( ) E CSA BEST DISSERTATION AWARD

WINNERS STATEMENT 2026

The Best Dissertation Award is granted every other year by the Caribbean Studies Association.
Through this initiative, CSA has fostered and mentored the groundbreaking research of
emerging scholars across the region for nearly twenty years. The BDA Committee is very grateful
to all the many participants this year and to all the faculty who have supported and encouraged
them; please continue this incredible work. We also acknowledge the exceptional role played by
neatly seventy distinguished scholars across the region who dedicated their time and expertise
to read and review the dissertations, as well as undertaking all their many other faculty, teaching
and research obligations. We express our deepest appreciation to all our reviewers who have
contributed to the quality and sustainability of Caribbean studies across the generations. Thank
you. Finally, this is certainly an exciting time for new and pathbreaking research and we extend
our congratulations to all the participants this year, and we look forward to reading the
publications that will surely result from the many dissertations in competition.

The Best Dissertation Award 2026 will have three Co-winners this year; and three dissertations

will recetve Honorable Mention.
The winners of the 2026 Best Dissertation Award are:

1) Dr. Jorge Enrique Cartaya, for the dissertation entitled: “To Stand With Wet Feet:
Hurricanes, Floods, and Seawater in the Caribbean Anthropocene”. Dr. Cartaya
defended the dissertation at Cornell University in 2025.

This is a dissertation about storytelling that connects deeply into Caribbean societies, their past
and their future, stories that we live and survive (and sometimes do not); a dissertation that
situates scholarly discussion at the “wet feet” of lived experience, and therefore, as Dr Cartaya
explains, is able to “recast[s| the environmental humanities through Caribbean experience and
offer[s] a practical vocabulary for reading climate as lived form rather than only as
aftermath”. Dr Cartaya's dissertation engages fully with current debates on ecocriticsm,
ecoliterature and environmental literature, breaking with eurocentric traditions, and employing
innovative frameworks that emerge organically from the corpus to reveal a “poetics of
connection" across literature, testimony and visual culture from Puerto Rico, Haiti, the
Dominican Republic, Dominica, Cuba, and Martinique. Furthermore, the finely wrought
“interdisciplinary approach to climate change, environmental disaster and community solidarity”
enables Cartaya to reveal unsettling and provocative realities for the Caribbean in the face of
disasters that become “an intensification of catastrophes already lived”. As this beautiful text
moves across four chapters (Hurricane, Flood, Sea, Futurity), Dr Cartaya engages his audience
in debates grounded in survival, adaptation and collective solutions to catastrophic iterations
that are traced from past history to present time and futurity, where the Caribbean becomes a



site from which the planetary crisis can be theorized and understood. He concludes: “Caribbean
writers stage the Anthropocene not as a singular event horizon but as a relay of world-endings
whose very overlap begets the possibility—never the guarantee—of reparative re-
composition”. Readers' assessments of Dr Cartaya’s work recognize it as a “major contribution
to the landscape of contemporary cultural studies and, more specifically, to the field of Caribbean
Studies” and “with the potential to be turned into a major monograph in Caribbean Studies”,
while also recognizing the beautifully written prose of this dissertation: it is a joy to read.

2) Dr. Katarina Frangoise Jacobson, for the dissertation entitled: “Jeu d’argile
Céramique, Identité culturelle, Créolisation. Une étude archéo-anthropologique de la
céramique des sociétés caribéennes multiculturelles de la période précoloniale a nos
jours.” Dr. Jacobson defended the dissertation at Leiden University in 2023.

This dissertation is based on research conducted through the exploration of multiple
archaeological sites in the Caribbean, notably the sites of El Flaco in the Dominican Republic
and Argyle in Saint Vincent, to employ, through a rigorous “chaine opératoire” framework,
morphological, stylistic, petrographic, and ethnoarchaeological methods focused on ceramics—
both as technology and as a social practice. In this way, the research reveals how “ways of doing”
reflect cultural knowledge and historically contingent identity-building practices throughout the
Caribbean archipelago, from precolonial times to the present day. The thesis proposes a renewed
understanding of Caribbean societies, moving beyond the traditional and often dichotomous
frameworks that have long structured regional archacology. These frameworks contrast the
Arawaks or Tainos of the Greater Antilles with the Caribs or Kalinagos of the Lesser Antilles,
described as culturally distinct, even antagonistic, groups. By adopting a long-term perspective,
this research demonstrates that Amerindian societies were far from being static or insular. On
the contrary, they evolved within a context of constant interactions, facilitated by the archipelagic
environment and inter-island movement. Furthermore, although the thesis’s disciplinary
approach is rooted in archaeology, it also draws on ethnography, a tool Dr. Jacobson uses to
engage with contemporary pottery-making communities: Choiseul in Saint Lucia and El
Higterito in the Dominican Republic. The innovative use of Glissantian créolisation —not
merely as a rhetorical label, but as a process that can be analytically traced in terms of production
sequences and the persistence or selective transformation of technical actions over extended
periods— is undoubtedly a central contribution of this research. Finally, the inclusion of maps
of the referenced archaeological sites, drawings of the ceramic samples found, as well as
photographs of the pottery-making communities, is yet another example of the meticulousness
and analytical rigor of this research, which is why one of its reviewers predicts that “it will be a
benchmark, not only for research in the Caribbean but also for studies throughout the
Americas”.



3) Dr. Ashley Emmanuela Lazarre, for the dissertation entitled “#Inmyhealingera: Black
Women Creating New Narratives and Representations of Their Identities and
Womanhood on Instagram”. Dr. Lazarre defended the dissertation at the University of
Massachusetts, Boston in 2025.

This dissertation is an innovative, timely and theoretically rich contribution to both digital media
studies and Caribbean Studies, centered on Black women's vulnerability, mental health and
healing practices across digital media. The research analyses digital storytelling by African
American and Haitian women content creators on Instagram and explores the ways in which
they challenge dominant (and damaging) stereotypes (both the strong Black Woman and poto
mitan archetypes). Placing these themes in juxtaposition with Black Feminist Theory and African
American women’s stories was a powerful and brave decision that has generated a
groundbreaking study. Dr. Lazarre argues that “digital storytelling [is used] to disrupt
stereotypes, address embodied and generational trauma, and mobilize collective healing. [It
argues that| Black women’s vulnerability on social media is not merely a personal act of self-care
but a political practice that reclaims narrative power and reshapes dominant understandings of
Black womanhood.” Dr. Lazarre’s outstanding and critically in-depth analysis of Instagram
content (beautifully documented in the dissertation) successfully argues that digital platforms
like Instagram are vital spaces for political resistance, digital activism, and holistic healing;
furthermore, this innovative multimodal methodological approach advances digital Black
feminist research by treating multimedia content —images, videos, captions, comments, and
embodied expressions— as primary data rather than supplementary illustrations. It is also
important to highlight the strong ethical position that underscores not only the research itself
but the motives behind it. Dr Lazarre’s concluding reflections reveal a highly commendable
commitment to future research that “will be increasingly visual, embodied, and publicly engaged.
... Work[ing] both in front of and behind the camera, curating diverse and empowering
representations of Black womanhood that blend history, culture, and creativity while centering
Black women’s lived experiences”. As readers of this research have observed, “through its
profound engagement with collective shame, migration as self-liberation, embodied trauma, and
the rejection of colonial silencing, this dissertation demands the highest recognition in the field
of Caribbean Studies”.

The Best Dissertation Award Committee also awards an honorable mention to three
excellent dissertations.

1) Dr. Andy Alfonso, for the dissertation entitled: “Un/Exceptional Shadowlands:
Necropolitics, Insurgency, and Archives in the Wake of the Cuban Revolution, 1959-
2022”. Dr. Alfonso defended the thesis in the Department of Spanish and Portuguese
Languages and Cultures at Princeton University in 2024.



Dr. Alfonso’s exhaustively researched and deftly written dissertation uses a combination of
cinema, theatre/performance, literature, historical archiving and the breaking of silence around
queer silencing and antiqueer violence, as well as the survival of stories that form a counter
narrative to an overwhelmingly strident state narrative of political empowerment and
nationalism, that work well to create bridges to and between many disciplines. Dr. Alfonso
reconstructs the history of spaces of confinement conceived by the Cuban regime to reform
citizens identified as unrevolutionary subjects, by exploring three case studies: labour camps in
Cuba (1965-1968), militarized compounds in Angola (1975-1991), and HIV sanatoria on the
island (1986). Readers of this dissertation underscore “the rigor of its search for historically
and that “Dr. Alfonso
achieves a gold standard of scholarship in his methodical, meticulous examination of the quality
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denied, incomplete or simply unknown human and political truths”
and nature of the evidence he finds”.

2) Dr. Juan Vicente Iborra Mallent, for the dissertation entitled: “De Yurumanein a
Trujillo. El Exilio forzado y luchas por tierra Garinagu (1763 -1832)”. Dr. Iborra
defended the dissertation in the Graduate Program in Latin American Studies at
the Universidad Nacional Auténoma de México in 2024.

This doctoral dissertation makes a significant contribution to our historical understanding of
Afro-Indigenous populations in the Caribbean and the Americas. Based on meticulous and
systematic archival research in libraries and collections located in the United States, Great
Britain, France, Spain, Mexico, Cuba, Honduras, and Guatemala, the dissertation examines the
Garifunas from Saint Vincent to what is now Honduras. This research far exceeds the specific
case study examined and deepens our understanding of the historical formation of collective
identities that emerged among the natives of the Antilles and enslaved peoples, as well as tracing
their connection to the reconfiguration of territories over the long term. As one of the reviewers
notes: “The research employs a "connected history" approach, critically analyzing colonial and
postcolonial archives, alongside ethnographic observations, ritual songs, and oral memory, to
amplify indigenous agency and challenge Eurocentric narratives”.

3) Dr. Jazmin Miller, for the dissertation entitled: “Ya Da Fi We Belize: The Cultural
Politics of Belizean Carnivals”. Dr. Miller defended the dissertation at Florida
International University in 2023.

Positioned from the theoretical framework of “the governance of difference”, this dissertation
offers an in-depth study of Creole hegemony, multicultural governance and the identities and
subjectivities at play in Belize, a diverse, multilayered and complex nation. Conducting
ethnographic field research in Belize City, Orange Walk Town, Corozal Town, and San Pedro,
demographically distinct sites of Carnival celebrations within Belize, Dr. Miller illuminates
Carnival as a dynamic, racialized space in which the color and class politics characteristic of
Caribbean post-coloniality are constantly negotiated. Carnival becomes a space of agency and is



further explored as a site of symbolic contestation, where the role of institutions, tourism, and
cultural policy in shaping these processes are also discussed. This is compelling research in a
(still) underexplored field that opens up new perspectives for the analysis of cultural politics in
Belize, moving beyond reductionist and binary debates (homogeneous mestizajes versus systemic
hybridity), to explore key questions such as the persistence of racial and cultural hierarchies
within a society so often characterized as multicultural. Reviewers have drawn attention to Dr.
Miller’s intricate interdisciplinary approach, originality and methodologically rigorous research,
and furthermore, acknowledge the inclusion of oral histories pertaining to the evolution of
Carnival in Belize, that situate this dissertation as an invaluable archival resource that documents
an understudied cultural phenomenon.

Thank you
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