themselves and their surroundings. Despite
waiting for long periods of time, their posture will not change — they do
not look quite as relaxed. When villagers come into El Mirador to shop
or run errands, they tend either to overdress, sporting ironed clothes,
shirts and closed-toed shoes, or underdress in loose jeans, a baggy T-
shirt and flip-flops (‘slippers’). There is less middle ground in the form of
the neat-casual attire that residents of El Mirador wear: fitted, branded
T-shirts and fitted jeans; an embellished pair of slippers or simple flats
for women and runners or loafers for men.

Yet the self-consciousness of villagers in El Mirador is paralleled
in that experienced by residents of El Mirador when they go to ‘town’ —
namely, to Port of Spain. A trip into town requires a whole different man-
ner of preparation from going out in El Mirador, whether it be during the
night or day. Clothes are selected with far greater care, with a prefer-
ence for branded and more expensive pieces. Women do their full hair
and make-up while men are clean-shaven with neatly pressed trousers
and shirts (or sometimes an ironed T-shirt). When they are in El Mirador
villagers are careful not to speak too loudly, nor to draw much attention
to themselves at taxi stands. Similarly, residents of El Mirador visiting
Port of Spain will not speak with great volume or engage in much con-
versation in American chain restaurants, and will try not to attract too
much attention in the bars of the capital’s fashionable Arapita Avenue
(‘de Avenue’). Fitting in is extremely important in a society as self-
conscious about class as Trinidad, where conforming to the norms of a
specific place and looking like you belong there are accomplishments to
which most aspire.

This became most apparent when [ was staying in a household with
three young adults, aged between 17 and 25. Whenever we went to a
mall in the centre of the country, such as in the town of Chaguanas, they
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did not feel the need to ‘dress up’ particularly; they were quite happy to
go after work or school, in whatever they were wearing. Yet when they
went to West Mall, known for being the most upmarket in the country,
all three took extra care with what they were wearing.

The ethos within El Mirador is quite different. In the town, people
do not dress up as much, not wishing to give the impression that they
are trying to be ‘better’ than others. There is a language around class
that manifests in everyday conversations, expressed in the idioms ‘stush’
and ‘ghetto’. These terms describe taste in clothes and public behaviour,
especially at celebrations and pre-Carnival parties called fetes; such lan-
guage is reserved for those one knows well, however, and people would
not describe strangers on the street with these words. ‘Stush’ suggests
that a person has money, as well as better and more selective taste. Yet
it also implies that the person possessing these assets considers them-
selves superior: they have a sense of arrogance about their privilege.
‘Ghetto’ suggests the opposite. To describe someone as ‘ghetto’ suggests
that they have cheap, tacky and flamboyant taste and/or are loud, brash
and crude, without pretending to be anything else. ‘Ghetto’ in partic-
ular has pejorative racial connotations; the word is used offensively
to describe lower-income Afro-Trinidadians. However, those who are
labelled as ‘ghetto’ sometimes resist this positioning, consciously play-
ing up the stereotype to make others uncomfortable. Often ‘stush’ and
‘ghetto’ are used lightly and not as direct insults, though both terms
carry a moral judgement about behaviours that are seen as driven by
class and upbringing.

Trinidad’s education system is free, but there remains a hierarchy
and competitiveness between schools which select students according
to their grades. Indeed, which secondary school one attends is per-
haps the single biggest marker of class position in Trinidad. Most espe-
cially there is a split between several highly selective and prestigious
secondary schools, from which many pupils gain full scholarships to
US universities due to their exceptional standards of teaching, and the
majority of ordinary secondary schools that meet no such expectations.
Consequently, although parents do not have to pay fees, many will fund
additional tuition after school to help their children achieve the grades
to get into better schools. This in turn creates a discrepancy between
parents who can afford extra lessons and those who cannot.

University in Trinidad is also free. A number of students from El
Mirador attend the University of the West Indies (UWI), which is around
an hour’s journey away, towards Port of Spain. Many students who
grew up in El Mirador have never attended school in the town; from a
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young age they become used to catching the bus to an urban area or
having their parents drop them off. Some are educated at schools up to
two hours away; they then go on to attend UWI and obtain a job in the
city. The homes and families of such students may technically be in El
Mirador, but their lives are largely disconnected from the town. Even
those who have not been educated in El Mirador can find it difficult to
get a good job outside the town, however, often opting instead for train-
ing programmes with government offices there or in the region. Such
government training schemes generally offer security, decent pay and
the option to join the organisation on a permanent basis afterwards. As
a result many trainees opt to stay in the public sector in roles unrelated
to their field of study.

For those who like the quiet and relaxed paced of country life, a
government job is ideal. It enables employees to plan financially for their
futures, does not entail peak hour commutes of up to four hours a day
and still offers the means to enjoy city life on a night out. Most of the jobs
in the town itself are based in government offices, banks, schools and
shops. As it is a regional centre, El Mirador has a high proportion of pub-
lic servants working for bodies such as the Health Authority or regional
administration, as well as other public offices. Other people also come
to El Mirador to work in small businesses. Many thus commute to the
town for work alone, and feel no particular connection to the place (Fig.
1.8). Yet others live in El Mirador itself, but spend their working lives in
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Fig. 1.8 Weekday morning on the main road, where traffic is often at
a standstill and needs to be directed by a police officer
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villages or at units such as the Water and Sewage Authority (WASA),
whose offices and facilities are situated regionally.

The town has a few chain takeaway restaurants, such as Kentucky
Fried Chicken and Subway, as well as chain clothing and department
stores, making it the main shopping and eating-out hub for the villages
as well as a service hub. The people who work in these stores are either
from the town or from surrounding villages. Smaller shops for clothes,
stationery, internet services, mobile phones, hardware and car parts
are owned, managed and staffed by families from El Mirador. The town
has seven Chinese restaurants, five owned and staffed by ‘new wave’
migrants (those arriving after the 1990s) and two by descendants from
Chinese migrants of the 1870s. Small, Chinese-owned supermarkets
have also sprung up in recent years, posing competition for larger super-
markets. There are a few house-front shops off the main road, on resi-
dential streets, which serve as milk bars for the areas. People from all
income groups find these convenient when they need a few items only,
rather than going to the town centre. It is also not unusual to see a mix
of housing belonging to families of different incomes on the same street
(Figs 1.9 and 1.10).

Fig. 1.9 Amiddle-class home next to a lower-income board house
with a corrugated iron roof (to the left)
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Fig. 1.10 A house from a low-income area

Among the main weekend activities in El Mirador are visiting rela-
tives or friends in other parts of the country, going to the beach or mall
or enjoying a night out in the ‘town’ (Port of Spain), ‘central’ (Chaguanas)
or ‘south’ (San Fernando). Because families and groups of friends often
venture to destinations over an hour away, weekend rhythms, as much
as weekday rhythms, are characterised by the movement of people. The
following chapters will explore in greater detail this transient town char-
acter and the ways in which individuals express a sense of place-based
citizenship.

Chapter outline

Chapter 2 of this volume explores the broad theme of uses of differ-
ent media. It includes a discussion of the most common social media
platforms in El Mirador and an overview of the media landscape in
Trinidad’s recent history. It shows how one form of media relates to
another — for example, the introduction of cable television in relation
to Trinidad’s national media stations. Modes of communication and
the ways in which people related to each other prior to the internet and
social media are also examined in this chapter. Madianou and Miller’s
concept of polymedia is particularly useful here, as it allows us to look
at the contexts and content of media used in personal relationships.?’
The subject of visual postings is addressed at length in another
text, co-written for this series, Visualising Facebook: A comparative
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perspective. That book compares visual postings (mostly images and
memes) between Daniel Miller’s ‘The Glades’ field site in England and
El Mirador. However, for consistency with the other volumes in the Why
We Post series, which are all essentially uniform in structure with each
chapter covering parallel themes across the sites, Chapter 3 of this text
demonstrates how images are used to show individuality and group
membership, chiefly through comparing images posted on Instagram
and Facebook. The chapter illustrates how the idea of social visibility
poses a problem for the individual, whose experiences relate to context
and are embedded in the structures of family and other institutions.

The concept of polymedia is further employed in Chapter 4, where
the focus falls on family and other relationships. Anthropology evolved
from the study of societies in which the principle mode of social organi-
sation was kinship; social media is accordingly explored here in relation
to different kinds of familial relationships (including between couples
and between parents and children) and how transnational families nav-
igate these. Home and family have specific meanings in Trinidad, and
in this chapter we see that there exist relationship ideals (for instance
what it means to be a good mother, brother, partner or friend) as well as
actual relationships. Like individuals, relationships differ enormously.
So how media comes to constitute relationships depends on these dif-
ferent experiences. Just as we now have an increased array of choices
in relation to media for communication, so the potential for social and
moral judgement around these choices also increases.

In Chapter 5 I return to the analysis of Carnival introduced earlier to
propose that the logics of visibility most clearly expressed in the festival
resonate in Trinidad throughout the rest of the year. The chapter moves
beyond the individual and family to examine wider groups of associa-
tion and identification. It argues that specific groups of Trinidadians in
El Mirador perceive themselves as either very global or very local. Those
who consider themselves to be more locally-oriented provide examples
of digital resistance, including a resistance to expanding relationships
beyond their immediate community. Yet, as I show here, this serves to
enhance rather than detract from the idea of social visibility.

In Chapter 6 these insights on visibility are extended to political
engagement. For most people who identify with El Mirador, the pref-
erable stance is to remain explicitly non-activist. This contrasts with a
popular assumption that access to social media will lead to the use of
political platforms for activists — for example, that Twitter helped to bring
about pro-democracy upheavals such as those seen in the so-called ‘Arab
Spring’.®® Chapter 6 presents a case study of a hunger strike that was
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carried out as a protest against the construction of a section of a high-
way. I consider how this national issue appeared on social media and
how people in El Mirador responded to it, with two findings emerging
from observing the hunger strike play out. Firstly, although people speak
openly about politics and political issues in everyday conversations, there
is a general disillusionment with the idea that one can influence politics
and be an agent of political change. Secondly, to express political opin-
ions visibly on platforms such as Facebook carries social consequences
for individuals among peers, indicating why many choose to avoid such
activity. The chapter also acknowledges that even though people in a
small rural town are not politically active online, their everyday values,
for example, moralising and humour, are evident in their posts and com-
ments. Finally, Chapter 7 summarises the primary conclusions of this
book and discusses how the findings in Trinidad relate to those from
other comparator field sites in the series.

One of the key ideas referred to throughout this chapter is that
the simple conception of a town as a place in which people live is mis-
leading. Space means different things to different people: some live
there, but their sense of themselves lies elsewhere. Some do not live
there, but their orientation is to the town. This dynamic provides a
clue for approaching the study of social media. In such research, the
temptation might be to start with a fixed space constituted by the town
and then claim that social media represents a repudiation of geog-
raphy in favour of a placeless online world. However, there actually
exists far more continuity across the way people relate to their online
spaces and offline spaces. In both cases they often ignore the apparent
‘affordances’ of physical and virtual space to create their own networks
and orientations, the real key to which is their own social perspec-
tive.3! A person might be entirely incorporated in the family with lit-
tle chance to escape — something that may be true offline, but is even
more so online. Some may have autonomy both online and offline - or,
equally, autonomy in one realm and not in the other. In the contrast
between Trevor and Sasha outlined above, we saw from the outset
that some people reject social media as subversion of or resistance to
the dilemmas of sociality. Others, meanwhile, whose lives seem sat-
urated by sociality, crave it all the more through social media. While
this chapter has provided a setting, the true ‘geography’ that we need
in order to understand the relationship between life offline and online
is a social geography.

INTRODUCTION AND FIELD SITE: A TOWN THAT COULD BE ANYWHERE

29



30

2

The social media landscape:
new media and ‘old’ media

One starting point from which to gain insights into the transforma-
tions represented by new media is a consideration of the use and con-
sequences of older media. Take, for example, the television, where
programmes that dominate household viewing in Trinidad are typically
the six-o’clock news and the show following it, Crime Watch. The televi-
sion is a constant presence in many homes, with watching a programme
and discussing it around dinner time a key component of evening
sociality.! By the end of the field work, some homes also had smart tele-
visions in addition to cable. For the last ten years, even the less well-off
households have had cable television, as for most of Trinidad’s popula-
tion, ownership of a television and a basic mobile phone is readily acces-
sible, including among lower-income groups who may not own a car and
who live in basic housing.

The main reason for this is not low cost, but the fact that individu-
als live in extended networks of family and friends. Although they might
not be able to buy the newest televisions or phones themselves, they are
likely to have relatives who can and who pass goods such as televisions
and phones on to them. The possession of a television in itself implies
sharing, but so too does the experience of watching the news and pro-
grammes such as Crime Watch. Most people have a preference for watch-
ing well known programmes so that there is more to talk and to share
opinions about. Viewing television is thus not a passive activity, but one
appropriated to feed the social demands of family and wider networks.
The engagement generates a stronger sense of being collective, which is
the setting for understanding social media in turn.

Following this trajectory, this chapter examines what social media
represents in the town of El Mirador by looking at the historical prece-
dence for what social media might be for Trinidadians more generally.



The use of communications and social media is best understood when
contextualised by wider, ‘offline’ themes reflected in Trinidadian face-
to-face relations. Accordingly, this chapter will introduce the local idi-
oms of ‘maco’ and ‘bacchanal’ to show how these understandings extend
to more traditional forms of mass media, such as news coverage and
television soap operas, as well as how the logic of these idioms is con-
tinued through the use of social media. In El Mirador, people do not
simply talk about the programmes they regularly view: they also use
them to affirm the key values and practices of Trinidadian society. The
issue of access also relates to the idea of ‘polymedia’ — a term coined by
Madianou and Miller, which will become important in this chapter as
well as in understanding social relationships in Chapter 4.2 Here poly-
media is used to describe the relationship of social media to the wider
ecology of more ‘mass’ or mainstream media and its recent history in
Trinidad. As is discussed further in Chapter 4 in relation to the devel-
opment of new media and the introduction of platforms such as Skype,
Facebook and WhatsApp, as issues of cost and access have decreased,
social and moral judgements as to choices of communication platform
have increased.

This present chapter, as well as Chapter 3, sketches some back-
ground for Trinidadian society, in particular detailing how the inter-
sections of ethnicity, class and gender have expressed themselves in
social media. Class, for example, has manifested through commercial
uses of Facebook, where pages for business try to brand themselves for
young, more affluent and urban-oriented patrons. On this theme, the
chapter concludes with a discussion of social divisions in El Mirador. For
although Trinidad is a resource-rich country with initiatives such as ‘one
laptop per child’, the digital divide in this region remains one of informa-
tion rather than infrastructure.

Mainstream media in Trinidad

Trinidadian household television, cable networks and now the rise of
Netflix with smart televisions reflect the intersection of media influences
from the US, Latin America and Bollywood. In the 1980s and 1990s
Trinidad could be described more as a cultural receiver than cultural
producer, with US media dominating its television screens.® McFarlane-
Alvarez describes the media landscape of the last decade as one in which
films and television programmes from the US outnumbered local media
productions broadcast on local screens. At the time of her study in 2004,
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Trinidad had 19 cinemas with 30 screens, 70 cable channels and only
three local channels.* There is still no notable film industry and the
number of locally produced television programmes is limited (most are
news-related or panel discussions).®

Just as audiences will watch the same shows at the time they are
broadcast on commercial television for discussion afterwards, going to
the cinema in Trinidad is an equally social experience. Outside of Port
of Spain, the cinema is still a relatively cheap pastime at around TT $20
(USD $3.30) per ticket, and the decision to go is based more on wanting
to socialise in a group, rather than wanting to watch a particular film.
Once in the cinema commentary, cheering, speaking on the phone and
reacting to on-screen activity are all entirely acceptable; they are indeed
encouraged as part of the collective experience of enjoying a film. For
example, during a screening of a film in the supernatural horror fran-
chise Paranormal Activity, a scene in which a young girl was investigat-
ing a strange noise elicited shouts of ‘Nah boy, you let she go see what dat
noise is? Yuh real big man!’ and ‘T ain’t goin’ to see what dat is! Nah, if I
goin’, I taking a cutlass® wit meh!” The performative banter and humour
that are part of everyday interaction also become a key element of the
cinema experience, where much of the enjoyment is derived from com-
petitive commentary by audience members, especially young men who
are with their girlfriends or friends.

Relative to its limited production of film and television shows,
Trinidad has an immense advertising industry. Television and cinema
adverts are accompanied by a plethora of billboards along the coun-
try’s main highways depicting local celebrities, models and pop stars.
Advertising, unlike programming, is local in representation, even if
adverts are selling international products.” McFarlane-Alvarez calls
advertising in Trinidad ‘microcinema’, as it employs the conventional
process of filmmaking with production, writing, shooting and editing.
And although advertising is outside of the mainstream entertainment
industry, it makes locally produced cultural patterns visible. Moreover,
as McFarlane-Alvarez notes, for a population of 1.3 million people, there
are some 60 registered advertising companies, 20 of which provide full
advertising services (including filming commercials).®

The locality that is portrayed in advertising is often one that is
seen as distinctly Trinidadian, featuring recognisably local landscapes.’
Audiences also relate to adverts in terms of their potential for bacchanal -
the local term for a particularly Trinidadian-inflected version of gossip
and scandal. In a study of advertising, Miller gives the example of an
on-screen family sitting down to dinner. In bacchanal, viewers would
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typically dispute the ethnicity of the children in relation to the appear-
ance of the parents, implicitly questioning the paternity of the children.?®
Such instances highlight how advertising draws on themes and appro-
priates norms and social idioms that are well-known within Trinidadian
culture. Bacchanal has always been a prominent theme in mainstream
media produced in Trinidad, appearing anywhere from street quarrels
to advertising, and its significance helps to explain the wide appeal of
soap operas in the country.!

During the final months of field work in 2014, the most popu-
lar soap operas were not so much daytime soaps as higher-production
primetime dramas such as Devious Maids and Scandal. Women could be
heard talking about these programmes in the local grocery shop, and
posts about episodes equally appeared on Facebook as users commented
on the latest instalment or a particular character (Fig. 2.1). These prime-
time dramas evoke a highly specific sense of Trinidadian culture, includ-
ing the use of bacchanal in their storylines. They fill the later time slot
of 8.30 pm, whereas the most popular viewing time is around 6 pm with
the nightly news and real-life crime shows.

Trinidad’s very recent history has been characterised by an
increase in crime rates, mostly murder, banditry and kidnappings. There
has always been a social consciousness around crime, but the sharp rise
in violent gang and drug-related incidents, which produced record high
murder rates of 550 in 2008, 508 in 2009 and 480 in 2010 respectively,
resulted in government action in the form of a State of Emergency,
declared between August 2011 and December 2011.12 Everyday crime
is reported heavily in the media, with evidence captured by CCTYV, secu-
rity cameras and smartphones testifying to a ‘truth’ that Trinidad is a
dangerous place. Across the duration of field research (2011-14), videos
captured on smartphones circulated on Facebook showing fights in sec-
ondary schools. Individuals commented on whether or not they knew
the families and the films inflamed moral debates around bullying (dis-
cussed further in Chapter 5). Distinct from primetime television shows
that are scripted, acted and produced, programmes such as Crime Watch
(whose format is a compilation of real-life crime caught on CCTV and
other surveillance devices) have gained popularity.

As well as crime and other instances that provoke moral discus-
sion, issues that appear in newspaper headlines relating to politics
are often discussed in terms of bacchanal. The vocabulary of baccha-
nal and scandal relates to a larger theme of spectacle and visibility in
Trinidadian public life, and resonates with its media history. In recent
decades print media publications with titles such as ‘The Bomb’, ‘The
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Heat’ and ‘The Punch’ have emerged, combining semi-pornographic
images of women with tabloid news stories taken from international
media. As Trinidadian news programmes and papers already regularly
report violent crime, the type of news and images circulated online can
be regarded as a more graphic extension of the sensationalism typical of
such print or television media.

Yet as more homes acquire multiple devices with internet connec-
tivity, the choices of forms of entertainment have also increased. Media
consumption in the home has been transformed by digital devices and
high-quality broadband, both of which impact upon the way the family
watches television. As has been observed of trends elsewhere, having
WiFi, laptops and tablets in the home has altered distinctly how parents
and children spend time together (or do not).!* The imposition of specific
television shows by commercial programming meant that families pre-
viously had little choice in what they watched together, or at what time.
Smart televisions and Netflix, by contrast, offer the possibility for dif-
ferent family members to watch what they choose on different devices,
so the television in the common space no longer poses a source of con-
flict or disagreement. It may thus appear that watching television has
become a more individualistic experience. However, multiple devices
have also become incorporated into the shared experience of how the
family watches television, as illustrated by the following account.

The Alleyne household is a warm, loud and energetic one. Most
evenings there are no fewer than seven people at home: the parents,
their four children, Mrs Alleyne’s sister and her three year-old daughter,

SOCIAL MEDIA IN TRINIDAD



as well as the partners of the two eldest children, now in their twenties
and thirties. Briana is the second youngest child, now in her final year
of high school. She attends one of the schools in El Mirador and so is
the first to arrive home in the afternoon. The family had subscribed to
Netflix a year earlier and Briana enjoyed being able to watch any film
she wanted after school. She started watching complete seasons of pro-
grammes when she saw that Netflix screened whole series, always want-
ing to continue a show she had started viewing until the end.

The most significant example of this was Breaking Bad. Briana
had missed the entire series when it had peaked in its popularity as
it was never aired regularly on Trinidadian television; although many
of her friends had downloaded and discussed it, she had never seen
a single episode. After the hype around the show’s finale had cooled
and conversations about its ending faded, Briana decided to watch the
series from the beginning after school. She started with one or two epi-
sodes when her brother and sisters arrived home before dinner. After a
season, she began watching more after her family went to bed and she
could sleep in the lounge room. Her brother Nathan started teasing her,
claiming she was addicted to the show; every time he wanted to watch
something after finishing his homework around 11 pm, Briana was still
watching Breaking Bad. He began to sit with her and quiz her about the
plot line. At first Nathan was just trying to annoy his sister, but then
he too become engrossed, posing genuine questions about the charac-
ters and events. Briana kept telling him to be quiet, so Nathan estab-
lished his own routine of watching the show from the beginning, on
his own laptop in bed after finishing his homework. He caught up with
Briana in just over a week and the two of them started quarrelling with
their older sister Josie and her boyfriend when they wanted to watch
Breaking Bad for hours after dinner. The central characters of Walter
White and Jesse began to filter their way into Briana and Nathan’s con-
versations. They quoted one-liners from the show and shared in-jokes.
Josie and her boyfriend started to feel excluded, so they too watched
the first episode and continued with the series on Josie’s laptop in her
bedroom.

Briana and Nathan decided that the fair thing to do was to stop
watching the show until the others had caught up. Two weeks later the
siblings had all reached the same point and watched the remainder
together, viewing it continuously for hours into the night. Their mother,
Rachel, a nurse and shift worker, came in to investigate why ‘these chil-
dren all quiet quiet in the TV room all of a sudden’. Netflix had also begun
to transform her own leisure hours; after finishing work, all she wanted
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to do was ‘go on her bed’ and watch Desperate Housewives on her laptop.
When her husband came home, they would watch a film together.

When Rachel saw her children watching Breaking Bad, she would
stand in the doorway and ask them questions. ‘What is Tuco doing
now? Has Gus come in? What happened to Jesse’s girlfriend?’ Shouts
of MUMMY!! Go away! Don’ say anything!” would ensue, followed by
numerous ‘steups’, a noise Trinidadians make by sucking through their
teeth to express disdain or disapproval. As much as Rachel enjoyed
teasing the kids, she eventually returned to her room to watch her own
show, while Briana observed mockingly of her conservative Pentecostal
mother, ‘you know Mummy does watch Breaking Bad’, followed by
‘steups’.

Having Netflix and WiFi allowed the Alleynes to spend more time
together amid lives that were becoming increasingly separated by rou-
tines of study and work. Although they initially watched shows accord-
ing to their own time schedules and personal genre preferences, they
ended up watching television in much the same way as they had prior
to these new media - that is, viewing the same show, together and at
the same time, so as to be able to share conversations about it. In effect,
television itself became a prominent form of social media.

Some (numerical) media figures and
the social media landscape

The household questionnaires that were conducted as part of field work
concentrated on four areas of the town that were ranked from levels one
to four (lowest to highest) in terms of income. The intention was that 25
per cent of respondents would reflect each of these income categories, at
least approximately. The figures that follow are from the results of these
initial questionnaires (described in the Appendix).

In terms of connectivity, there are now fewer houses in the area
with landline connections; the decline in landlines has also resulted in an
increase in household broadband connections. For instance, among 100
participants, 56 per cent stated that they did not own a landline connec-
tion, the most common reason being that these non-owners had moved
recently (in the last five years) and, since they already owned a mobile
phone, did not see the need to install a landline as well. Sixty-seven per
cent of respondents reported that they subscribed to an internet con-
nection at home, which seems to correspond to having a higher income
(see tables at the end of the volume). Of those surveyed, 52 per cent
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did not own a household desktop computer, 36 per cent confirmed they
owned one and 12 per cent stated that they had two or more. By con-
trast, 23 per cent of respondents said that they did not have a laptop in
the home, 35 per cent said that they had only one and 42 per cent said
that they had two or more. The figures for laptop ownership are strongly
influenced by the state-sponsored ‘one-laptop-per-child’ initiative, in
which children attending primary and secondary schools are provided
with laptops to take home. For many adults who had never been con-
fident with their own computer literacy, the ‘one-laptop-per-child’ pro-
gramme gave them their first access to a digital device in the home.

For households without landlines or broadband connections in
Trinidad, affordable mobile phone contracts or pay-as-you-go plans are
the main source of internet connection. Here the questionnaire gen-
erally reflected a much higher level of investment in mobile phones.
Twelve per cent of those surveyed had between one and two phones in
their household, with 68 per cent reporting that they owned between
three and six and 20 per cent responding that they had a total of six.
Indeed, the number of phones in a household often exceeded the num-
ber of people.

In terms of social media usage, the dominant platform throughout
the duration of this three-year study was Facebook. Most participants
who own a smartphone or use the internet regularly for work or leisure
have also created a Facebook account. Although there were fewer reg-
ular users by the end of field work in 2014 as compared to 2012 most
had retained their account, even if they claimed they no longer checked
it as often. Parents in the over-45 age bracket had been introduced to
Facebook by their teenage or young adult children. The parents used
Facebook primarily to keep in touch with relatives living abroad, as
most Trinidadians, irrespective of background or income, would know
at least one or two distant relatives overseas, the most common destina-
tions being the UK, US and Canada.'

Throughout the research, only one user of social media over the
age of 60 was involved in the study and she proved to be an exceptional
case in several respects. Aged 80, she regularly used Skype and Facebook
and confidently researched her interests on Google throughout the day.
More generally, adults over the age of 40 had been quite slow to copy
younger users and adopt social media; most created a Facebook account
only around 2012.

While Facebook is used extensively, this is not the case for
Instagram. Twitter is also far less common in El Mirador.”® The next
chapter examines the strong class dimension of social media usage,
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whereby those who from more middle class backgrounds tended to use
Instagram as well as Facebook and those from the lower middle classes
used only Facebook. There was also a tendency to post individual inter-
ests on Instagram and more group-oriented content on Facebook. At the
beginning of field work in late 2011 BBM (BlackBerry Messenger) was
the most popular instant messaging platform, partly because BlackBerry
at the time was the most popular smartphone, by far the least expen-
sive option for those who wanted access to web browsing through WiFi.
By the end of 2012 both BBM use and BlackBerry ownership were in
decline, the Samsung Galaxy providing a powerful rival, compared to
the still less affordable iPhone. At that time, too, WhatsApp was replac-
ing BBM as the instant messaging platform of choice. WhatsApp had
copied most of the attractive features of BBM, but was not restricted to
a particular brand of phone. By the end of field work in 2014 WhatsApp
had become popular throughout Trinidad, a development discussed in
more depth in Chapter 4.

One of the main reasons given by respondents for not using Twitter
was its limited messaging size of 140 characters per post. Yet also,
although it is called a social network, Twitter was introduced primarily
as a means of access to news and interest-based information, making
it appear less ‘social’. Information shared on Twitter therefore seemed
socially decontextualised. Rather than focusing on who passed on
the information, which in El Mirador is an important factor in giving
credibility to information, the emphasis is on the information itself.
Twitter represents the antithesis of what people in a small town such as
El Mirador view as the proper way for information to be disseminated,
namely though its social context. Only those who had developed a more
abstract relationship to information embraced Twitter, one example
being Tahlia, a university graduate who had returned home from living
on campus to work in a government office. As she noted in relation to her
reasons for leaving Facebook in preference for Twitter:

Everyone is on [Facebook]. Anyone can add you and see all your
business and you see what they doing and so much of it is nothing
anyway. You need a bit more for Twitter. You need to find some
interesting news or follow people who are in the know and you can
retweet them. You need to be a bit clever. Also, I control who can
follow me, I don’t want 50,000 followers on Twitter. I think I have
about 70 followers, I know some people but never met others. I fol-
low them as well and they just tweet about things I'm interested in.
Nothing about their personal lives and all that.
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What appeals to Tahlia is the wider dissemination of content, where her
main agenda is looking at what she finds interesting, regardless of who
posted it. Her focus is on information and efficiency, rather than the
spread of gossip and opinions. By contrast Sasha, who we encountered
in Chapter 1, tried almost every social media platform as each gained
popularity. However, she stopped using Twitter only a couple of months
after joining. As she explained:

I find Twitter boring. First, there’s hardly no one on it, everyone’s
on Facebook. So I share pictures and update my status and there’s
not as many people to see it, I don’t know if they like it, what’s the
point? And then all these people who you don’t know can follow
you. And they posting things and I know nothing about them.
I have around 2,000 friends on Facebook, I have chatted to almost
everyone, I like their status or their pictures, I know something
about them.

Those such as Sasha, who in this respect would be quite typical of El
Mirador, may well share some content around national issues or local
news on Facebook, but it is never far removed from the world view of
the person sharing it. As such, the tight-knit nature of community
life ‘offline’ in a small town is replicated ‘online’ through the visibility
of community on Facebook. (However, by the end of the field work,
Facebook was also in decline, possibly due to its being rather too well
socialised, as we shall see.)

With regard to other channels of communication, email is rarely
used; it remains very much a work or study medium that individuals
speak of using infrequently. Even in schools, where students’ main chan-
nel for contacting teachers is email, it remains second or third in rank as
compared to Facebook and Skype. One teacher described how students
feel more comfortable with the informality of Facebook and Skype. If
they are experiencing some problems with understanding content from
a class, they prefer to ask in dialect over social media rather than hav-
ing to formulate questions in proper English for a more formal medium
such as email. Increasingly common among work peers is WhatsApp,
which has replaced email for quick questions that need a prompt reply.
Colleagues are aware that their peers carry their phones on them at
all times and will respond to the audio alert of the message. Generally
Trinidadians do not regard being able to contact their work peers
through various media as any kind of intrusion, nor does the choice of
medium seem significant in itself. The exceptions are those who work in
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professional roles and complain when they feel they are being contacted
frequently, either by a work colleague, friend or acquaintance, for no
particular reason — or most obviously, out of boredom. There were also
fewer than five research participants who owned a LinkedIn profile and
used it regularly.

Prior to email, letter writing was a popular pastime among
Trinidadians, especially writing to friends and family overseas. If
people were not avid letter writers, then correspondence would be
reserved for special occasions, such as Christmas. For the generation
now aged 45 and above, the exchange of greeting cards was signifi-
cant for commemorating special events, as well as for acknowledging
significant relationships. Among this same age group, having pen-pals
had been quite common. With an increased use of the internet, greet-
ing cards migrated to e-cards and now on Facebook, we see a genre
of post which also replicates the greeting card, as is discussed in the
next chapter.

What people do on Facebook

Since 2009 Facebook usage has become more common in Trinidad,
with 96 per cent of respondents to our questionnaires having created
their profile between 2009 and 2012. Before Facebook, the most com-
monly used social media platforms were HiFive and, to a lesser extent,
MySpace. MSN was used extensively for chatting, as was ICQ before that,
but these platforms were not intended for functions such as circulating
images. The questionnaire results afforded insights into the frequency
of posting, sharing, liking and commenting, and it was concluded that
there are two extremes — those who make considerable use of Facebook
and those who do very little. For example, in terms of postings per day,
21 per cent of respondents said that they post (which consists of liking,
sharing or commenting: in effect, any interaction beyond browsing)
less than ten times a day, while 57 per cent post more than 60 times
a day. This leaves only 21 per cent of people posting with a frequency
that could be called the middle ground. With respect to posting images
taken with a phone or camera (as opposed to posting a meme or image
that was created or modified by someone else), 81 per cent of people
surveyed said they post less than ten photos per month.

A similar frequency occurs with posting a status, where 20 per
cent said they rarely post a worded status, if ever, and 50 per cent post
fewer than ten status updates per month. In terms of commenting there
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are similar extremes, with 38 per cent commenting less than 10 times a
month and 39 per cent of respondents commenting more than 60 times
amonth. Only nine per cent of respondents comment between 11 and 60
times per month. ‘Liking’ is the most popular activity, with 49 per cent of
people surveyed ‘liking’ posts or photos from others more than 60 times
a month. Sharing is the least popular activity, with 47 per cent saying
that they shared content less than ten times a month.

In terms of the primary Facebook activities — posting, commenting,
sharing and liking — what emerges can be described as a spectrum of vis-
ibility. The relative few who post regularly are more inclined to post a
status update or share images of themselves, with photos emphasising
personal style or lifestyle and more revealing posts sharing feelings or
thoughts. Commenting, as a direct interaction with what someone else
has posted, is much more popular. However, the most popular form of
interaction on Facebook is the gentle acknowledgement and benign par-
ticipation of ‘liking’ others’ posts. Facebook activity as a spectrum of visi-
bility, that is posting, commenting, sharing and liking, also relates to the
idea of social visibility introduced in Chapter 1. Individuals consciously
bring to the fore some aspects of themselves for display, while obscur-
ing others. The result is that some individuals appear eye-catching or
attention-grabbing, while others simply remain a passive presence.

Facebook and its cultural ‘fit’ with Trinidad

Facebook has remained the dominant social media platform in Trinidad
because of its resonance with more ‘traditional’ forms of communica-
tion. Image sharing affordances make Facebook a highly visual medium
which accords with Trinidadians’ shared understanding of the forms
and implications of visibility (a theme which is the focus of Chapter 5).
Carnival, for example, is the highlight of the cultural calendar, charac-
terised by revellers’ ability to ‘free up’ and ‘play themselves’ — albeit in
costume and in designated spaces at that time of year alone. What peo-
ple choose to make visible and its consequences form a kind of visual
language in which Trinidadians are entirely fluent. Facebook in turn
reproduces (at least) two notable local social phenomena around social
life and visibility: macoing and bacchanal.

‘Maco’ (‘to maco’ and ‘macoing’) is the colloquial term for poking
into somebody else’s business, usually without permission. Through
formal and informal discussion and observation, it became clear that
one of the primary uses for Facebook is macoing. Informants spoke
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about macoing in relation to Facebook with a sense of humour and light-
heartedness. Yet the consequences for the person who is the subject of
macoing can be less frivolous, often extending to stress and anxiety.!
Informants talked most openly about macoing friends or people they
know quite well and with whom they spend a lot of time. Checking
friends’ profile pages was viewed as the most harmless form of macoing,
as the person would see what the other had been doing and later bring
up the activities reflected in their posts as a topic of conversation, in a
light and humorous way. Macoing ex-partners and their new partners
was also very common: for example, seeing if they are happy or not,
what the new partner is like and criticising what they are wearing or
their hairstyles. The other most common function of macoing resonates
with what has been written more generally about the psychological
consequences of Facebook: users look at the pages of those they see as
rivals or competitors, for example, an old school mate or work colleague,
or somebody who they might have known in the past, but currently do
not know very well at all.” When asked about this type of macoing in
the form of the question ‘Do you have a Facebook nemesis?’, or some-
body who they maco a little too much, respondents would at first laugh
and deny it. Yet when pressed a little further, some respondents (mostly
women) would reveal that yes, there is someone on Facebook of whom
they are little jealous. The types of posts that aroused jealousy were
mostly along the theme of ‘the grass is always greener’ — namely, images
of upmarket places visited in Trinidad, images of holidays or life abroad,
outfits and generally glamorous lifestyles.

The potential for such content to evoke envy is the exact reason
why it is shared and indeed, most respondents admitted to posting for
the same reason. Cultivating looks and appearance is important and
many would therefore never countenance posting a photo of themselves
looking scruffy and unkempt, a finding which echoes Nicolescu’s obser-
vations in Social Media in Southeast Italy.® Through this emphasis on
macoing, Facebook becomes an extension of an already existing theme
in Trinidadian social life. The more frustrating consequences of maco-
ing, meanwhile, relate to family members and family surveillance and
will be discussed in depth in Chapter 4.

As was noted earlier, the local idiom ‘bacchanal’ for Trinidadians
connotes confusion and scandal. Yet simultaneously bacchanal also has
the potential to uncover truth. Facebook and, more recently, WhatsApp
are spoken about as having the capacity to both provoke and facilitate
bacchanal through textual conversation and the circulation of images.
This perhaps emerges most often in the arena of personal relationships,
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where a status update or image might cause a controversy which then
unfolds outside of Facebook. This potential for bacchanal is typified in
the story of Sharon and Nikesh.

Sharon is 34 and has two daughters. She went out to Port of Spain
for an evening with her friends, while her husband Nikesh invited some
friends over to lime. Most of his friends at the time of research were
young fathers like himself, as Nikesh only married Sharon two years
earlier and was still getting used to juggling work, his own family and,
now, his in-laws. Sharon was a former Carnival Queen who had been
accustomed to enter the competition every year. A group of volunteers
in one of El Mirador’s masquerade camps would make her costume (and
those of all the others) for that year’s carnival. She no longer enters
the competition, but has remained friends with the same masquerad-
ers: they still like dancing and ‘getting on bad’ (having a good time), so
every few months they go into the city for a night out. Nikesh likes to
lime and drink, but is not really keen on dancing, preferring to stay in
with his ‘partners’ (friends) to ‘drink a beer and play PlayStation’. That
night he recounted to his friends how he had found his mother-in-law
particularly overbearing during the week. As he told the boys about it,
a few of them exchanged similar stories about their in-laws; how they
could be critical or controlling and were always poking into their busi-
ness. Having had a few beers by this point, Nikesh picked up his phone
and posted a Facebook status: ‘I gettin rel (real) sick of this shit an one
day ppl gonna hear it’. From one perspective, the update seemed rather
vague — no one could really know what he was talking about, beyond
the fact that he seemed annoyed about something. Yet the message did
appear to be indirectly aimed at someone (a kind of status update that
forms a whole distinct genre in Trinidad, as discussed in Chapter 4). On
the other hand Sharon, who was on the way home from town at 2 am,
checked Facebook and knew exactly what Nikesh was referring to. She
called him straight away and asked him to remove the update, hearing
the guys in the background and knowing immediately from Nikesh’s
voice that he had had quite a few drinks. T1l deal wit yuh when I come
back,’ she told him and hung up the phone.

When she arrived home an hour later, the boys had left and Nikesh
had calmed down, so she asked him again to remove the update, explain-
ing that, ‘I know yuh vex, but dis gonna make a whole mess if everybody
seeing it’. Although the discussion between Sharon and Nikesh did not
occur online, by posting the update Nikesh had revealed the extent of
his frustration with his in-laws. Both Sharon and Nikesh’s friends saw
the status update at 2 am, but members of their extended family only
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checked Facebook after they woke up the next morning and so remained
blissfully unaware of Nikesh’s grievances.

Posting on Facebook runs the risk of the user becoming the sub-
ject of bacchanal - the most common form of which is a man being
photographed with a woman who is not his partner. The image itself
on Facebook will not usually elicit controversial comments from peers.
Rather, the confrontations and arguments typically occur offline and the
photo is later removed. Jordan, a university student in his early twen-
ties, noted the hazards around Facebook’s potential to cause bacchanal:

People started posting statuses about other people, but in an
indirect way. So that’s what you call bacchanal, which is caused
because of the pictures. Facebook plays a major role in this, the
bacchanal was only noticeable to people in the group before
Facebook, but now, because of Facebook, everybody knows, which
makes the whole thing more embarrassing for some people. They
call it ‘Macobook’ or ‘Fasbook’, that’s why people like me, I tend
to limit how much people can see on my profile, I don’t put up big
wall posts or statuses, pictures are taken of me a lot but if I don’t
like a certain picture of me, I'll just tell my friend to take down the
picture. I wouldn’t say that I limit my Facebook because of that,
I limit my interactions with certain people so that they don’t affect
my Facebook. If it’s a situation where somebody is causing baccha-
nal on my Facebook, I either remove them or totally ignore them.
There are some Trinidadian people who love bacchanal, we love to
party and we love bacchanal, that’s a fact, ask anybody.

Yet, in relation to public issues, newsworthy stories or politics, much
of the bacchanal that follows does play out online, a theme which is
the focus of Chapter 6. Throughout the field work, there were at least
four instances of videos going viral and making the national news.
One example was of a fight between a group of girls that occurred after
school and another was of a mother giving her daughter ‘licks’ (a form
of corporal punishment using a belt to strike a child). Both videos were
widely circulated and commented upon. Their appeal lay in the shock-
ing nature of the images: they were a spectacle, but also provoked mor-
alising discussions about children. The videos attracted thousands of
shares and hundreds of comments, which in turn incited moral debates
around such issues as the way children are raised ‘nowadays’ and the
importance of religion in home life, alongside broader racial commen-
tary. Commentators on Facebook are easily identifiable, using their
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real names and open privacy settings, suggesting that individuals are
quite comfortable about posting opinions on a public issue. Similarly
when a political scandal makes national headlines, whether it is the
Prime Minister taking her nephew to the World Cup in Brazil or a sex
scandal featuring a former member of parliament, Facebook users are
quick to respond with moral commentary, or in the case of politics, with
humour.”

Over the course of field work, there appeared to be a decline in the
use of Facebook to post photos, share status updates or leave comments.
Although Trinidadians tend to post more images on Facebook than the
English, for example, public posting generally declined between 2012
and 2014.%° The most common reason for this less frequent posting,
coupled with an increased uptake of WhatsApp (among owners of a
smartphone), was precisely that using Facebook left people too open
to becoming the subject of macoing or bacchanal. Even where there is
no immediate misunderstanding around a post, the conversation that
it generates commonly results in some unrelated but unpleasant truth
being revealed, if not believed.

It is not surprising, then, that understanding macoing and baccha-
nal is central to appreciating the local meaning of Facebook and its var-
ious appropriations in Trinidad.* Locating Facebook within discussions
of macoing and bacchanal also appears to explain its initial popularity.
Yet at the same time it is possible to see in this very alignment and cultural
resonance the causes of Facebook’s more recent decline in this country.
Where everyone recognises bacchanal as a constitutive aspect of being
Trinidadian, it also reflects a relationship with the past and the tradi-
tional character of ‘Trini’ society.?? Bacchanal inevitably has the potential
to cause harm and so people have always been ambivalent about it —
enjoying it when it is at other people’s expense, but less sanguine when
the subjects of it themselves. For those now trying to advance toward
what they see as a more modern Trinidad, one more closely resembling
other metropolitan countries, the capacity of Facebook to promote bac-
chanal may well be something they initially welcomed and enjoyed, but
over time may have also come to regret.

Facebook’s cultural fit with Trinidad neatly encapsulates the idea
of social visibility, showing the process whereby norms around visibility
come to be established. The effect of bacchanal as a social mechanism
for keeping others in check is to deter people from putting themselves
‘out there’ or too much in the public view. Images are interpreted as tes-
tifying to a truth, but, since truth is malleable, they can often be misin-
terpreted to suit somebody else’s agenda. For these reasons many tend
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to avoid posting very personal updates or images that can be misread,
though there are exceptions to this when a post is intended to send an
explicit message to a person or a group of people. What individuals
choose to reveal of themselves will be subject to the scrutiny of others.
Similarly, however, social and moral judgements are made concerning
which platforms individuals use for communication. The theory of poly-
media therefore becomes particularly relevant at this point.

Polymedia

Throughout the field work a number of anxieties were expressed, mostly
by parents, that interaction between ‘people nowadays’ is becoming less
meaningful because of new media. For example, Laetitia, a woman in
her fifties, lamented in relation to her teenage son:

I feel sorry for these children, the times is so different, yuh can’t go
out all hours of the night walk back, yuh jus’ go to school an’ come
home, go to school an’ come home. So they jus’ textin’ all the time
and chatting, they don’t get to spend time together anymore.

Behind the idea of polymedia lies a prior assumption that expresses the
anthropological roots of the concept. Anthropology recognises that all
communications between people are and must be mediated — either
through technologies or norms of appropriate conduct, such as how an
employee would speak to his or her boss or an aunt to her nephew.2?
The mediation that takes place through communications media sim-
ply adds another layer on to these already mediated relationships.?*
Uses of different media forms are influenced by a number of factors,
including features of the media itself, the content of the conversation
and the relationship between the parties. WhatsApp allows you to
send text and voice messages, for instance, while Skype allows you to
video call a person and simultaneously type a message to them. Yet the
choice of platform would depend on the relationship and the topic of
conversation.

The opening volume of this series, How the World Changed
Social Media, discusses how each subsequent book employs a con-
cept of polymedia in relation to the field site. Polymedia recognises
that, with a relative decline in concern for cost and access, individ-
uals are instead judged according to their choices between different
media. The consequences of this choice have the effect of resocialising
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media, where media is expressive of social relationships as well as the
ecology of different communications technologies. The emergence of
polymedia therefore depends on shifts in access, affordability and lit-
eracy.® In El Mirador mobile phone plans (monthly or prepaid) and
access to WiFi are sufficiently affordable to be ubiquitous. Cost is even
less of an issue with WiFi hotspots, and the increase of WiFi access has
also made the cost of texting through mobile phone plans far more
competitive.

Many also choose to use a certain platform based on their previous
media experiences. Although email is predominantly used for work in
El Mirador, those who used email regularly outside of a work context
likened emailing to sending letters. As one young woman, whose best
friend had moved to New York, recounted:

I definitely use long emails, like the friend who is not here, at least
the most juicy communication that is take place between us, is in
long email. Even jus’ recently she tell meh, I have a drama to tell
you. I tell her on Facebook, I am waiting I'm impatient, and she tell
meh and she send meh a long email in part 1 and part 2 and every-
thing in detail in the entire scenario, like we would not do that on
Facebook just for some reason in email it’s easier. It’s like keeping
letters, to me that is a nice thing, to keep these things documented
and to look back on it.

In contrast an older woman, a stay-at-home mother who never used
email regularly, described how she used Skype to communicate with a
childhood friend who has lived overseas for some time:

She is living there now, she is married and has a family there now.
Before I used to write a lot of letters, before this came in. I love to
write. So I find when webcam came in or whatever, before I would
write and write but then computers came in with technology and
then I say ok, although I love to type, I'm not a big expert you
know, sometimes I'm talking to you through Skype or whatever,
and I talk, sometimes you talk and you may not understand, so I'll
send messages.

These brief examples illustrate how the use of email or Skype has been
compared to the experience of writing letters, and how specific relation-
ships have shaped the usage of both. Also relevant he