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SPECIAL ISSUE 
 

Gender, Sexuality and Feminism in the Caribbean: 
Transdisciplinary Engagements 

 
Halimah A.F. DeShong and Charmaine Crawford  

Guest Editors’ Note 
 

 
In 2011, the Institute for Gender and Development Studies: Nita Barrow Unit 
(IGDS:NBU) of The University of the West Indies (UWI), Cave Hill Campus 
hosted a symposium entitled Contemporary Issues in Caribbean Research on 
Gender and Feminism which brought together scholars from a wide cross section 
of disciplines to explore the assembling of feminist explanatory frameworks in 
the Caribbean. What became clear during this event were the differently located 
engagements with (Caribbean) feminist analytical tools by participants. The 
intellectual effort arising from this 2011 symposium functioned as catalyst for 
this special issue of the Journal of Eastern Caribbean Studies (JECS) on 
“Gender, Sexuality and Feminism in the Caribbean: Transdisciplinary 
Engagements.” Many of the articles began as papers presented at this 
symposium. The inclusion of these essays exemplifies the mobility of feminist 
theoretical and analytical approaches and ideas across a variety of fields and 
disciplines including Law, Management Studies, History, Gender Studies, 
Political Science, Sociology and Social Work. We think specifically about how 
the ideas, concepts and theories emerging from feminist scholarship (itself a 
transdisciplinary field) travel across the often fictive and politically reified 
disciplinary boundaries. The different articles in this collection can be regarded 
as located within, in relation to, and/or in conversation with Caribbean feminist 
scholarship. 
 
Now celebrating its 25th anniversary as a regional entity of The UWI, the IGDS 
has stood at the forefront of teaching, research and outreach in feminist, gender, 
masculinity and sexuality studies toward social transformation. Similar to 
developments across the Units of the IGDS, the Nita Barrow Unit at Cave Hill 
has been a key source of knowledge generation in this field and has collaborated 
with scholars within The UWI, the wider region and diaspora, to produce critical 
transdisciplinary work in gender, masculinities, sexualities and development 
studies. Over the years, the IGDS has produced several edited collections that 
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represent the multiple ways in which scholars within and outside of the Institute 
engage feminist analytical approaches (See Bailey and Leo-Rhynie 2004; 
Barriteau 2003, 2012; Barriteau and Cobley 2001, 2006; DeShong and 
Kempadoo forthcoming; Hosein and Outar 2016; Hosein and Parpart 2017; 
Parpart, Connelly and Barriteau 2000; Mohammed 1998, 2001; Reddock 2004). 
These publications, along with the emergence of the Caribbean Review of 
Gender Studies at the IGDS, St. Augustine Unit in 2007, mark the maturation of 
the IGDS as fully engaged in transdisciplinary scholarship. This special issue of 
JECS continues this tradition. 
 
The authors included in this JECS collection examine how gender and or 
sexuality intersect race, class, nationality and other mechanisms of power and 
difference in shaping socio-cultural relations in a colonial and post-colonial 
Caribbean landscape. With a recognition that scholars engage the analytical 
concepts of feminist thought, such as gender and patriarchy/patriarchal relations, 
from a variety of disciplinary locations with varying attachments to feminism, 
this collection along with another forthcoming in the JECS brings together 
scholarship on gender, sexuality and feminist studies in the Caribbean. We use 
the prefix ‘trans’ to signify the critical ways in which these conceptual tools 
travel across disciplines, interrupting, disrupting and reconfiguring how social 
and political phenomena, as well as identity relations are understood and 
redefined beyond singular and linear ways of being and knowing. Much of 
Caribbean gender, feminist and sexuality studies is often defined as both multi- 
and inter-disciplinary. Multidisciplanarity refers to the ways in which gender and 
feminist knowledge is created from a variety of disciplinary locations, while 
interdisciplarity captures the convergences of several disciplinary bounded 
spaces in the creation of feminist knowledge. We argue that transdisciplinary 
engagements on gender, sexuality and feminism signal the simultaneity of these 
multi- and inter-disciplinary flows evident in knowledge creation processes 
across diverse philosophical, temporal and spatial configurations.  
 
The collection opens with the keynote lecture delivered by Professor V. Eudine 
Barriteau (first Head of the IGDS, Nita Barrow Unit) at the 2011 Symposium. 
The incisive analysis for which Barriteau is known in theorising Caribbean 
gender systems is featured in her address as she issues a call for us to continue 
and to intensify strategies required for “Protecting Feminist Futures in the 
Caribbean’s Contemporary.” The ‘contemporary’ is mobilised in her analysis to 
signal continuities and ruptures in the spatiotemporality of what we often regard 
as past, present and future. In so doing, she disrupts the linearity popularly 
associated with the concept to argue that feminist issues and, by extension, 
futures must be situated within “a recurring, repeating, refracting past that 
masquerades as the modern, and reproduces a fractured contemporary.” She 
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reminds us of the critical need to maintain and strengthen relationships across 
feminist activism and scholarship in securing social transformation. The 
institutionalisation of feminist research and teaching at The UWI (as is the case 
in several other institutions of higher learning globally) is due in large part to 
feminist activism in the Caribbean. Barriteau proposes an “ethic of engagement” 
among feminist activists, scholars and activist/scholars that addresses historical 
tensions, while at the same time recognising, honouring and supporting the 
critical role of feminist activism and movements in advancing feminist 
scholarship and, more critically, securing social transformation. For Barriteau, 
these relations among feminist are critical in the work required to expose unjust 
gender relations which reify notions of women and persons whose gender 
identity are read as non-normative, as secondary citizens. Moreover, these 
relations, she argues, are essential in avoiding a singular focus on what can be 
known about our various research interests as intellectuals, to what can be done 
to secure social change. 
 
In “Interrogating Approaches to Caribbean Feminist Thought” Tonya Haynes 
maps Caribbean feminism as “heterogeneous, constantly in flux and open to 
(self-)critique.” This critical essay by Haynes on Caribbean feminist thought and 
how it is engaged/positioned/or not, in relation to a Caribbean intellectual radical 
tradition, dovetails with Barriteau’s insistence on the indivisibility of feminist 
thought and activism in the region. Superficial engagement with Caribbean 
feminist scholarship by those most often cited as canonising a Caribbean radical 
intellectual tradition – either through glib references to unnamed or a few 
feminist thinkers as ‘including’ gender in the analysis of the state or how best to 
confront a putative black male marginality – has meant, according Haynes, a 
flattening of the complexity of feminist knowledge generation and knowledge-
practices. Haynes traces the expansive theoretical contribution of feminists, to a 
Caribbean radical intellectual tradition, as communally produced within and 
across Caribbean feminist movements, action and within academic institutions in 
the region and diaspora. She provides a trenchant critique of both the masculinist 
and Western-centric approaches which account for the occlusion of Caribbean 
feminist thought from the Caribbean radical intellectual tradition. By providing a 
means through which to read Caribbean feminist scholarship as communal, 
complex, heterogenous, highly nuanced, spatiotemporally located and beyond 
reductionist (mis/)applications of gender, Haynes is here making a highly 
generative contribution to this feminist intellectual tradition. 
 
The complexity of feminist analysis, so central to Haynes’ treatise, is exemplified 
in the article “Valuing Caring Work”, by Tracy Robinson. Robinson examines 
how care work is considered and deliberated through child and spousal support 
cases in the law. While Caribbean scholars have discussed family and care work, 
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or social reproduction more generally within sociological and feminist frames of 
analysis, from a legal feminist perspective, Robinson identifies the contradictory 
ways that care work is valued and under-valued as it relates to gender, citizenship 
and family law in the post-colonial period. Robinson notes that while women are 
lauded as “mothers of the nation” in reproducing citizens of post-independent 
Caribbean nation-states, gender inequality persists as women experience 
“marginal citizenship” even though they are making major contributions to their 
societies as well as shouldering the bulk of care work with limited support from 
the state. While the law has shifted in recognising children whose biological 
parents are unmarried, and joint custodial rights, the nuclear family and conjugal 
heterosexual unions are still privileged, Robinson argues that a “dual family 
justice system” continues to exist whereby child maintenance cases involving 
single black mothers are often relegated to the lower courts with limited redress. 
Robinson’s article is an important contribution to this special issue because it 
exposes the stratified nature of care work along gender, race, class and marital 
lines in the law (both colonial and post-colonial) and the socio-legal systems that 
reproduce inequality.  
 
Halimah A.F. DeShong reflects on the tendency by men to engage in moments of 
strategic silences, attenuations and minimisations as they provide narratives of 
intimate partner violence against women in qualitative one-on-one interviews. 
Framed within Caribbean feminist approaches, she applies techniques drawn 
from narrative and discourse analysis for thinking about the implications of how 
Barbadian and Vincentian men story violence in ways that may be read 
simultaneously as strategic and unintended. In particular, she asks “What effects 
are created from the telling of men’s stories in these specific ways?  2. How do 
these strategies for narrating violence inscribe particular arrangements of 
power?  3. How might we explain men’s silences and minimisations?” DeShong 
acknowledges that men narrate their stories in multiple ways, but is here 
concerned about the frequency with which these same men tend to externalise, 
and reduce the severity and frequency of their perpetration of intimate partner 
violence, in order to manage articulations of self in the context of the interview. 
She argues that interventions should focus specifically on how men story 
violence in ways that betray “the complex, institutionalised, historical and 
systemic relations of power which produce violence at the individual level.” It is 
in this context, DeShong argues, that we should seek to understand men’s 
tendency “to excuse, externalise and deflect responsibility for the violence they 
perpetrate” and what this may or may not mean for transformation. 
 
Nikoli Attai, in “Let’s Liberate the Bullers! Toronto Human Rights Activism and 
Implications for Caribbean Strategies,” uses the concept of a “‘homo-imperialist’ 
logic, politics and practice” to critique modes of organising for sexual justice by 
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Canadian and Canadian/Caribbean activist in the Caribbean. He argues that 
embedded in these transnational arrangements are hegemonic relations of power 
that often distort and undermine the work and experiences of activists, same-sex 
loving and queer people living in the region. Tracing key moments in the recent 
work of Toronto-based groups like the Network, in the Caribbean and tracking 
the critique of this work by members of Caribbean based groups like the Society 
Against Sexual Orientation Discrimination (SASOD), from Guyana, the 
Coalition for the Inclusion of Sexual Orientation (CAISO) based in Trinidad and 
Tobago, and CariFLAGS, the case is made for naming the activism of a number 
of these Toronto-based groups as dangerously imperialistic. He argues that both 
white organisers from the global North and diaspora organisers, with their access 
to funding (often not available to activist who reside in the region) have some 
degree of influence on how organising is done and they often engage a few select 
token activists from the region as authentic voices. Attai provides an overview of 
regional activism in the area of sexual citizenship from groups emerging from 
and working primarily in the Caribbean. He connects this movement and these 
groups to histories of Caribbean feminist and women’s organising. He calls on 
readers to “to envision the ways that Caribbean queers navigate prevailing 
heteronormativity, embody their queerness and participate in the world-making 
forms of citizenship.” 
 
Shakira Maxwell’s “Defiling the Feminine?: Women Who Kill – Female 
Criminality in Jamaica at the Turn of the Twentieth Century” rounds out the 
collection of essays included in the first of this issue of JECS. In this article, 
Maxwell uses an archive of historical newspaper records to examine women’s 
criminalisation at the end of the nineteenth and early twentieth century in 
Jamaica.  This important, yet under-researched, area of study contributes to the 
growing field of criminology in the Caribbean. More significant, for the current 
collection of articles is the contribution Maxwell makes to both the feminist 
historiography and the globally growing body of work on feminist criminology.  
There is little written about women’s offending and/or the criminalisation of 
women in the Caribbean. By placing women’s criminality (particularly their 
arrest and prosecution for murder or manslaughter) within broader social and 
political process, Maxwell is able to show how women’s relationship within 
family, and class, race and gender relations, operated in colonial Jamaica to not 
only produce but also explain their criminality. 
 
The varied engagements with Caribbean feminist frameworks are exemplified 
across the different thematic, theoretical and analytical contributions made within 
the six essays featured in this first of two issues on “Gender, Sexuality and 
Feminism in the Caribbean: Transdisciplinary Engagements.” On the one hand, 
this collection builds on a sustained history of Caribbean feminists’ political 
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investments in action and scholarship as indivisible. On the other, it demonstrates 
the mobility of feminist conceptual frameworks in the analysis of social 
organisation and power. Either way, we celebrate both the generative and 
transformative capacity housed within Caribbean feminist thought in the 
publication of this collection of articles. 
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Protecting Feminist Futures in  
the Caribbean’s Contemporary1 

 
Eudine Barriteau 

The University of the West Indies, BARBADOS 
 
This fractured reality of human existence presents a particular set of challenges 
for feminists, and I would like to consider some of the tasks that lie ahead as we 
strive to navigate our paths forward by mobilising the knowledge and visions of 
women (and men) who are dedicated to the celebration of life in all its diverse 
forms (Patricia McFadden 2012, 294). 

 
This Fractured Reality. . . 
 
In its twenty years of existence, the Institute for Gender and Development Studies 
of the University of the West Indies has established a record of organising, 
undertaking and delivering: research projects; symposia; conferences; 
consultancies; training and degree programmes; workshops; and a wide range of 
publications. In its comparatively short academic existence, the IGDS has a 
demonstrable record of making vital contributions to research, on a range of issues 
impacting on every aspect of Caribbean life and society. I acknowledge the work 
and salute the leadership of the institutions and programmes that inspired the 
creation of the IGDS. These include within the University of the West Indies, the 
Women in the Caribbean Project, Women and Development Unit, and The Women 
Studies Programmes, all of which were ably supported by a comparatively vibrant 
women’s movement.2  
 
 
 
                                                           
1  This article is based on a revision of the key note address delivered on February 24, 2011 
at the Biennial Symposium of the Institute for Gender and Development Studies: Nita 
Barrow Unit entitled, Contemporary Issues in Caribbean Research on Gender and 
Feminism. The symposium represented the NBU’s contribution to the University of the 
West Indies, Cave Hill Campus’s Research Week. 
2  One of the ways the Institute is continuing to make extremely valuable contributions to 
the region’s social and economic well-being is by graduating from the Caribbean Institute 
in Gender and Development over 250 women and men trained in applying gender analysis 
to everyday issues within Caribbean societies.  
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At the opening ceremony for Research Week 2011, at the Cave Hill Campus, Pro 
Vice Chancellor for Research and Innovation, Professor Wayne Hunte, outlined 
several reasons why The University of the West Indies has to maintain a robust 
research profile. He stated such a profile enhances the University’s 
competitiveness; provides policies and solutions, and ensures that students are 
exposed to the latest knowledge in the respective disciplines (Hunte 2011). For 
colleagues engaged in research in gender/feminist and masculinity studies the 
imperatives are greater.  This research should create knowledge, expose societal 
inequalities and promote gender justice. If this is not done, the consequences are 
not only the absence of competitive funding or the relatively lower ranking of the 
University. No, what feminist scholars in the academy face are the potential 
evaporation of their programmes and the threatened viability of the Institute for 
Gender and Development Studies. Embedded and recurring misogynous 
ideologies and patriarchal tendencies within Caribbean societies, shared by women 
and men, are forever lurking, waiting for an opportune moment to raise doubts as 
to whether the University has outgrown a need for an Institute such as the IGDS.  
 
Caribbean countries are now at another critical juncture in the constantly 
permutating gender systems of their societies. Compared to thirty years ago, there 
are significant changes in material relations of gender for women. Simultaneously 
some old resentments have hardened and new expressions of misogyny seek to 
maintain asymmetrical ideological relations of gender. The thrust of this essay is 
that feminist activists and scholars have to strategise to protect feminist futures in 
the Caribbean’s contemporary. 
 
I use contemporary to mean, ‘of this moment’. This reading of the contemporary 
includes an understanding that, “the past continuously ruptures the present, 
destabilising linear notions of accomplishment, progress, achievement and 
completion” (Barriteau 2012a, 7). I maintain that, until women’s lives and issues 
of gender justice constitute integral components of how we conceptualise and 
organise our societies, there is no “contemporary” in feminist issues, but a 
recurring, repeating, refracting past that masquerades as the modern, and 
reproduces a fractured contemporary. 
 
I think there are grave misunderstandings when we think of time as discrete, linear 
occurrences that can be contained in/or bounded by the terminology that is used to 
describe or measure concepts such as last week, next year, present, future, and past. 
So while I deploy the contemporary to capture, “this historical moment”, I also use 
it to indicate a confluence of future, past and present events. I believe the past 
exists and dwells within what we call the present and that the future also joins the  
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past in this moment.  It does not matter if what is examined is Michelle Springer’s, 
“Male Spaces and Popular Culture in Barbados”, Michelle Belgrave’s, 
“Constructed Belongings: Economic Citizenship and the Barbadian State”, Tara 
Wilkinson’s “Revisiting of Discourses on Caribbean Masculinities”, or Tracy 
Robinson’s, “Valuing ‘Caring Work” (Belgrave 2011; Robinson 2011; Springer 
2011; Wilkinson 2011). At the core of these investigations are feminist 
epistemological questions that are refusing to be silenced and consigned to the past. 
As these issues relate to the contemporary, a gendered past is always present. There 
is a gendered, changeable, ever- present past, that haunts our day-to-day activities.  
Not only are feminist interrogations urgent, but the questioning of these issues in 
the contemporary, will change our understandings of the past, even as the present 
becomes more fluid, more contingent (Barriteau 2012b). 
 
My use of contemporary to describe the Caribbean also indicates that I view the 
region as spatial, temporal, geographic and bounded. In this definition of the 
contemporary, I do not wish to suggest any sense of modern, modernising or 
modernity. I have deliberately avoided using the term, “twenty-first century” with 
its’ built-in connotation of linearity and progress which I do not wish to convey in 
this analysis.  
 
I employ “feminist” in a generic, inclusive and at times, specific sense. I use the 
concept “feminist” as a metaphor for a progressive, critical orientation or 
commitment to social change that is grounded in exposing and ending inequalities 
for women. It includes a commitment to rethinking hegemonic manifestations of 
masculinity while working with transformative agendas for men. My use of 
feminist also encompasses the theorisation and tools of gender and gender analysis, 
even as I have criticised the suspect yet easy elision and slippage of these two 
critical concepts, which though related are not interchangeable (Barriteau 2003a, 
27-45). As I have stated, “detractors want to keep as subjugated knowledge the 
fact that using gender as an analytical framework is a feminist contribution” 
(Barriteau 2003a, 27). 
 
Protecting feminist futures while maintaining feminist visions in the contemporary 
depend heavily on ensuring feminist research is not divorced from feminist 
activism. I insist that to have feminist futures now, feminist scholars must not walk 
nor work in isolation from feminist activists. With this type of necessary 
collaboration, I do not refer to developing relations that become parasitic and 
lopsided, relations in which the women’s movement, women activists or working-
class women are seen as merely subject matter for research. Rather I speak about 
encouraging relations that are always negotiated and nurtured, that are  
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reciprocally, respective partnerships based on working towards common goals. 
The often invoked mantra of “being feminist” is no inoculation from some 
decidedly exploitative behaviours or unprofessional conduct on either side. The 
acknowledgement of this tension should also not be avoided. It should be 
acknowledged and addressed. An ethic of engagement has to inform interactions 
between and among feminists in the academy and feminist and women’s 
movement activists. There are old and recurring stories of women’s NGOs being 
exploited by feminist and other researchers.  Whether or not these conditions exist 
as perceived, making a deliberate attempt to acknowledge and address tensions is 
central to protecting feminist futures in the contemporary. 
 
In IGDS’ twenty years as the academic institution within the University of the 
West Indies charged with producing scholarship on issues of feminism, 
masculinity and gender, I have witnessed a creeping, inverse relationship between 
the volume, quality and output of feminist research in the academy and the strength 
and vibrancy of feminist activism, and the regional women’s movement. I am not 
at all suggesting that the latter is an outcome of the strengthening of feminist 
scholarship or that the sources of its occurrence are one-dimensional. Yet, it is 
evident that while feminist scholarship in the region has flourished, feminist 
activism has fluctuated.3 Feminist scholarship in the Caribbean would not be as 
vibrant and relevant in this moment without a prior period of Caribbean feminist 
activism and the work and support of the women’s movement. 
 
. . . A Particular Set of Challenges 
 
The IGDS symposium identified seven thematic areas as capturing contemporary 
issues in Caribbean research on gender and feminism: 
 
 Analysing Gendered Power 
 Gender, Crime and Violence 
 Gender, Science and Education 
 Love, Gender and Sexuality 
 Caribbean Feminist Epistemologies, Theories and Methodologies 
 Men and Masculinities in the Caribbean 
 Gender, Ethics and Culture 
 

                                                           
3  I want to qualify this by saying traditional forms of feminist activism have ebbed. 
However, while I am aware of cyberfeminism, I am unaware of its impact. I do know it 
seeks to subvert gender asymmetries. I also see resurgence in the Women’s Movement in 
Barbados in the last three years with the involvement of a wider cross section of young, 
dynamic women. 
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As these thematic areas relate to feminist analysis and feminist activism in 
Caribbean societies, at first glance, they may appear as recent, or very current. This 
would be misleading. At their nuclei are recurring iterations of the unsettled, 
unanswered, but inescapable questions about women’s existential right to be, 
unencumbered by justificatory, instrumentalist claims (Barriteau 2004). In this 
centuries’ old, recurring, repeating, contemporary moment, the continuing 
questioning of women’s ontology and women’s right to be takes many forms. They 
range from the crude and crass to the subtle and sophisticated. Yet they all hint at 
forms of danger for, or a demeaning of, women. This questioning may mean quite 
crudely a one man demonstration, warning women, female politicians and 
women’s rights activists to, “have respect for men, Mesa or else4. . .” (Midweek 
Nation 2014, 4a). Or it can involve a Minister of Gender Affairs cautioning female 
staff of the Bureau of Gender Affairs that their biases will not be tolerated 
(Midweek Nation 2014, 48).  
 
The late self-proclaimed ‘leading cricket writer in the West Indies’ (Cozier 2005: 
6b) uses the inclusion of a woman cricketer to play Division One Club Cricket as 
the best evidence that West Indies cricket has sank to new lows. “Should there 
have been the slightest doubt over the depths to which West Indies cricket has sunk, 
it has been distressingly confirmed with the announcement that a 36-year-old 
woman is to be included in the Empire’s Division 1 team for its next round of 
matches” (Cozier 2005, 6b). He continues, “That Empire cannot now find within 
its membership, a young male all-rounder worthy of Division 1 cricket, even at its 
present depressed standard, and have to turn to a ‘middle-aged’ female for 
strength goes a long way to explaining the current state of Barbados and by 
extension, West Indies Cricket” (Cozier 2005, 6b). The common thread running 
through these examples of popular discourses on women is a foundational 
questioning of their relevance and rights. The outstanding accomplishments of 
Pamela Lavine in being selected to play for one of the oldest and most established 
cricket clubs in Barbados, instead of being celebrated, is instead used to throw into  
relief the poor state of men’s and West Indies cricket. For Tony Cozier, her 
achievements as a sportswoman bears no significance beyond illustrating the poor  

                                                           
4  MESA is the Men’s Educational Support Network, a Men’s rights organisation which 
had its beginning in Barbados in May 2000. Its motto is Stronger Men, Stronger Families, 
a Stronger Nation. The Association has seven objectives, three of which are: ‘to champion 
the cause and to safeguard the rights of men enshrined in the Barbados Constitution, to 
contribute to the education of males with regard to their roles as fathers, spouses and 
citizens, and to empower males to effectively discharge their responsibilities within the 
family unit”. See MESA Barbados Online; http://mesabarbados.org/page.html accessed 
April 14, 2014. 
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state of men’s cricket. “Built into the construct of masculinity and femininity are 
hierarchies of gender, so that what it means to be a man is ranked and valued more 
by societies than what it means to be a woman” (Barriteau 2006, 182-3). 
 
Towards protecting women’s right to exist free of justificatory admonitions, 
feminist scholars and activists have to grapple with this repeating question, why is 
there an insistence that women enter public discourses circumscribed by a 
language of containment, criticism or justification?  Feminists and progressive 
scholars have to reveal the intersections of gender and power; there is no avoiding 
this (Barriteau 2003a, 2006, 2012a). Any analysis or considerations of relations of 
gender are meaningless if these are not understood as relations of power. Relations 
of gender are not benign. Neither are these the outcomes of socialisation (Barriteau 
2001). Popular commentaries to the contrary, the undesirable, asymmetrical effects 
of relations of gender should not be laid at the door of single mothers, 
sportswomen, the breakdown of “the” family (which one?), lesbians, 
homosexuals, transgenders, nor even absent fathers. What is often read or 
understood as the causes of particular manifestations of gender, are often its 
effects.  
 
Feminist scholars and activists should insist that each and every time an 
unchallenged justificatory claim is attached to women’s existence then the 
cumulative effect is the calling into question of women’s ontology. In the process, 
institutions and individuals are seeking to re-inscribe and reify a status for women 
as secondary citizens. 
 
Feminist issues in the Caribbean’s contemporary are also about embracing the 
urgency of freeing men from a wounded, regressive masculinity and exploring the 
emancipatory potential of a transformative agenda for men. These issues include 
analysing the operations of Caribbean gender systems and their effects on men’s 
lives. They include examining men’s realities, identities or choices in intimate and 
public spaces (Barriteau 2003b, 2004; Beckles 2004; DeShong 2012; Downes 
2012; Lewis 2004, 2005, 2007). These engagements should seek to free men from 
old frames of being. In the Caribbean’s contemporary, men’s ontology cannot be 
premised on preserving problematic economic, political and cultural sites for re-
inscribing men’s fictive superiority. 
 
It is not accidental that one of MESA’s objectives for its members is, “to champion 
the cause, and safeguard the rights of men enshrined in the Barbados Constitution”  
(MESA 2014). MESA’s invocation of the enshrinement of men’s rights in the 
Constitution turns on, “the notion that men have a priori rights to the resources of 
the state as clients and citizens” (Barriteau 2003b, 325). Perhaps MESA does not 
recognise that the rights of women are also enshrined in the Barbados Constitution. 



 
 
 
13                                            Protecting Feminist Futures   

 

 

The implied a priori rights of men as citizens in MESA’s objective reveal a key 
site of engagement for feminists – the sexed body. Although citizenship is a social 
construction with material, political, cultural and ideological effects, the body is 
sexed and theorised as essential to belonging, to membership of a community, to 
citizenship.  Feminist researchers must ask, why are the corporeal features of 
certain bodies being used to determine admission to a community of relevant actors 
and benefactors, why should corporeality be used to determine the contours of 
citizenship? 
 
One thematic area I would like to add to the seven provided by the symposium is 
Women, Gender and Feminist Economic Analysis.  In the Caribbean, feminist 
research has paid insufficient attention to the analysis of economic processes and 
behaviours and their gender differentiated impact on women and men.  Feminist 
economic analysis enriches the analysis of mainstream economics and offers areas 
of economic analysis critical to revealing the economic contributions of women to 
the political economy of their societies. 
 
Feminist economic analysis constitutes the following: 
 

 It is primarily concerned with human well-being and social 
provisioning, rather than narrowly focused on market processes or 
income; 

 Its critical economic contributions are made by people in their homes 
and communities, without pay, and in the public and non-profit 
sectors, as well as in the private sector; 

 It recognises the essential economic nature of a great deal of the work 
of the world’s women, which is focused on the care of children, the 
sick and the elderly, as well as the maintenance of adults; 

 It recognises that unpaid caring labour can be understood as an 
important component of social reproduction, economic activities that 
complement production, and include a great deal of artistic, cultural, 
social and community work that is essential for a sustainable economy 
and society; 

 It recognises that in any study of the economy – including both the 
paid and unpaid components, both social reproduction and production  
– the gender division of labour, rewards, assets and risks is a 
fundamental analytical precept.  Gender is a socially constructed 
category with great influence on the organisation of economic activity; 

 While recognising the primacy of gender as an analytical category in 
all economic analyses, it also recognises the critical role played by  
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 age, class, race and ethnicity, sexual orientation, nationality and other 
socially constructed distinctions between and among people; 

 A recognition that women, and the work associated with women, have 
been devalued in most of the world’s economies and societies.  The 
result is that women’s contributions are less recognised and rewarded, 
women’s wages are lower, women have less access to land and other 
resources, women are less well served than men by most economic 
policies and programs, and women constitute a large proportion of the 
world’s poor; 

 All economic policies and programs must be created with the full 
participation of women and with full consideration of their impacts on 
women, and those arenas of the economy in which women are 
concentrated, in order to be both legitimate and just. Where this is not 
the case, not only are women disadvantaged, but often children and 
community interests are also short-changed (IAFFE 2013). 

  
In the Caribbean, we can no longer afford to be silent on such a critical area of 
individual women and societal wellbeing.  Women operate in economic systems 
in which their contributions are unrecognised.  It is imperative that we address this 
lacuna in producing feminist knowledge. 
 
I hold sacred the need for protected institutional spaces to pursue the ideas that 
feed our intellectual passions. Both as a professor of Gender and Public Policy, 
and a member of the University’s Executive Management Team, I remain 
dedicated to protecting these spaces for all scholars and students in all disciplines, 
not least of all, Gender Studies.  I am simultaneously proud and humbled to be 
within that continuum of Caribbean feminist scholars whose work has been 
expanding the Caribbean intellectual tradition. I am heartened to see the published 
work emerging from Tonya Haynes (2012) on the “Mapping the Knowledge 
Economy of Gender” knowing that among other contributions, it clarifies some 
myths on what constitutes a feminist intellectual tradition in the Caribbean. In that  
regard, I am very pleased that the UWI Press has published the latest volume from  
the Nita Barrow Unit entitled, Love and Power: Caribbean Discourses on Gender 
(Barriteau 2012a), containing the works of researchers from across the region.  
 
I am equally pleased that the presentations from the 2011 biennial symposium, 
captured in this special issue of the Journal of Eastern Caribbean Studies, 
representing another collection conceptualised by faculty from the Institute of 
Gender and Development Studies: Nita Barrow Unit.  Given the quality of research 
undertaken by the staff, associate faculty and graduate students on all the 
campuses, I am confident that the present and future of feminist scholarship is 
assured. However, as much as creative sites within the academy, must be funded, 
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maintained, and protected, I urge feminist scholars and activists to commit 
ourselves to engaging with ongoing issues of inequalities and asymmetries of 
power within our societies. I want us to commit ourselves to working to re-
energising the Caribbean’s Women’s movement and keeping alive the pressure 
politics of feminist activism. As we move confidently on to the next symposium, 
the next anthology, the next graduation, let us ensure we do not leave feminist 
activism behind. Welcome changes in Caribbean gender systems will occur in the 
pores of society, not between the pages of journals. Let us ensure we do not 
relegate feminist activism to be seen as some episodic phenomenon, that is 
anachronistic, post-feminist and seemingly out of place in the Caribbean’s 
contemporary.  
 
Even as we guard our explorations and expansions of the systems of meanings we 
construct, we have to be aware, that these systems of meanings that we constantly 
interrogate, are not unrelated to, nor exist in isolation from the societies in which 
their effects are played out. The researchers of masculinity, feminism and gender 
studies have taken up the challenge issued by Brian Meeks to correct what he 
describes as a failing of contemporary social science research (Meeks 2007, 2-3). 
We simultaneously engage with the messy details of political economy and daily 
life, as well as question the assumptions of contemporary theories and 
philosophies.  And we have to. Feminist and pro-feminist researchers must 
investigate the materiality of gender as well as the discursive systems and 
ideological architectures that constantly shape the contours of gender systems and 
the relations of gender that are experienced by women and men, boys and girls. 
 
While protecting the absolute necessity of exploring, “Feminist Social 
Epistemologies and Caribbean Scholarship. . .” as Roxanne Burton (2012) does, 
or Patricia Mohammed’s “Masculinity and the Cinematic Gaze” (Mohammed  
2012), as feminist scholars we cannot afford the luxury of being so immersed in 
discourse or theoretical analyses that we either ignore or obscure societal trends 
that simultaneously inform, reflect and alter these systems of meanings.  
Researchers frequently invoke Michel Foucault in discussions of discourse. Yet, 
we should not lose sight of the fact that Foucault situated discourse within social 
practice. Paul Rabinow insists that Foucault, “never intended to isolate discourse  
from the social practices that surround it” (Rabinow 1984,10).  I agree with 
feminist political scientists, Anna Jönasdöttir and Kathleen Jones when they state, 
“discursive representations of gender can persist and continue to shape social 
relations and structure social activities” (Jönasdöttir and Jones 2009, 6). 
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The Tasks that Lie Ahead . . . 
 
Fully aware of this, feminist scholars have a responsibility to nurture and work 
with feminist activism for many reasons: 
 

1. The regional women’s movement and feminist activism in and out of the 
academy created the conditions for the intellectual spaces we can now 
almost take for granted.  

2. In spite of observable gains for Caribbean women, which include 
managing gender negotiations and improvements in material relations of 
gender (Mohammed 2002; Barriteau 1998), anomalies and asymmetries 
around Caribbean women and economic autonomy (Bailey and Ricketts 
2003; Seguino 2003), political participation and leadership (Vassell 2003; 
Henry-Wilson 2004; Barriteau 2003c), educational achievement (Bailey 
2003), survival strategies (Barrow 1986), differing family forms 
(Crawford 2003) and socio-sexual unions (Barriteau 2011) persist and are 
well documented.  Caribbean women are within societies in which all the 
legislative, political and economic trappings of women’s equality exist, 
but men’s social and economic power prevails. 

3. Feminist studies gave birth to masculinity studies and the intellectual 
spaces to pursue masculinity studies must be nurtured and protected. Yet, 
the conversations within our societies on the multiple dimensions of 
Caribbean masculinity are still too reactive. These conversations have not 
matured beyond demonising women for adversities men experience. 
These conversations focus more on preserving privilege for elite men 
while marginalising social and economic issues affecting working-class 
men. Feminist activists along with feminist scholars can pursue genuine  
dialogue on men’s changing gender identities as well as their changing 
experiences of relations of gender. 

4. The strength of feminist contributions in the academy is not yet reflected 
in a widespread societal commitment to gender justice or the acceptance 
of women’s right to be unfettered by instrumentalist arguments. 
 

Mobilising the Knowledge and Visions . . . 
 
Given these fractured realities, what are the consequences of ignoring the urgency 
of traversing intellectual and activist sites, to move between the academy and the 
society to protect feminist futures so that feminist ideas can flourish in the 
contemporary? As Tennyson Joseph (2011) describes it, what are the consequences 
of not performing the responsibilities of the public intellectual?  In a brief four-day 
period in 2011, the print media in Barbados and Jamaica revealed the nexus of  
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relations of power and gender in everyday life. The media reported on issues and 
perceptions of masculinity, relations of gender, gender identities, economic 
activities and women’s relevance, or lack thereof, in shaping notions of 
development in the Caribbean’s contemporary.  
 
In a column in the Daily Nation of February 17th, 2011, entitled “Grasping 
Woman” [and the author meant, understanding woman], Corey Worrell discusses 
communication in his marriage and offers an explanation as to why men and 
women perceive life differently. Mr. Worrell writes that he believes God created 
man. Since God created Adam/man first, on God opening Adam’s eyes, the first 
thing Adam/man saw was nature and the environment, which God commanded 
him to work and take care of [in other words, God gave Adam/man responsibility 
over nature and work]. Then God created Eve/woman and opened her eyes, the 
first thing Eve saw was Adam, her man/her family/ her role of nurturing.  
According to Mr. Worrell God created Woman/Eve to support and take care of 
Adam and her family.  
 
So in the Caribbean’s Contemporary, where Halimah DeShong has published an 
essay on “What it Really Means to be Wo/man” (DeShong 2012) and Charmaine 
Crawford on “Who is your Mama? Transnational Motherhood and African 
Caribbean Women in the Diaspora,” (Crawford 2012), Worrell informs these 
researchers, that women’s and men’s perceptions of their roles, themselves and 
their legitimate spheres of operation were formed at The Christian account of 
creation. “That is why a woman even though she is ill or exhausted will still rise  
early to provide for her family and a man becomes very depressed, uncomfortable 
and even embarrassed if he cannot find a job” (Worrell 2011, 8).  
 
I do think Worrell believes this narrative as some unadulterated truth, that he 
genuinely means no harm, and is sincere in his search to explain communications 
in gender relations in the contemporary.  It is for these reasons why Mr. Worrell’s 
foray into simultaneously theologising and essentialising gender identities cannot 
go unchallenged. He may or may not realise that he gives to men ownership of  
economic activities and attempts to normalise and naturalise women’s caring 
labour within families. Feminist researchers simply cannot afford the 
epistemological pitfalls and potential policy dilemmas of leaving to a former 
Commonwealth youth ambassador, the responsibility of explaining why women 
are simultaneously burdened with domestic care work and the expectation they 
will still rise early even when ill or exhausted to look after their men and families. 
Corey Worrell is not equipped to explain why women’s engagement in economic 
activities is often unappreciated and, in the Caribbean’s contemporary, is still 
regarded by some as taking men’s jobs. However, he does underscore the necessity  
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of engaging with feminist economic analysis which has the analytical tools to 
situate women’s household labour in the care economy rather than theology.  
Scholars working on feminist pedagogical strategies in the classroom should 
explore the type of damage that is done when this type of information circulates 
freely in the public domain. I expect IGDS graduate students to undertake a content 
analysis of this type of narrative to reveal currencies of subordination and 
submission naturalised as theological prescriptions. 
 
Similarly, in a superficially unrelated but symbiotically connected event, the 
Nation Newspaper reports that the Caribbean Gynaecological and Endoscopic 
Services held a panel discussion in which urologist, Dr Jerry Emtage continues the 
theme of women’s roles and responsibilities being determined by other than 
themselves. For Worrell, God determined those responsibilities at creation, for 
Jerry Emtage, sexual relations are determined by men. Accordingly, what men 
want should determine how women should experience sexual pleasure.  According 
to the headline, the urologist advised women, to “Give the Men Sex” and “to stop 
seeing sex as something to be denied or offered at whim” (Yearwood 2011, 21). 
Emtage was also careful to point out that men did not have some of the sexual 
problems women encountered, and perhaps to emphasise men’s sexual superiority 
in ageing and myth making he stated, as our men age, “Our erections get better” 
(Yearwood 2011). 
 
I do not mention this for comic relief. These sentiments are not just the opinion of 
an outspoken urologist. The collective statements are designed to manipulate 
women’s fear of ageing, to deny women any sexual agency and even as women 
must “give the men sex”, there is no discussion of women’s erotic pleasure, agency 
or autonomy. I encourage the men and women who attended that panel discussion, 
especially the women, to read, “Coming Home to Erotic Power of Love and Desire. 
. .” (Barriteau 2012c). Similarly, Annecka Marshall’s essay exploring, “the 
Continuum of Passionate Realities and Perceptions” of students on the Mona 
Campus would provide some new perspectives on women’s sexual pleasure 
(Marshall 2012). This type of research has to be widely disseminated unless we 
want Caribbean women to believe their sexual relations and pleasure begin and 
end at giving men sex. 
 
If feminist scholars accept Laurel Weldon’s observation of Iris Young’s work that 
“feminist theory is not only about theorising subjectivity, identity or experience. It 
is also importantly aimed at social critique and exposing relations of power and 
domination” (Weldon 2007, 282). We have to devise new strategies using feminist 
analysis to expose ongoing relations of power and domination affecting the lives 
of women and men in the Caribbean. Our scholarship has focused on how to think 
about what can be known about gender, identity or representation in the 
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epistemological sense. Now we have to pay greater attention to how to think about 
what we can do about gender/identity or representation in the ethical political 
sense. Scholars of masculinity, feminism and gender studies have to avoid the 
intellectual trap of only focusing on how to think about what can be known about 
the issues that attract us, and invest in thinking and developing strategies on what 
we can do about these issues. One of the ways feminists can do this is to continue 
to have meaningful dialogue with the activists who are located where the actions 
unfold and who are instrumental in pushing these very actions. To maintain 
relevance, feminists need to be in the markets and the malls. 
 
Feminist research should never become isolated and removed from the very social 
practices we investigate, analyse and which impelled the research in the first place.  
 
The intervention by a group of community-based organisations provides another 
example of the kinds of partnerships that should be nurtured between the feminist 
academy and the activist community. Pinelands Creative Workshop and its 
Executive Director, Rodney Grant organised a consultation of the National 
Working Committee on Trade Barbados, with a focus on Labour and Gender. 
Through this activity, groups which advocate for women were invited to meet to 
build greater awareness of the gender implications of trade liberalisation. Grant  
states, “When we look at liberalising markets, how does it impact on the whole 
gender perspective, and in particular women and trade and the whole issue of sex 
trading? Does this devalue women’s place in the market or does it enhance their 
place?” (Women’s Groups. . .2011). I do not know the answers arrived at in their 
deliberations. What I do know is that its occurrence speaks to the kinds of mutually 
beneficial and necessary collaboration feminists in the academy must maintain.  
 
Feminists have made and will continue to make contributions to Caribbean 
knowledge systems, but given the very character of what we research and why, we  
have to ensure that the political dimension of feminism is not lost. Feminists have 
to invest in what we can do about issues of inequality, exclusions, and 
discrimination in an ethical, political sense. Our research investigates multiple 
dimensions of gender and power, yet many examples of daily practices of re-
inscribing gender inequalities and reinforcing myths about women’s relevance go 
unchallenged. 
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The ways in which knowledge on relations of gender is created, disseminated and 
consumed in the Caribbean illustrate the resiliency of patriarchal knowledge 
claims and the continuous nurturing of a public discourse hostile to women,5 a 
discourse that has to be challenged and contained within the academy, the activist 
community and the wider society.  
 
Over thirteen years ago I stated it is necessary to explore and understand the 
multiple subjectivities of Caribbean men freed from the traditional worn 
interpretations (Barriteau 2001, 73). I think it is important to protect intellectual 
spaces to nurture ongoing scholarship on issues of masculinity. This is not an 
exhortation to divert feminist energies and to assign to feminists the responsibility 
for mothering the discourse on masculinity. Rather, it is recognition of the maturity 
of the discipline of gender studies. Gender studies must continue to encompass 
studies of Caribbean men even as feminists remain committed to exposing ongoing 
attempts, deliberate or subliminal to maintain exclusionary networks of masculine 
power. 
 
One such exposure was undertaken by Carolyn Cooper who revealed the almost 
total exclusion of women intellectuals and leaders at a tripartite conference  
entitled, “Collective Responsibility in the 21st Century.” This conference was 
hosted by CARICOM, the University of the West Indies and the Commonwealth 
Secretariat (Cooper 2011). Cooper states, “I simply could not believe it. The 
advertisement featured eleven men. Not even one token woman! Nor a single 
young man.” She continues, “The combined age of these poster patriarchs for  
CARICOM and UWI had to be no less than 700 years” (Cooper 2011). On 
investigating, Cooper reports she received an apologetic response, was informed 
the Prime Minister of Trinidad and Tobago Kamla Persad-Bissesar had been 
invited to be the keynote speaker, but had declined. Cooper was offered the 
chairing of a panel, but refused and insisted on presenting a paper which was 
eventually accepted. According to the reply she received, several other invited 
women had also declined leaving the organisers with a gender ratio of 23 males to 
2 females (Cooper 2011). This ratio was however very similar to the gender 
composition of the guild council at Cave Hill in 2011, 19 men and 2 women. 
 
I am confident that nineteen years ago the University of the West Indies would not 
have organised a conference with CARICOM and the Commonwealth Secretariat 
marked by the near exclusion of women.  Nineteen years ago feminists were flush 

                                                           
5  In 1998 I wrote about the expressed hostility to and blaming of women for all wrongs in 
Caribbean societies, this trend continues well into the 21st century. See Barriteau 1998B, 
Allaham “Too Many Female Teachers 2009". 
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from the Fourth World Conference on Women in Beijing, and the mantra of 
“Platform for Action and the Beijing Declaration”, was being invoked everywhere. 
I feel certain that this would not have happened twenty-nine years ago. The 
Caribbean women’s movement was in its ascendancy and again energised by the 
Third World Conference on Women in Kenya in 1985. Dame Nita Barrow was a 
serious power broker as the Convenor of the NGO Forum and had confronted the 
president of Kenya, Arap Moi and won. 
  
However, over fifty years ago, the International Institute of Differing Civilisations, 
(INCIDI), organised the first international conference on women entitled, 
“Women’s Role in the Development of Tropical and Sub Tropical countries” in 
Brussels. Sir Philip Sherlock represented West Indian women and The West Indies. 
This juxtaposition of a mid-twentieth century and twenty-first century conference 
captures my reluctance and wariness over the notion of progress conveyed in 
concepts such as twenty-first century.  In the 1950s a then Principal of the 
University College of the West Indies represented the region at an international 
conference to examine women’s role in the development of tropical and sub-
tropical countries. Sixty years later, with the University at sixty-three years old, it 
co-hosts a conference on collective responsibility for the twenty-first century, and 
no Caribbean woman is featured among the eleven male speakers identified in 
advertisements (Cooper 2011).  
 
“There is no ‘contemporary’ in feminist issues, but a recurring, repeating, 
refracting past that masquerades as the modern” (Barriteau 2012).  Feminists and 
other progressive scholars have to mobilise the knowledge and vision of women 
and men to protect feminist futures in the contemporary. 
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Introduction 
 
Caribbean1 feminisms are heterogeneous: transnational and diasporic, academic 
and activist, at once heteronormative (even homophobic) and queer. They emerge 
from multiple disciplines and locations, prioritise a variety of issues and 
strategies and draw from diverse epistemological, philosophical and activist 
groundings. Caribbean feminists strategically select from multiple “feminist 
genealogies and particular histories of struggle” (Alexander 2004, 22).  
Caribbean feminisms may be radical, reformist or conservative. They may be 
hyper-attentive to particular axes of oppression (gender, race/ethnicity, class) 
while taking others for granted or leaving them un/der-examined (ableism, 
heterosexism, transphobia). Activists groups such as the Jahagee Sisters (New 
York) and the Hindu Women’s Association (Trinidad and Tobago) as well as 
Indo-Caribbean women writers and scholars whose work has been anthologised 
in collections such as Matikor (1999), Bindi (2011), the 2012 Caribbean Review 
of Gender Studies Special Issue on Indo-Caribbean Feminisms and Indo-
Caribbean Feminist Thought: Genealogies, Theories, Enactments (2016), have 
articulated an Indo-Caribbean feminist identity and contributed to understanding 
gender, ethnicity and Caribbean culture. Increasingly also, there are distinct 
Caribbean feminist online identities, communities, practices and analyses. 
National and regional feminist organisations have prioritised diverse issues such 
as violence against women, child sexual abuse, recognition of caring and 
domestic work, state and police violence. Perhaps, as Mimi Sheller suggests, it is 
the very heterogeneity of Caribbean feminisms that serves to obscure the 
contributions of this body of work which covers multiple disciplines, periods, 
areas of study and aspects of life (2012, 24). Eudine Barriteau has compiled a 
Caribbean feminist lexicon as a means of highlighting the multiple conceptual 
offerings of diverse Caribbean feminist scholars (2012, 22).  
  
Caribbean feminist ideas form the intellectual foundation of a new generation of 
scholars and activists from the region (See Hosein 2004, Ragbir 2012). Other 
scholars studying the region have also drawn on Caribbean feminist social theory 
in seeking to understand regional gender systems (see Fox 2010).  Alison 
Donnell’s gendered re-reading of the Caribbean canon recognises the importance 
of feminist historiography for literary criticism. She draws on the work of 
Caribbean feminists who have been instrumental in the development of Gender 
                                                 
1  Given the recognition that the use of the term “indigenous” to mean “made in the 
Caribbean” reflects complicity with narratives of aboriginal/indigenous erasure and 
marginalisation of indigenous peoples from a creole Caribbean (Newton 2013), I have 
refrained from speaking of Caribbean feminist thought as indigenous Caribbean feminist 
thought.  Where the word “indigenous” appears to be used in this way, it reflects a usage 
and understanding offered by other scholars whom I am citing. The Caribbean to which I 
refer in this article is largely, though not exclusively, the English-speaking Caribbean. 
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and Development Studies in the region (Donnell 2006). Yasmin Tambiah (2011) 
has revisited Tracey Robinson’s (2009) analysis of the criminalisation of 
women’s same sex practices in the region which itself draws on Jacqui 
Alexander’s (1994, 1997) insights into sexuality and citizenship. Caribbean 
feminist ideas have also been instrumental in shaping gender policy (see 
Barriteau 1998) and in shaping public consciousness about relations of gender 
(Mohammed 2003, 2008). They include the emergence of popular feminist 
consciousness such as “ghetto feminism” identified among female dancehall 
artists and women of Jamaica’s marginalised classes (Thomas 2004). These are 
multiple, productive and ongoing engagements with Caribbean feminist ideas 
which must be acknowledged.  
 
Nonetheless, a frequent observation by Caribbean feminists themselves has been 
the exclusion of Caribbean feminist ideas from a Caribbean intellectual tradition 
(Boyce Davies 1994, Gregg 2005, Barriteau 2009).  In framing her work on 
Claudia Jones, Carole Boyce Davies has argued that: 
 

while there has been… tremendous headway in black women writers 
claiming a space within the canon of African American or Caribbean 
letters, the same has not happened substantially in intellectual and 
political tradition. (Boyce Davies 2009, 218) 
 

I want to extrapolate her understanding of black women intellectuals as sisters 
outside to Caribbean feminist intellectuals (of any race/ethnicity). This paper 
seeks to challenge the location of Caribbean feminist scholars “outside” a 
Caribbean intellectual tradition.  It does so by way of exploring both the 
contributions of Caribbean feminisms and engagements with Caribbean feminist 
theorising. In this paper I focus largely on feminist thought produced in the social 
sciences (as well as history, law and Cultural Studies to some extent) and in 
women’s/feminist movements since the 1970s (instead of the work of Caribbean 
creative writers) for exactly the same reason that Boyce Davies states above. I 
also deal largely, though not exclusively, with the assessments of scholars who 
are explicitly engaging in a project of understanding and documenting a 
Caribbean intellection tradition, particularly a radical one, or have indicated that 
they are assessing Caribbean social and political theory. I heighten focus on the 
extent to which work in this area has positioned its engagement with Caribbean 
feminist thought against a background of popular discourse on black male 
marginality. As framing devices for engaging Caribbean feminist thought, 
approaches which are racially centred and exclusionary, masculinist or 
reductionist are apparatuses of power/knowledge which have the ability to 
distort, limit and do violence to Caribbean feminist ideas.   
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Defining Caribbean Feminisms 

Arguing that the label “feminist” had to be negotiated, some professional 
women’s organisations in the late 1970s shied away from the term (Mair cited in 
Feminism in the Caribbean 1989, 24). Feminism was viewed by many as the 
purview of elite, upper and middle class women and some women organised in 
trade unions were initially reluctant “to break with their organisations and 
associate visibly with feminists, even in the face of serious gender 
discrimination” (Lampart 1987, 13).  Caribbean feminists reserved the right to 
claim and conceptualise feminism on their own term and to leave their 
understanding of feminism open-ended: 
 

The definition of feminism as the awareness that women are oppressed 
and the commitment to do something about it, is a little vague and, I 
think meant to let people feel that everybody can participate.  My own 
definition has something to do with a perspective on the inequalities in 
the world which places at its centre, the subordination and oppression of 
women.  But I’m still battling the whole thing. (Andaiye cited in 
Feminism in the Caribbean 1989, 19) 

 
Caribbean feminists interviewed by Sistren magazine defined Caribbean 
feminism as characterised by its distinction from North American and European 
feminism which they saw as polarising men and women (Johnson cited in 
Feminism in the Caribbean 1989, 19). They noted that the term feminism was 
not indigenous to the region and “[m]aybe we should develop our own word – a 
Caribbean version” (Francis cited in Feminism in the Caribbean 1989, 19).  They 
identified feminism as “one of the most revolutionary movements that exists” 
and named Third World feminist movements as the strongest and most engaged 
in the world (Reddock cited in Feminism in the Caribbean 1989, 19).  Caribbean 
feminism has been forced to confront plurality, privilege and the multiple axes of 
oppression which Caribbean women face.  These continued negotiations, 
tensions and contestations that fill the interstices between two equally contested 
concepts with multiple meanings: Caribbean and feminism; are not resolved (nor  
do they need to be) by a move to the plural feminisms.  What emerges is an 
understanding of Caribbean feminism as heterogenous, constantly in flux and 
open to (self-)critique.  
 
In framing their engagement with Caribbean women writers Boyce Davies and 
Savory Fido (1990, 1) introduce the concept of voicelessness as a framing device 
for engaging Caribbean women’s texts: 
 

By voicelessness, we mean the historical absence of the woman writer’s 
text: the absence of a specifically female position on major issues such as 
slavery, colonialism, decolonisation, women’s rights and more direct 
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social and cultural issues.  By voicelessness we also mean silence: the 
inability to express a position in the language of the “master” as well as 
the textual construction of the woman as silent. Voicelessness also 
denotes articulation that goes unheard. In practical terms, it is 
characterised by lack of access to the media as well as exclusion from the 
critical dialogue. 
 

There are certainly ways in which Caribbean feminist scholarship has been 
marginalised and this paper is specifically concerned with the ways in which 
Caribbean feminists may have gone “unheard”. However, Caribbean feminist 
thought has emerged as one of the Caribbean’s most original and critical strands 
of thought.  The sheer explosion of Caribbean feminist activism, theory and 
research since the mid 1970s demonstrates that Caribbean feminists have come to 
voice in a variety of scribal and embodied ways, such as public protest.  As A. 
Lynn Bolles (1993, 153) puts it, Caribbean women have been “doing it for 
themselves” for quite a long time. There is therefore a need to move beyond 
tropes of both double colonisation (advanced by Boyce Davies and Fido) and 
double agency (Donnell’s (2006, 138) revisionist response to Boyce Davies and 
Fido) in engaging Caribbean feminist ideas. 
 
Seeking to categorise Caribbean feminism in Canada, Yvonne Bobb-Smith 
compared it to mainstream Canadian feminism, citing Caribbean feminism’s 
greater interest in racism, a recognition of difference and a different 
understanding of home and work as its distinguishing features (2004, 167-170).  
Both Patricia Mohammed (1991) and Rhoda Reddock (1990) see Caribbean 
feminism as rooted in the historical particularities of Caribbean societies as 
plantation and migrant societies. Caribbean feminism is therefore born out of 
Caribbean women’s struggles against imperialism, racism and colonialism; in  
labour movements, political parties, the Black Power movement, women’s 
organisations; and against sexism within educational institutions, progressive 
movements and everyday life; and against violence against women.   
 
Contributions of Caribbean Feminist Thought 
 
The contributions of Caribbean feminisms to feminist theory in general and to 
Caribbean thought in particular are many. Caribbean feminists have challenged 
dominant understandings of Caribbean society by revealing the production of 
gendered power relations in the law (Robinson 2000), the economy (Barriteau 
2001), the home and community (Mohammed 2002a) and in the state’s 
relationship with its citizen’s (Rowley 2011). These gendered power relations 
may be independent of or reinforce power relations in other spheres. They have 
also engaged with Caribbean state managers in ways which subvert the gender 
power relations usually at play in the post-colonial state’s engagement with 
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women by centring grassroots women’s voices, experiences and knowledge (See 
Trotz 2007, Heron, Toppin and Finikin 2009). They have articulated radical 
visions of freedom which encompass not only the personal and the political but 
also the most intimate aspects of our lives (Alexander 1995, 1997, 2005, 
Robinson 2011).  They have challenged studies of gender to be more attentive to 
questions of sexuality and have theorised the intractability of asymmetrical 
gendered relations (Mohammed 2002a). 
 
Caribbean feminists have engaged extensively with questions of difference in 
ways which challenge and complicate theories of creolisation.  Caribbean 
feminist thought undermines the rhetoric of “oneness” of creole nationalism by 
highlighting the gendered and racialised character of these “imagined 
communities” (Alexander 1994, Barriteau 2001, Mohammed 2002a, Trotz 2008).  
They have revealed how women’s bodies are often used to signify the nation 
which results in specific gendered victimisation of women during ethnic conflicts 
(Trotz 2004).  
 
Caribbean feminists have redefined what it means to be Caribbean and created 
knowledge which illuminated the lives of those who were marginalised by a 
largely Afro-creole nationalism of the 1950s and 1960s (Mohammed 2009, 
O’Callaghan 2004, Shepherd 2002).  They have sought to deal with questions of 
difference within Caribbean feminist movements themselves.  Demonstrating 
how hierarchies of race, class and colour are replicated within progressive 
feminist organisations (Andaiye 2000, 2002, Baksh-Sooden 1998, Ford-Smith 
1997).  By facing difference head on, the possibility of working with and through 
difference to create more democratic organisations is made possible (though not 
easy). 
 
Caribbean feminist theorising of difference, however, has been challenged.  
Beckles (1998) argues that it is impossible for there to be a singular feminist 
theory which explains Caribbean women’s oppression due to the heterogeneity of 
Caribbean women and their experiences during slavery, colonialism and post-
colonialism. He questions the very project of Caribbean feminist theorising, 
while offering suggestions on how Caribbean feminists should use history in 
their understanding of Caribbean women’s lives.  His work not only ignores 
Caribbean feminisms’ theorising of difference, which is one of the important 
contributions of Caribbean feminist thought, but also the extent to which some 
scholars and activists have returned to these questions over decades (Reddock 
2007, 2001, 1998, 1993, 1985a, 1985b). Indeed, Trinidadian communist Claudia 
Jones’ (1985 [1949]) essay “The End of the Neglect of the Problems of Negro 
Women” shows her attempt to deal with race, class and gender nearly half a 
century before Beckles’ intervention.  For Caribbean feminists, the impossibility 
of a singular theory of Caribbean women’s lives does not mean that feminism is 
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of little analytical and political significance for Caribbean women.  Instead they 
offer insights on how to work through and across difference (and examples of 
failing to do so).   
 
Feminist economics in the region emerged as an important critical voice on 
dominant economic models. Not only have Caribbean feminists revealed 
economic policies to be gendered (Barriteau 2001, Dunn 1991, Massiah 1990) 
they have also revealed the economy to be one of the key sites where gendered 
power relations are produced (Barriteau 2001).  They have demonstrated the way 
in which race/ethnicity, class and gender intersect to produce differing 
employment outcomes among working-class women of different ethnicities 
(Trotz 1998) and have demonstrated how intersecting power relations of gender, 
race, class and sexuality reproduce inequalities for intra-regional women 
migrants (Aymer 1997). This challenges the understanding of the working-class 
as a homogenous group. By insisting that Caribbean women have always been 
economically active (Gill 1984, Mair 2006, Massiah 1988, Reddock 1994) 
Caribbean feminists undercut colonial and postcolonial projects based on 
housewifisation and women’s economic dependence on men.  Joycelin Massiah 
(1986b) also proposed a new conceptualisation of work drawn from Caribbean 
women’s realities and which challenges conceptualisations of public and private 
labour. 
 
Barriteau’s (2001) insistence on highlighting the active role played by Caribbean 
states in retaining the coloniality of gendered aspects of the economy represents a 
significant challenge to Caribbean economic theorising. Whereas the dependency 
theory models of Caribbean economies tend to paint Caribbean governments as 
economically powerless, Barriteau “holds states and governments accountable 
for the gendered features of civic and political life,” thus suggesting that 
Caribbean states retain gendered features of the economy because it benefits 
them (2001, 16). In this sense she is also offering a critique of Caribbean 
Dependency theory which emerged as one of the most recognised strands of 
Caribbean thought during the 1970s. Cecelia Green (2001) engages explicitly 
with Caribbean dependency theory, offering a materialist-feminist revision. 
During the 1990s activists engaged in a public critique of structural adjustment 
and its reliance on and production of unequal relations of gender.  
 
One of Caribbean feminisms’ contributions to feminist theory is the return of 
questions of sex and sexuality to studies of gender.  Mohammed (1995, 25) 
explicitly states that “contemporary feminist thought has not dealt sufficiently 
with the relationship between sex and gender.”  While this failure would remain 
part of the major criticisms of Caribbean feminist thought specifically and would 
animate feminist theorists in general, Mohammed’s claim signals a critical 
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intervention within feminist theory.2 Rowley’s (2011) work continues a 
Caribbean feminist engagement with and focus on the state but suggests a more 
fleshy, embodied understanding of citizenship centering such questions as sexual 
harassment, reproductive rights and sexual citizenship. 
 
Caribbean feminists have pioneered theorising linkages between freedom, 
coloniality and desire.  Jacqui Alexander’s (1997) challenge to feminist political 
economists to pay attention to sexuality remains a key intervention in feminist 
political economy which has not been adequately taken up (Bedford 2009, xix). 
Caribbean feminists have understood freedom to encompass sexuality, with 
Alexander (1997) proposing erotic autonomy or freedom over the most intimate 
aspects of our lives as a politics of decolonisation. Carolyn Cooper (1990) coined 
the term “erotic marronage” to refer to the ways in which women dancehall 
performers value an uninhibited sexuality, free from the ideals of womanhood of 
the ruling elite.  Deborah Thomas would name this particular brand of Caribbean 
feminism “ghetto feminism” characterised by its “critique of patriarchy through 
its public affirmation of female agency, especially as this is related to sexual 
desire and fulfilment” (Thomas 2005, 24). The women-only matikor ceremonies 
which gave birth to public performances of chutney have also been noted for 
their centering of Indo-Caribbean women’s sexuality, power and pleasure free 
from the male gaze (Baksh-Sooden1999). More recently Lauren Pragg has 
explored the queer potential of Indo-Caribbean feminisms (2013). Silvera (1992) 
illuminates the previously invisible life of Afro-Caribbean lesbians, and Wynter 
(1982) outlines the subversive potential of lesbian sexuality.  The intimate ways 
in which independent Caribbean states seek to delimit the citizenship of certain 
bodies and sexualities has been explored (Alexander 1997).  This work reveals 
the heteropatriarchal nature of Caribbean nation-building projects. Caribbean 
feminists have linked studies of gender and sexuality to colonialism, 
demonstrating the extent to which desire has been colonised (Alexander 1997, 
Kempadoo 2003, Mohammed 2000, Peake and Trotz 1999). Caribbean feminists 
have also called attention to forms of same-sex loving and living in the 
Caribbean which destabilise the homonormativity of Western lesbian, gay and 
bisexual identities (Wekker 2006, MacDonald-Smythe 2011). They have also 
examined how the vulnerabilities and experiences of lesbian girls and women are 
eclipsed between a heteronormative feminism and an LGBT movement which 
prioritises the public physical violence gay men in the Caribbean face (Crawford 
2012).  More recent scholarship has broken new ground in taking love as a 
subject for inquiry (see Baldwin forthcoming, DeShong forthcoming). 
 

                                                 
2  Cf. Butler, Judith. Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity New York 
and London: Routledge, 1990; Germon, Jennifer. Gender: A Genealogy of an Idea. New 
York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2009. 
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Greg Thomas’ The Sexual Demon of Colonial Power: Pan-African Embodiment 
and Erotic Schemes of Empire indicts Gender and Sexuality Studies for its 
“contemporary academic commercialisation of gender and sexuality discourse in 
the West” claiming that his work, “[u]nlike most studies of gender or sexuality, 
...connects sex and eroticism to geopolitics both politically and 
epistemologically” (2007, xi). Yet Jacqui Alexander’s (1994) linking of 
imperialism, colonialism and contemporary Caribbean tourism to post-
independence Caribbean states’ exclusionary citizenship practices, and 
indictment of white gay capitalism’s exploitative geopolitics of desire (2005), 
surely link gender and sexuality to geopolitics in both the present and the past.  
Patricia Mohammed’s (2000) analysis of how colonial practices would come to 
shape present-day Caribbean heterosexual desire has implications for the 
understanding of sexuality, gender and race not just in the Caribbean, but 
globally.  Kamala Kempadoo’s (2004) work on contemporary sexual labour in 
the Caribbean traces a genealogy of an economy of desire to the colonial period  
and links it to modern-day transnational sex work.  This work which is at once 
historical and contemporary takes as its site the geopolitical, transnational and 
economic arena of sex tourism.   
 
Caribbean feminists have revealed the circumscribed nature of women’s 
citizenship and the importance of gender to national and community identity. Our 
understanding of concepts such as citizenship and nation have therefore been 
challenged by Caribbean feminist theory.  It has been revealed that not only are 
women considered second class citizens but citizenship is considered of 
secondary importance to women (Robinson 2000). Caribbean feminists have 
demonstrated that states typically engage with women primarily as mothers 
(Rowley 2003).  This not only creates contradictions and oppressions for women 
but also serves to discount men’s caring work (Rowley 2003).  Robinson (2009) 
insists on the law as a site of production of nationalism – revealing not just its 
construction of gender and sexuality but the inextricable link between the two.  
She demonstrates how laws aimed at improving women’s status, such as those 
which recognised common law unions and visiting relationships, served to 
reinscribe heterosexuality and make “the homosexual...more discernible as the 
counterpoint to the reproducing heterosexual citizen” (Robinson 2009, 5). 
Reddock (2008) reveals that the consolidation of Trinidadian multiculturalism, in 
part, through a series of Marriage Acts also meant the strengthening of official 
male patriarchal power across ethnicities and religions.  The symbolic role of 
women within the constitution of nation and community serves to “compromise 
the citizenship of women” (Reddock 2008, 146). Heterosexuality therefore 
enshrines and circumscribes women’s gendered place within the nation and 
women’s access to citizenship.  Caribbean feminists have therefore contributed to 
understandings of gender, sexuality, nation and citizenship which reveal their 
internecine relationship. 
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Mohammed’s (2002) analysis of gender negotiations among Indians in Trinidad 
accounts for the intractability of gendered power relations while demonstrating 
the centrality of gender to culture.  Both women and men may collude in the 
maintenance of patriarchal relations because these gender ideologies form part of 
how the community identifies itself.  Mohammed’s work can be read as 
providing an account of the intractability of the bifurcation of society by gender.  
Gendered relations emerge as distinct features of community identity which are 
valued by both men and women as a means of asserting a sense of belonging, 
cultural ownership and difference. To undo gender would mean undoing  
community and culture. Mohammed’s analysis of gender has also been applied to 
understanding rural Jamaica demonstrating her keen and broad-based insights as 
a major cultural critic. 
 
Interrogating Approaches to Caribbean Feminist Thought 
 
Michelle Rowley has argued that Caribbean feminism invokes an essentialised 
afro-maternal, working class subject on whose behalf feminist claims are made 
(Rowley 2010b). Rosanne Kanhai’s (2012) reflection on her politicisation as a 
Caribbean feminist aptly captures how this understanding of Caribbean feminism 
was operationalised:  
 

I was introduced to Caribbean feminism in the 1980s via the Caribbean 
Association for Research and Action (CAFRA). There, I was stunned at 
the ideology of Caribbean feminism as a moral responsibility to address 
the issues of lower income Afro-Caribbean women. It was as if women 
of Indian, European, Chinese, Middle Eastern or mixed descent had 
agreed not to put on the table the issues of women in their own families 
and communities. 

 
Kanhai trenchantly describes three kinds of erasures effected by the creation of 
the prototypical Caribbean feminist subject: a reproduction of unequal relations 
based on class or socioeconomic status, the racialised exclusion of the concerns 
of multiple groups of women and the actualisation of Caribbean feminism as a 
moral responsibility. I trace a parallel emergence of this afro-maternal subject in 
approaches to Caribbean feminism which are Afrocentric and which seek to 
collapse the black Caribbean experience within an African-American one, and 
conflate black and Caribbean.  I argue that this move Others both black and non-
black Caribbean women. 
 
Based on their experiences in women’s organisations, Caribbean feminists have 
noted the ethnic/racial division within the Caribbean feminist movement and the 
overrepresentation of the black Caribbean woman as the modal Caribbean 
feminist subject (Baksh-Soodeen 1998; Andaiye 2002). Feminist literary scholars 
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have also challenged the Afrocentrism of the Caribbean literary canon 
(O'Callaghan 2004). Red Thread, a multi-racial women’s organisation in Guyana 
and Sistren Theatre Collective of Jamaica, provide examples of Caribbean 
feminist organisations seeking to work through and across race, colour and class 
divisions. Notwithstanding attempts to work through and across differences in  
Caribbean feminist practice, approaches to Caribbean thought which seek to 
collapse it within African American feminism still threaten to reinscribe ethno-
racial divisions.   
 
Just as early approaches to black Caribbean women’s fiction sought to collapse it 
within African American women’s writing, so too do approaches to Caribbean 
feminist social and political thought run the risk of taking the same course.  In 
offering this critique, the intention here is neither to deny the similar history that 
Black American and African Caribbean women share nor to ignore the relevance 
of Black feminist thought (itself marginalised within an ethnocentric normative 
Western feminism) to the Caribbean (Barriteau 2006). The critique I offer does 
not deny the relevance of the project of Black Studies; ignore the 
internationalisation of feminism, nor the presence of Afro-Caribbean feminists 
and feminists of Caribbean descent in the USA.  I wish instead to draw attention 
to three ways in which this conflation of Caribbean with black and the subsuming 
of black Caribbeanness within the African American experience has problematic 
effects at the level of knowledge and practice.   
 
Firstly, it invisibilises and Others non-black ethnic groups in the region. This 
move fails to recognise the extent to which a Caribbean feminism has emerged 
with which women of various ethnic and religious groups identify. It therefore 
results in a missed understanding of Caribbean feminist ideas and movements 
that is racialised, exclusionary and ultimately inaccurate.  
 
Secondly, it homogenises blackness, leaving even an Afro-Caribbean feminism 
unexamined on its own terms, viewed instead as derivative of and in need of 
learning from a more mature African American feminism.  (It also suggests that 
black Caribbean feminists see themselves as practising a feminism distinguished 
largely by ethnic difference, which may not be the case.) This does not mean that 
there is no need for greater critical dialogue between Black and Caribbean 
feminisms.  Eudine Barriteau began a conversation on the relevance of Black 
feminist thought for the Caribbean which needs to be continued (Barriteau 2006).  
My concern is simply that by homogenising Blackness, conflating blackness with 
Caribbeanness and collapsing Afro-Caribbeanness within the African American 
experience, the politics of knowledge where the Global North is seen as the 
centre is inflected here.  
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Thirdly, the production of the black-Caribbean female subject as the 
paradigmatic Caribbean feminist subject, by many Caribbean feminists 
themselves, stifles the productive possibilities of Caribbean feminist scholarship. 
It inscribes a particular black-Caribbean feminist subjectivity that is always 
already maternal, and brings with it a problematic understanding of the 
relationship between Caribbean feminism and black masculinity.  In this sense, I 
argue that these Afro-maternalist approaches to Caribbean feminist scholarship 
Other both black and non-black women. 
 
Feminist literary scholar, Belinda Edmondson occludes the possibility and 
actuality of Caribbean feminist theorising by locating a Caribbean feminist 
aesthetic between the frictions of a black (American) aesthetic and a (white 
Western) feminist one (Edmondson 1999). She turns then to African American 
feminist theory to resolve these tensions.  Or, as Alison Donnell puts it: 
 

Deftly grafting African-American theory and history onto the model of 
Caribbean women’s writing, Edmondson effectively writes over rather 
than writing about Caribbean feminist aesthetics. (Donnell 2006) 

 
I want to suggest that the fact that Caribbean feminist theorising is not considered 
a theoretical possibility for exploring a Caribbean feminist aesthetic represents an 
elision of its own. Critics of Edmondson’s work who have chided her use of 
African American feminist theory have suggested that she should have looked to 
African-American women’s writing instead, in her search for a Caribbean women 
writers aesthetic (MacDonald-Smythe 2000, 130). 
 
Angelique Nixon’s (2009) critique of bell hooks is also suggestive of the kind of 
critical engagement which seeks to collapse Caribbean feminism within Black 
feminist thought.  Nixon’s critique of hooks is framed around hooks’ 
homogenising of black women and her silence on (black) Caribbean women’s 
subjectivities and scholarship.  Nixon ultimately argues that there are several 
points of convergence between Caribbean feminist scholarship and hooks’ 
theorising and chides hooks for not recognising these.  My issue with Nixon is 
her implicit understanding of Caribbean feminism as largely derivative of a 
normative feminism and Black feminism: 

 
we can see in this mid 1990s moment, active Caribbean women feminist 
scholars are transforming and (re)defining feminism, Black feminism, 
and specific theories to “fit” and operate within a Caribbean context. 
(Nixon 2009) 
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I find Nixon’s argument troubling because, as a 2009 publication, it does not 
recognise the extent to which Caribbean feminist scholarship has come into its 
own and is currently engaged in self-reflection and self-critique and not a mere 
manipulation of theories to fit Caribbean realities.  To argue that, “I also agree 
Caribbean women’s histories and experiences – our standpoints – must be the 
foundation of any articulation of Caribbean feminism,” is to miss the extent to 
which this is already so (Nixon 2009, 348).  In addition, the centrality of scholars 
of Caribbean descent such as Audre Lorde and Claudia Jones to black feminist 
theorising in North America demonstrates that Caribbean feminist thinkers have 
contributed to discourses of feminism and human liberation which are outside of 
the region and often internationalist in scope.  To speak of Caribbean feminisms 
in a manner which suggests that Caribbean feminist theorising is on the brink of 
becoming is to deny both its disciplinary maturity and expansiveness.  In 
addition, to collapse Caribbean feminist theorising within African-American 
feminist frameworks is to further racialised exclusions of the contributions of 
Caribbean feminists who are not of African descent.  This is an untenable 
exclusion, since Indo-Caribbean feminists have solidified a distinct intellectual 
and activist space within Caribbean feminisms (see Kanhai 1999, 2011). There is 
also a history of white and elite women’s organisations in need of further 
exploration (see Reddock 1994, Peake 1993). While Caribbean feminisms are 
clearly in dialogue with other feminisms, including Black feminisms, I am, 
however, concerned with the failure to recognise the disciplinary maturity of 
Caribbean feminist scholarship, the dialogic relationship between black and other 
“Western” feminisms and Caribbean feminisms and the racial occlusion effected 
by collapsing Caribbean and black. 
 
The conflation of Caribbean and black facilitates the ways in which tropes of 
(afro-) maternity and masculinity are mobilised to contain and occlude Caribbean 
feminist scholarship.  Merle Hodge articulates clearly that the “women’s 
movement in the Third World is not only about empowering women; it is very 
much a liberation process for the whole of society” (Balutansky 1989).  Speaking 
specifically of the Anglophone Caribbean, Patricia Mohammed makes the same 
assertion (Mohammed 1999, xiii). Indeed, Caribbean feminisms have initiated 
valuable work on men’s gendered experiences even as feminist work was seen as 
“segregated” or devalued as of interest to women only (Barrow 1998, xx), have 
unambiguously expressed that men are welcome in gender studies (Leo-Rhynie 
2002, 155), and insisted that gender-sensitive policy recommendations must 
benefit both women and men (Massiah 1986a, 162). Nonetheless, the role of men 
within the feminist movement and the relationship of feminism to men in general 
remain negotiated.  In the early 90s the majority of members of the Caribbean 
Association for Feminist Research and Action (CAFRA) decided to exclude men 
and organisations with male members from becoming members of CAFRA. This 
decision did not go unchallenged by members who were in dissent (Clarke 1991). 
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Beyond feminism’s negotiation of the role of men therein, men enter the 
discourse on Caribbean feminisms in other ways – as potential victims of the 
feminist movement.  What is troubling, is that Afro-Caribbean masculinity is 
presented as an incipient fragile thing, vulnerable to emasculation by any 
assertion of black female liberation. Hilary Beckles argues that slavery denied 
Caribbean men access to patriarchal masculinity but socialised them into 
heteropatriarchal values (Beckles 2004). Beckles is indeed correct that black men 
under slavery could not access patriarchal masculinity.  However, his analysis 
conceals an implicit assumption that patriarchal masculinity should be the 
birthright of all males and that the absence of it is collectively damaging to men 
and to community.  This suggests that it is somehow in women’s interest to 
ensure that men who have been denied such privilege be given an opportunity to 
enjoy it. In other words, such analysis brings with it the expectation of women’s 
self-sacrifice and, thus becomes a backdoor through which concerns about male 
marginality and educational performance are entered as evidence to temper any 
feminist excesses: 
 

The disadvantages faced by women must nevertheless be seen against the 
background of the increasing marginalisation of young males in some 
societies in the region who have lagged behind females in terms of 
education .... This trend, together with increased youth unemployment, 
has major sociological implications for the society and will therefore 
need to be factored in the equation in seeking to promote gender 
equality. (Benn 2004, 274-275) 
 

This quote from Denis Benn is taken from the passage in his work in which he 
acknowledges Caribbean feminist ideas.  He chooses to position those ideas, 
however, against the background of concerns about black male marginality.  
Thus, extending the moral responsibility of (Afro-) Caribbean feminism. While 
feminists may have created the afro-maternal subject on whose behalf they act, 
maternity is refracted on to Caribbean feminism itself. Black masculinity is 
presented as under threat of dehumanisation and emasculation by racist, 
colonialist experience but also by black women, as heteropatriarchy requires the 
complicity of women.  This understanding posits that it is possible for the human 
to include black men or more specifically “gentlemen” but this expansion of the 
human to include black masculinity necessitates the complicity and self-sacrifice 
of the woman.  Feminism therefore emerges as both a potential threat to black 
masculinity and as having a moral responsibility to it. 
 
Caribbean self-government and nationalism i.e. the government of the Caribbean 
by local black males was predicated on the ability of black Caribbean males to 
control black women (Francis 2003; Edmondson 1999). Where middle class 
Caribbean women’s association with domesticity serves to erase her 
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intellectually (Smith 1994, 913), the working class woman’s contradictory 
operation in the public effects the same erasure.  As working women, they were 
assumed to have no part in intellectual endeavours.  As radical Caribbean males 
sought to emancipate themselves from mental slavery, their crafting of a radical 
intellectual tradition brought with it the attempt at the intellectual subjugation of 
black women (Francis 2003, 139).3 In the 2000s, the positioning of Caribbean 
feminist ideas against a backdrop of concerns for black male marginality 
suggests an attempt to delegitimise those ideas. 
 
The enduring trope of Caliban in the framing of Caribbean intellectual history 
erects racialised and gendered boundaries.4 I want to suggest that even if it were 
possible for the trope of Caliban to stretch to include black women (as 
enervations of the trope of Sycorax seem to do), as a framework for understating 
Caribbean intellectual history it would still exclude the contributions of 
indigenous and Indo-Caribbean peoples, male and female. Further, as Wynter 
points out the Sycorax trope heightens Caribbean women’s invisibility, for 
Sycorax is Caliban’s mother, she is neither his partner nor counterpart (Wynter 
1990, 361).  Maternal identities therefore cannibalise other possibilities for Afro-
Caribbean women.  Tropes of maternity and masculinity-in-crisis work in tandem 
to erase Caribbean women as thinkers. 
 
Tituba, the Barbadian slave of Arthur Miller’s The Crucible and Maryse Conde’s 
I, Tituba, Black Witch of Salem has been proposed as the allegorical figure of 
authentic Caribbean feminism (Philips Lewis 1998). This move is also 
problematic as it reinscribes the Afro-Caribbean maternal as the paradigmatic 
Caribbean woman and positions its engagement with Caribbean feminism against 
the background of black male marginalisation:  
 

true Caribbean feminists are equally concerned about accelerating 
violence and unemployment among Caribbean men and even the under-
performance of boys in coeducational schools.  Caribbean ‘Mothers’, 
wives, lovers, mamas, jamettes, rebels and tanties alike, are the ones who 
have led in this direction.  In their recognition that no liberationist 
strategy that fragments can succeed, they are the true wombs of a 

                                                 
3  It is worth noting here that Aaron Kamugisha (2011) suggests a need to re-read radical 
black male thinkers with greater nuance for their treatment of questions of gender.  His 
work reveals James’ often contradictory understanding of the so-called “woman 
question” suggesting that radical black male thinkers deserve more credit for their 
sensitivity to gender issues than that which scholars like Francis have given them.  
4 Both Paget Henry (2000) and Silvio Torres-Saillant (2006) have found the trope of 
Caliban useful. Anthony Bogues (2003), however, points out that Caribbean intellectual 
history and philosophy needs to move beyond the Western-centrism of the Caliban trope.   
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Caribbean feminist ideology that will empower and liberate. (Philips 
Lewis 1998, 12) 
 

Lewis Philips’ (1998) recourse to a maternal imagery to characterise (Afro-) 
Caribbean feminists may be read as an insistence on a Caribbean feminist politics 
as one which eschews a narrow, separatist politics in the vein of Western radical 
feminists and a caution for feminists not to see gender relations as a zero-sum 
game. However, it may also be read as ascribing responsibility for the 
redemption of Afro-Caribbean masculinity to Afro-Caribbean women. This move 
makes the maternal imagery even more problematic.  As the effect of this in 
essence is to accuse Caribbean feminisms of being a sectarian project unless 
feminists recognise a moral/maternal responsibility to black men. Ultimately this 
reduces the scope of engagement with Caribbean feminist thought. 
 
Caribbean feminisms have opened up a space for the interrogation of 
masculinities and are exploring how feminist epistemology can examine 
questions of masculinity without reinforcing binary oppositions (Mohammed 
2004). Nonetheless, framing Caribbean feminist thought against the background 
of public discourse on black male marginality narrows and distorts the 
contributions, concerns and heterogeneity of Caribbean feminist thought. 
 
Another troubling approach to Caribbean feminisms is the tendency to reduce 
Caribbean feminist contributions to the insertion of “gender” into public 
discourse. Caribbean feminists have theorised gender extensively. Their 
understanding of gender systems and gender negotiations has broken theoretical 
ground in the region (see Mohammed 2002a; Barriteau 2001).5 Nonetheless, their 
contributions cannot be relegated to a mere insertion of gender into popular and 
academic discourse.  While ‘gender’ may provide an easy rubric under which to 
group feminist ideas, especially when only a cursory engagement is attempted, it 
represents an attempt at containment of the breadth and depth of Caribbean 
feminist scholarship.  
 
Dennis Benn’s The Caribbean: An Intellectual History, 1773-2003 seeks to link 
the intellectual traditions of the planter and settler class in the Caribbean with 
contemporary Caribbean intellectual production, arguing for the existence of a 
discreet Caribbean intellectual tradition (Benn 2004).   Unlike Paget Henry who 
dispenses with Anglophone Caribbean feminist scholarship in a few lines in his 
seminal Caliban's Reason: Introducing Afro-Caribbean Philosophy (Henry 2000, 
224), Benn is significantly more generous dedicating two and a half pages to 
‘gender’:  

                                                 
5  For a more in depth discussion on Caribbean feminist theorising of gender systems see 
Haynes 2012. 
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Although not mentioned as an idea system as such, gender has featured 
prominently in recent intellectual discourse in the region and therefore 
merits some attention in the context of an analysis of the intellectual 
history of the region.  Indeed, there has been a significant proliferation of 
the literature on the subject during the past decade or more, as is 
evidenced by the contributions of Caribbean women such as Elsa Leo-
Rhynie, Barbara Bailey, Patricia Mohammed, Lucille Mair, Rhoda 
Reddock, Christine Barrow, Verene Shepherd, Peggy Antrobus, Joycelin 
Massiah and Eudine Barriteau, to name a few. ... efforts will need to 
continue with a view to removing the remaining barriers standing in the 
way of the achievement of gender equity.  In this context efforts are 
already being made to move beyond a post-modernist conception of 
gender and to explore new theoretical approaches that may be more 
relevant to the needs and realities of the contemporary Caribbean. (Benn 
2004, 273-275) 

 
I have quoted at length from Benn in order to critically engage with his 
positioning of Caribbean feminist scholarship.  The sheer enormity of the task of 
chronicling 300 years of intellectual history in one volume may perhaps explain 
Benn’s brief treatment of Caribbean feminisms.   Caribbean feminist thinkers 
have been too prolific in their scholarship and publication to be ignored, but just 
how to engage this work remains problematic for those who seek to map the 
contours of Caribbean intellectual history.  Benn’s analysis here is instructive of 
how Caribbean feminist scholarship is positioned within the Caribbean 
intellectual tradition.  By reducing Caribbean feminist thought to ‘gender’ Benn 
is able to list the names of Caribbean feminist scholars in the academy without 
seeking to mine or evaluate their ideas.  Benn not only misses the ways in which 
Caribbean feminists have theorised gender but also their contributions to an 
understanding of difference and race/ethnicity in the region.  He also occludes 
the possibility of Caribbean feminist analysis which does not privilege gender.  
Michelle Rowley deploys a: 
  

transnational feminist praxis in which I do not give the category 
“gender” a priori primacy. I am offering, rather, a transnational feminist 
critique in which the salient analytical markers must, above all else, be 
determined by the fields of play in which power reveals itself. (Rowley 
2010b, 78) 

 
Rowley’s analysis highlights the conceptual sophistication of Caribbean feminist 
analyses which demonstrate an understanding of power as contextual and not 
overdetermined by gender. Caribbean feminist scholars have argued that 
race/ethnicity mediates and differentiates women’s experiences in the region 
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(Hosein 2012, Mohammed 2002b, Trotz 1998, 2002).  Caribbean feminists’ 
scholars have not simply added gender to previously existing analyses but have 
demonstrated how our understanding of power relations based on race, changes 
when a gender analysis is employed. 
 
While there is value to exploring the individual life and ideas of Caribbean 
women thinkers,6 there are clear limitations to an individualist approach to 
Caribbean feminist thought.  Especially where engagement with an individual’s 
ideas is presented as engagement with Caribbean feminist thought itself. Scholars 
examining Caribbean social and political theory have tended to address 
individual feminist theorists (Cooke 2008, Meeks 2007, Watson 2003).  
Individualist approaches are limiting for two reasons: they fail to acknowledge 
the extent to which theorists are in dialogue with each other and to recognise the 
existence of communal knowledge production practices, of theories refined 
through the daily practices of feminism. In addition, by asking a single theorist to 
stand in for a heterogeneous body of work they exact a violent distortion of 
Caribbean feminist ideas. 
 
Meeks (2007, 11) makes the unsubstantiated claim that Barriteau is the “most 
consistently theoretical” of Caribbean feminists. Proceeding from this assertion, 
his engagement with this single theorist is meant to serve as a stand-in for an 
engagement with Caribbean feminist thought itself.  This move by Meeks 
necessitates a closer examination of his engagement with Barriteau. Meeks 
highlights the significance of Caribbean feminist scholarship to the imagining of 
a future Caribbean, as not only has it emerged as a major critical voice at a time 
when radical intellectualism is perceived to be on the decline, but it has been 
linked to popular action and debate (Meeks 2007, 10).  While Meeks recognises 
the importance of Caribbean feminist scholarship, he essentially trivialises this 

                                                 
6  See for example Paget Henry’s fine exploration of Sylvia Wynter’s humanism in 
Henry, Paget. Caliban's Reason: Introducing Afro-Caribbean Philosophy. New York and 
London: Routledge, 2000; Faith Smith, Michelle Rowley and Tracey Robinson’s 
Engagement with Jacqui Alexander’s Pedagogies of Crossing in Smith, Faith. 
"Crosses/Crossroads/Crossings." Small Axe 24 (October 2007): 130-138, Rowley, 
Michelle. "Rethinking Interdisciplinarity: Meditations on the Sacred Possibilities of an 
Erotic Feminist Pedagogy."Small Axe 24 (October 2007): 139-153 and Robinson, Tracy. 
"A Loving Freedom: A Caribbean Feminist Ethic." Small Axe 24 (October 2007): 118-
129; Carole Boyce Davies’ biography of Claudia Jones, Boyce Davies, Carole. Left of 
Karl Marx: The Political Life of Black Communist Claudia Jones. Durham and London: 
Duke University Press, 2007, Michelle Rowley’s interview with Peggy Antrobus in 
Rowley, Michelle. "Feminist Visions for Women in a New Era: An Interview with Peggy 
Antrobus." Feminist Studies 33, no. 1 (Spring 2007): 64-87 and David Scott’s interview 
with Andaiye in Scott, David, and Andaiye. "Counting Women's Caring Work: An 
Interview with Andaiye."Small Axe 8, no. 1 (2004): 123-217. 
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work as being at best misguided in its analysis of systems of domination or at 
worst of limited relevance.   
 
Meeks suggests that capitalism is at the heart of what is wrong for most of 
humanity and that gender is at the heart of what is wrong for women.  He rejects 
Barriteau’s criticism of Marxist and socialist feminisms as “throw[ing] out the 
baby with the bath water” (Meeks 2007, 15).  He concedes that Marx neglected 
women’s productive and reproductive labour but views socialist feminist 
approaches as providing sufficient corrective.  Barriteau’s postmodernist feminist 
theory is dismissed as relativistic and limiting, in that he views it as a theory of 
liberation of women only.  Further, it is a theory of liberation which, Meeks 
suggests, fails to recognise the main source of relations of domination.  
 
Meeks’ understanding of gender accounts for his fundamental misreading of 
Barriteau.  Barriteau’s postmodernist feminist theory, is not, of course, above 
critique, however, Meeks’ attempt suffers from the fundamental 
misunderstanding that Barriteau is “substituting “gendered relations” for 
“capital” (Cooke 2008, 185).  In locating gender within all subsystems, what 
Barriteau does, is not substitute capital for gender.  Her argument is closer to how 
another Caribbean feminist, Michelle Rowley, would later understand gender as 
“always-already at work in the co-constituted nature of subjectivity” (Rowley 
2010a, 78).  Barriteau is arguing that gender is always-already a part of all 
subsystems and one of her key contributions has been to reveal gendered power 
relations at work in Caribbean economies. Meeks fails to apprehend and engage 
this aspect of Barriteau’s theorising of gender because he understands gender to 
refer to “the woman question.”  He has not moved beyond “Marx’s lacunae,” as 
he terms it, and he does not see the way in which Caribbean feminist thought 
certainly does (Meeks 2007, 15). 
 
In Meeks’ analysis, economic questions trump feminist questions because 
capitalism affects us all whereas gender, according to Meeks, affects only women 
and therefore cannot form the basis of a broad-based coalition of resistance 
(Meeks 2007, 15). Meeks erases feminist contributions to theorising Caribbean 
political economy and views feminism as being exclusively concerned with 
‘gender’.  In this way, gender reductionist and individualist approaches coalesce. 
While Caribbean feminist themselves have been insisting on the need for 
Caribbean feminism to widen its politics and to interrogate its own occlusions 
and exclusions, Meeks’ critique is different.7 Feminists themselves are sceptical 
about how gender is deployed within and outside feminist theorising (see 

                                                 
7  For example, Patricia Mohammed (1991) in her reflection published in CAFRA News 
insisted on the need for Caribbean feminists to see all issues affecting wider society as 
feminist issues.  
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Andaiye 2003, Haraway 1991, Braidotti 1994, Oyěwǜmí 1998), but Meeks’ 
argument is more dismissal than critique.   
  
Meeks’ interpretation of gender privatises gendered relations.  Just as Christine 
Barrow’s male research participants in the Women in the Caribbean Project 
interpreted “women” to refer to “actual or potential conjugal partners” (Barrow 
1986, 56). Meeks understands gender to relate to women’s position relative to 
men’s in the public and private sphere.  Such interpretations of gender stagnate 
within a hetero-normative, individualised and privatised framing. They lock the 
social relations of gender into a zero-sum game of women versus men, which 
preserve men as the norm.  It is this facile reading of gender which makes it 
impossible to see how gender operates at the centre of all subsystems (Barriteau 
1992, 15). 
 
Meeks’ engagement with Barriteau also suggests that Caribbean scholars offering 
an assessment of Caribbean social and political theory may be biased toward 
economic analyses. This perhaps accounts for Girvan’s reported naming of 
Cecilia Green as the only feminist work which he sees as linked to an 
“indigenous” Caribbean radical tradition: 
 

I see the stream which feeds feminism as the global rise of the feminist 
movement and then it takes route within the region and Caribbean 
feminist’s [sic] scholars begin to re-interpret global feminism in the light 
of the historical and sociological reality of Caribbean women. I do not 
see a connection with indigenous radicalism until much later.  The first 
article where I see an attempt being made to draw a link in the work of 
Cicely... where she is reviewing the work of George Beckford and 
myself and making connections and drawing on that work and also 
drawing on her own work on the informal economy and the role of 
women and you can see where she is working her way up to a synthesis 
between the two streams of thought. (Sylvester 2005, 217-218) 

 
Work is only “radical” if it specifically engages the “founding fathers” of 
Caribbean radical thought.  While many other Caribbean feminists were engaged 
in specifically economic analyses and were themselves involved in left politics 
and political parties in the Caribbean, feminism marks them as always-already 
“outside”.  Thus leading Meaghan Sylvester to conclude: 
 

To ‘old’ theorist Norman Girvan, the feminist agenda definitely was not 
a part of the radical project of the New World Group or other radical 
thinkers at that time.  However, Norman Girvan makes the point that 
even though many say that feminism seemed to have flowed out of the 
Marxist critique, he sees it more gaining strength from the global 
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feminist movement.  In that regard, feminism lacks similarity to any 
aspect of the past radical agenda. (Sylvester 2005, 253) 

 
The New World Group is characterised here as both radical and “indigenous” to 
the Caribbean.  Feminism “lacks similarity to any aspect of the past radical 
agenda” because its intellectual and political roots are deemed to be outside the 
Caribbean. The points of divergence and convergence between contemporary 
feminism and a masculinist radical tradition are obscured.  Indeed, both 
Caribbean feminism and Caribbean radicalism draw on discourses from outside 
of the Caribbean just as much as they are concerned with understanding 
Caribbean realities and imagining more liberatory futures. 
 
Girvan’s relegation of Caribbean feminisms to outside the Caribbean radical 
tradition is contested by Mohammed (who acknowledges the importance of 
strands of feminist thought from outside the region to the development of 
Caribbean feminism). Mohammed clearly locates Caribbean feminisms within 
the history of liberation struggles of the Caribbean and as a part of the radical 
past to which the New World group belongs: 
 

The decade of the sixties ushered in colonial independence and the 
influence of intellectuals at the newly developing University of the West 
Indies.  This young and enthusiastic group of intellectuals who formed 
the New World Group at the University of the West Indies attempted to 
carry those ideas and ideals into their respective societies in the 
Caribbean to which they returned.  The decade of the seventies ushered 
in new levels of consciousness among Caribbean peoples, as evidenced 
by the Black Power movement and an emergent socialism and class 
consciousness which would take root in different forms in several 
societies in the region. 
 
It seems to me that the baton has been passed on to the women’s 
movement in the decade of the 80s and now the 90s. (Mohammed 1991, 
21) 

 
Similarly, Verene Shepherd’s account of her development as a scholar clearly 
demonstrates her location within a tradition of Caribbean activism, radicalism 
and intellectualism:  
 

When I joined the history department it was always very clear to me that 
I was part of that tradition of scholars: Eric Williams, Walter Rodney, 
Elsa Goveia, Lucille Mathurin Mair, Kamau Brathwaite and the list goes 
on, of people who while they were professional historians and did their 
duty within the academy, understood that we shouldn’t imprison 
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ourselves within the walls of academia.  First of all, we were all paid by 
taxpayers and only a tiny percentage of people are able to come to 
university. We embraced that responsibility almost as the people’s right, 
the people had a right to know what we were doing there at the 
university.  It was easy for me because I had had this tradition.  

  
[...] Well when I joined the staff in 1988 I saw these groups of women 
meeting and I was invited to come to the meetings and I was really 
interested in what they were doing because they were opening my eyes to 
knowledge I lacked.8  I never had a female lecturer. Elsa Goveia was 
around but she was on leave when it was my time to do her course.  Well 
at primary school I had women teachers but at the university I never had 
any women teachers. Even though I had women teachers at secondary 
school I never heard one word about what women did or that we played 
any role in history.  These women who were meeting and talking about 
patriarchy and power and women’s contribution and women’s activism, 
they just opened my eyes.  And I said OK, this is where I need to be.  I 
need to be here as well to learn from these women and to get involved.  I 
wanted to find out what role did women play historically.  Why is it that 
we are not hearing about this information?  Why have I not been taught 
these things and what can I do to educate myself and then pass this 
knowledge on (Interview by author with Verene Shepherd, November 
12, 2010). 

 
Shepherd begins by outlining an engagement with the University of the West 
Indies (UWI) history department that began even before she became a university 
student due to the tradition of outreach and activism of the UWI historians. She 
locates her own activism and scholarship firmly within this tradition of 
intellectual activism and radicalism.  While an interest in women came out of her 
politics of a general interest in the lives of those who had been written out of 
history, a specifically feminist consciousness emerges through being a part of the 
Women and Development Studies groups on campus.  By tracing the 
development of one Caribbean feminist intellectual and activist, the relegation of 
feminism to outside of Caribbean intellectual tradition, outside of Caribbean 
interests, is shown to be false. 
 
The decline thesis of Caribbean radicalism is one of masculinist myopia which is 
unable to see radical politics unless men are the chief actors.  Likewise, the 
argument that Caribbean feminism gets its impetus from elsewhere draws from 

                                                 
8  The reference here is to the Women and Development Studies groups which operated 
on each campus of the University of the West Indies during the 1980s and were the 
precursors to the Centre for Gender and Development Studies institutionalised in 1993. 
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the same intellectual masculinism which rejects knowledge created by women as 
irrelevant and of interest to women only.  The so-called decline of radical 
scholarship in the Caribbean is only justifiable if one discounts Caribbean 
feminist scholarship as part of the Caribbean intellectual tradition. 
 
The equation of Marxist/socialist thought with radicalism within the Caribbean 
intellectual tradition also occludes much of Caribbean feminist work which does 
not take Marx as the centre or which inter alia, critiques and deconstructs 
Marxism and socialism. It is suggestive of a kind of attempt at containment of 
Caribbean feminist scholarship within mainstream reference points. The irony is 
that even as chroniclers of Caribbean intellectual history have challenged the 
tendency to evaluate Caribbean thought based on its relationship to Western 
meta-narratives, Caribbean feminist scholars who seek to ground their work 
within the lived realities of Caribbean women and men see their work excluded 
from the Caribbean intellectual tradition or fixed within “comfortable” reference 
points. 
 
Horace Campbell recognises “the intervention of radical feminists in the 
Caribbean” who have revealed the postcolonial Caribbean state to be gendered 
(Campbell 2005, 185). However, he charges that these feminists have been 
“detained by postmodernism” (Campbell 2005, 185).  I am less interested here in 
evaluating whether or not Campbell’s critique is accurate. Rather I want to 
heighten the politics of knowledge at play here.  Campbell fails to extensively 
engage Caribbean feminist theorising of the state even as he recognises feminist 
contributions to understanding that the state is gendered. While he accuses 
Caribbean feminists of a naive postmodernism, he neither cites nor engages the 
work of Barriteau who explicitly states that she is constructing a postmodernist 
feminist theory for Caribbean social science research. What remains is a critique 
of Caribbean feminism which manages to bypass Caribbean feminism itself. 
  
Seeking to engage a single theorist (whether obliquely or directly) has proved an 
inadequate methodology of engaging Caribbean feminisms and reflects the focus 
on individual “great thinkers” which characterises many attempts at chronicling 
Caribbean intellectual history. Engaging Caribbean women as individual 
theorists obscures the communal nature of many feminist knowledge-practices 
such as those pioneered by Sistren Theatre Collective and the Caribbean 
Association for Feminist Research and Action, and occludes the connections 
between early feminist thinkers and contemporary Caribbean feminists (see 
French 1988). An individualist epistemology cannot account for the existence of 
a transnational Caribbean feminist community (no matter how fractured by 
questions of geographical location, citation practice, and “authenticity”) (Smith 
2007, 135), and the implications for knowledge production of the institutional  
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affiliation shared by many Caribbean feminists at the Institute for Gender and 
Development Studies.  More importantly, no one Caribbean feminist thinker can 
stand in for the whole of Caribbean feminist thought. 
 
This method of engaging Caribbean feminism fails to recognise the ways in 
which Caribbean feminism has served as a basis for popular activism and rules 
out the possibility of feminism serving as the foundation from which to imagine 
more equitable futures.  Feminists have challenged the most naturalised and 
normalised areas of social existence.  They have done this from the basis of a 
feminism which is not static, which is constantly engaging in self-critique and 
grounded in the Caribbean’s history and multiple realities.  This nuanced 
understanding of Caribbean feminism allows from more productive critique 
which recognises, engages and assesses Caribbean feminist ideas. 
 
Conclusion 
 
In this paper I have sought to account for Caribbean feminists as sisters outside a 
Caribbean radical tradition. I have demonstrated how afro-maternalist, gender 
reductionist and individualist approaches to Caribbean feminist thought converge 
to distort and devalue feminist ideas in the region. The paradox is that while 
Caribbean feminist scholarship has experienced a prolonged period of 
flourishing, coexistant with that flourishing have been attempts to relegate it to 
the margins. Chroniclers of Caribbean intellectual history elide the depth and 
breadth of Caribbean feminist scholarship by “shouting out” the who’s who of 
Anglophone Caribbean feminism in all of one page or indeed one sentence!  
While feminist work has been included in anthologies of Caribbean thought (see 
Bolland 2004, Kamugisha 2013a, Kamugisha 2013b), and the Institute for 
Gender and Development Studies has produced several readers of Caribbean 
feminist research, critical engagement with Caribbean feminist scholarship has 
proceeded in multiple and sometimes troubling ways.  
  
The marginalisation of feminist thought in Caribbean intellectualism may not 
solely be blamed on the racialised and gendered nature of frameworks which 
predominated and which have of course been challenged.  Neither is it the result 
of individual sexism of the few who seek to chronicle a history of Caribbean 
ideas. Centring the politics of knowledge has revealed how both the Northernness 
of normative feminist theory and the hidden masculinist framing of engagement 
with Caribbean ideas converge to elide the contributions of Caribbean feminisms.   
 
As the contours of Caribbean intellectual history themselves remain somewhat 
unclear and subject to countless revisions, the inclusion of the contributions of 
Caribbean feminism to the Caribbean intellectual tradition is one of those 
revisions.  The project of tracing and engaging Caribbean ideas is a communal 
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one to which Caribbean feminist scholars have a responsibility to contribute.  In 
this paper I have sought to do just that. By engaging in a critique of extant 
approaches to Caribbean feminist thought I have highlighted some of the 
contributions of Caribbean feminist thought, including the existence of Caribbean 
feminist analyses which do not privilege gender, Caribbean feminist 
contributions beyond gender and communal knowledge production practices of 
Caribbean feminism. I have also argued that afro-maternalist approaches Other 
both black and non-black Caribbean women. By revealing the limitations of 
approaches which are racially framed and exclusionary, gender reductionist, 
masculinist and individualist, I have cleared a space for approaches to Caribbean 
feminist thought which value its plurality and are freed from a priori 
constructions of the inherent limitations and “outsider status” of feminism for 
understanding Caribbean realities. I have also offered the narratives of Caribbean 
feminist thinkers themselves as a means of suggesting that for Caribbean 
feminisms to be engaged on their own terms we must first understand what those 
terms are. This by no means suggests that Caribbean feminism should be 
impervious to critique. On the contrary, the intention is to invite more careful 
engagement and critique which would deepen our collective understanding of 
Caribbean feminist ideas. I have sought to open a door for critical engagements 
with Caribbean feminist thought which are highly nuanced and reflect an 
understanding of the breadth, depth and heterogeneity of Caribbean feminist 
scholarship and activism.  
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Introduction 
 
Human life is one of interdependency and receiving care is essential to our survival 
and thriving (Engester 2005, 63). Caring work is rendered in a multiplicity of 
settings. It includes “affectively-driven work” or “love labour” generated in the 
spaces of intimate and kinship relations “where there is strong interdependence, 
depth of engagement and intensity” (Lynch 2007-08, 14). The burden of this caring 
work which sustains human life is privatised, feminised and undervalued. 
Families, and within them women, are “scripted” with the burden of dependency 
and providing this love labour (Fineman 2000, 20). The seminal Women in the 
Caribbean Project (WICP) in the 1980s, one of the earliest organised 
comprehensive feminist research projects in the Caribbean, considered women’s 
caring work from the standpoint of their “familial experiences” and women’s own 
understanding of “work” (Powell 1986, Massiah 1986). Later feminist critiques 
exposed the relationship between gendered patterns of care and structural 
inequality and poverty for women and children, especially in the Caribbean where 
many women assume the primary economic responsibility for households as well 
as undertake caring duties (Andaiye 2003; Antrobus 2005; Barriteau 1996; 
Mohammed 1988; Rowley 2013; Trotz 2002). In this context there have been 
powerful calls for the state to assume greater responsibility for economic 
implications of dependency in the Caribbean arising from caring work and for 
unwaged work to be properly valued (Andaiye 2003). 
 
Feminised caring work, or love labour, poses a well-known dilemma for women’s 
citizenship. It defines certain women as essential to the nation as reproducers and 
carers and yet on the margins of full citizenship. I am thinking here about 
citizenship as a marker for belonging to a shared community and our cognisability 
as subjects within it with a collection of rights. Citizenship can also connote the 
practice of “active engagement … in a public world” (Dietz 1987, 13-15). This 
emphasis on the virtues of life in the public realm and human autonomy and 
independence can also devalue women’s domesticity. As I have said elsewhere, in 
the Anglophone Caribbean, “women, while not excluded from citizenship, are not 
conceived in law in the first instance as citizens but as dependants of men, with de 
facto management of the family and responsibility for maintenance of family 
values…. women are second to men as citizens and … citizenship is perceived as 
secondary for women.” (Robinson 2000, 25)  
 
Still the practice and the politics of care are not monolithic or part of a stable 
“gender regime”. While caring work remains feminised, we cannot as readily 
assume that motherhood and the assumption of caring duties are inevitable for 
women (Franke 2001, 197). Many women ask others to care for their biological 
children for short or long periods or never assume parental duties (Brodber 1974; 
Crawford 2011; Hodge 2002; Mohammed and Perkins 1999; Rowley 2002). Nor 
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can men’s growing contribution to caring and domestic work, even where out of 
necessity, be overlooked (Brown et al 1997, 93). Caregiving tends to be 
marginalised, though not in the same way for all women. Indeed, for many women 
caring work is a complex tightrope of contradictory expectations and values. The 
iconic representation of working class Caribbean single mothers as selfless miracle 
workers is never far removed from the same caring work being disparaged, deeply 
pathologised and politicised as emasculating men and undermining the nation 
(Kessler 2008, 172). 
 
I am interested in how the meaning and value of caring work and are being nuanced 
by feminist ideas about justice as well as popular/bureaucratic tropes of 
independence and equality. These do not operate as distinct ideas. The 
development of Caribbean family law rules and proceedings reveals what Angela 
McRobbie (2004, 255-6) describes as a “double entanglement”; a contradictory 
coexistence of feminism as a form of “common sense” that is taken into account 
and also “fiercely repudiated, indeed almost hated” (256). While Caribbean 
women’s citizenship and its relationship to caring work have been a much studied 
feminist concern (Alexander 1994; Francis 2010; Robinson 2000; 2004; Sheller 
2012), it must now be with a clear appreciation that feminist ideas are “entangled” 
with the shifting legal and social terrain and evolving notions of citizenship.  
 
This essay considers caring work and its value in the context of Caribbean family 
law and proceedings where standards, laws and procedures have been changing. I 
focus on two arenas in which state actors routinely characterise, classify and judge 
caring work. One is child support proceedings in the magistrate’s courts, looking 
closely at Barbados.1 The other is property adjustment proceedings in the superior 
courts, and here I pay keen attention adjudication under the Trinidad and Tobago 
Cohabitational Relationships Act 1998. In both scenarios, the state treats the 
responsibility for addressing dependency that arises from caring work and the costs 
of reproduction as that of individuals and their families and seeks to distribute 
them. Since state responsibility to address these dependencies is at the heart of 
many concerns about caring work, this sort of analysis yields admittedly partial 
insights. Still this slender prism of law and legal proceedings and privatised duties 
to care and support tells us something about how the state constitutes caring 
relationships and addresses the burden of care. The public setting of state-led legal 
proceedings and formal law also “force[s] the conjuncture of the domestic and  
public spheres” (Lazarus-Black 1994, 202) since courts dispensing family justice 
have become sites where gender relations and social hierarchies are dramatised 
(LaFont 2000). 
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“Single” Mothers as an Independent Legal Category 
 
Well into the twentieth century, children born within a marriage at common law 
belonged to their fathers. Until the passage of married women’s property statutes, 
married women had limited independent legal status to enter into contracts, own 
property and claim their earnings.2 Married women were constructed in law as 
dependants of the preeminent citizens, their husbands. The status and legal 
recognition of “single” mothers was always different. A child born outside 
marriage was filius nullius, a child of no one, and the mother assumed legal 
responsibility for care and the right to custody of that child by default. To relieve 
the state of the burden of supplementing the care of poor children, nineteenth and 
early twentieth century bastardy and affiliation laws established the category of 
“single woman” as a person with standing to approach a court of summary 
jurisdiction to seek various relief (Lazarus-Black 1994). She could apply for an 
order to identify the man who was probably the father – the putative father – and 
to fix him with liability to support his child. Otherwise, unmarried men had very 
limited parental rights and duties. 
 
In the last three decades, many of the old bastardy and affiliation laws and the 
procedures for child support adjudication have undergone some reform (Robinson 
2006). The introduction of status of children legislation from the mid-1970s 
onwards was the single greatest impetus for reform. Status of children legislation 
abolished the status of illegitimacy or being born out of wedlock, established 
greater parental rights for unmarried fathers and reformed the procedures for 
establishing paternity (Lafont 1996). The right to seek child support in summary 
courts has been extended to custodial fathers in most territories. In others like 
Belize, Jamaica, St. Lucia, St. Vincent and the Grenadines and Trinidad and 
Tobago, some magistrates now sit in specialised family courts to hear these cases. 
And instead of public hearings, many summary courts hear these proceedings in 
camera. DNA evidence is admitted in many Caribbean countries to establish 
paternity. Social workers now routinely prepare means reports for magistrates and 
these reports attempt to verify the financial resources of the parents and needs of 
the child. Maximum awards have been removed in most places and modest reforms 
to the system of collection have been made, including giving courts the power to 
order that financial support be attached directly to the wages of the payor 
(Robinson 2006). 
 
Notwithstanding the reforms, still left in place in countries like Barbados is a dual 
family justice system which privileges heterosexual marriage and long term 
heterosexual unions. Families based on a marriage – or a long-term heterosexual 
union in Barbados – have ready access to contemporary family law rules applied 
by the more dignified High Court (Barbados Family Law Act 1981). “Single 
women”, who are mostly working-class black women, and their families, by stark 
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contrast, are still restricted to summary courts. Ironically, “single women” found 
legal visibility under colonial affiliation laws. Throughout the twentieth century, 
single women used the autonomy provided by these laws to address the poverty of 
their families, as a form of empowerment and to demand that they be treated with 
respect (Clarke 1999, Lazarus-Black 1994). Despite this, the piecemeal reforms in 
most of the Anglophone Caribbean to the summary court processes for child 
support have produced a summary justice system that is seen to deliver inferior 
justice, is the province of poor people and a venue of “bacchanal and commess” 
(ECLAC 2001, 33). 
 
The Burdens of Care and Going to Magistrate’s Court 
 
Today summary court child support proceedings instituted by unmarried mothers 
dominate family law adjudication in the Caribbean and constitute a key experience 
with the administration of justice for many men and women. The UN Women 
Child Support, Poverty and Family Responsibilities Project’s study on how the 
courts in Barbados and Trinidad and Tobago resolve applications for child support 
found that while most child support proceedings are initiated by women, 
adjudication focuses on what men are willing to or can give to raising their children 
(Clarke et al 2007, 2010; Carter et al 2008). The contributions of custodial parents 
who provide and improvise to provide most of what is spent in time and money on 
children receive little recognition (Clarke et al 2007).  The relatively small sums 
negotiated and awarded by summary courts to be paid by men are given outsize 
importance in the overall care and survival of children. 
 
The Barbados Maintenance Act (1984) is a thinly updated version of an earlier 
affiliation law and it grants the right to seek child support in the summary courts 
to “single” women alone. That plainly does an injustice to the increasing number 
of fathers who are caregivers and custodial parents and only heightens the gender 
conflict that is already a feature of summary court child support proceedings. Less 
obviously, the one-sided right of access to child support in summary courts has 
negative consequences for women. It affirms rather than contests the assumption 
that both care-giving and the financial support of children born outside a marriage 
are primarily women’s responsibilities. It maintains the supposition that unmarried 
women have the primary duty to provide for children’s needs and takes for granted 
the indirect and direct costs of doing so. As a result, what “mothers do to feed, 
clothe, train and discipline children every day is … natural and unremarked” 
(Lazarus-Black 2001, 396).  
 
Large numbers of Caribbean children live in households with mothers or with other 
female carers and receive inconsistent, inadequate or no financial support from 
non-resident fathers. Brenda Wyss found that less than one third of households in 
Jamaica with non-residential fathers received cash support (Wyss 2001, 434). 
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Custodial parents bear the largest share of the opportunity costs of raising children 
as well as most of the out of pocket expenses (421). Those opportunity costs 
include the loss of income, of opportunities for self and professional development 
and of leisure time.  Wyss further explains that because children in Jamaica are 
more likely to live with women than male caregivers, women end up paying “the 
lion’s share of the costs of raising children” (ibid.) Women’s love labour and other-
centred work are presumed to be “natural” part of their familial responsibilities and 
“motherhood and womanhood come to take on a tenor of self-sacrifice and self-
denial (Rowley 2002, 39). The notion of the matrifocal Afro-Caribbean family 
with a woman or women who work miracles (Senior 1991) at its centre, reinforces 
stereotypes about women about women’s selfless caregiving. At the same time, 
matrifocality, as way of understanding the Caribbean, depends heavily on the trope 
of the missing patriarchal man (Blackwood 2005) who intrinsic value to society 
and families is presumed. 
 
The burden of care includes the costs associated with resolving inadequate child 
support in an ineffective legal system. The right to apply for relief comes with the 
corollary heavy costs of initiating and pursuing legal proceedings. It is extremely 
time consuming to make an application, make repeated visits to court when service 
on the respondent has not been achieved, wait for social service evaluations of the 
means of the parties, return to court to collect the support, only to discover the 
payments have not been made, and then back to court again for new proceedings 
to address non-compliance with the original order. Care-giving has historically 
entitled Caribbean low income single mothers to approach a summary court for 
child support. Regrettably the legal process severely undermines the empowering 
dimension of the legal recognition to single mothers. It preserves existing gender 
and class hierarchies that marginalise the care-work of low income women. The 
summary court process throws up compounded costs in time, money and dignity 
for those who activate it and poor outcomes because it is marked by delays,  
generates small awards to be made by fathers that have weak compliance and the 
system often involves imperious adjudication in relation to both men and women 
(Clarke et al 2007, 2010, Lazarus-Black 1994). 
 
Reordering Justice with Ideals of Independence, Equality and 
Reasonableness 
 
Caribbean lawmakers codify in statutes, like domestic violence laws, their own 
sense of themselves and their societies as “modern” (Lazarus-Black 2003, 1001). 
By that I mean the “sense of being global, with similar rights and expectations to 
those of any metropolitan country” (Miller 1997, 335). The Caribbean’s 
“postcolonial modernity” (Clarke 2013, 90) highlights its “civility” and 
“enlightenment”, while also identifying Caribbean nations as distinct and 
distinguishable from the West (Lazarus-Black 2003, 979).  “Modern” judicial 
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officers and other court officials in child support proceedings “update” the law by 
introducing and enforcing unofficial rules associated with “postcolonial 
modernity” even though these are not aligned to any specific statutory reform. Well 
entrenched understandings that single women should care for children interplay 
with modern ideals of independence and equality. Court officials insist that women 
should attain economic independence and contribute equal money to the care of 
their children, notwithstanding their unequal burden of the caring duties. These 
ideals are post-feminist notions I call “gender somethings”. They are goals 
associated with gender that now have wide political and bureaucratic currency as 
signifiers of progress and development. At the same time, they tend to be 
amorphous standards with feminist origins that are nevertheless insensitive to 
evolving feminist analyses (Robinson 2004, 612; 2011, 206). “Gender 
somethings” insist on men and women being treated similarly in their obligations 
to financially support their children, despite the endemic gendered practices 
discount women’s love labour or caring work. 
 
In child support proceedings in Barbados, the UN Women study found that some 
working-class and lower middle-class mothers are advised that they need to 
achieve economic independence and told to be “reasonable” and get a job to “help 
out” (Clarke et al 2007, 15, 207). Others are castigated when they say that they 
cannot do full time work or accept certain jobs because of the responsibility of 
children (14). These expectations of independence sidestep multiple intersecting 
vulnerabilities faced by low income women. Not only are their physical care-work 
and financial provision undervalued or ignored by the legal system, their market 
work is underpaid because of class and gender inequalities (Roberts 2004, 19).  
These women’s lives are expected to be centred on their children, yet the law and 
legal system place little value on the dependency arising from that care. Instead 
some judicial officers and court officials judge and make decisions using a crude 
normative framework of female independence and equality that further diminishes 
the value of caring work.  
 
Men meet the ideal of independence differently since male independence is the 
quintessence of Caribbean citizenship (Robinson 2000). In Barbados, judicial 
officers sometimes reduce their assessment of men’s available salary to facilitate 
them functioning as “independent” human beings with a future. When asking for 
child support, some mothers are told to remember the man has a new family or 
other responsibilities such as paying for a car to conduct his business or to a course 
if he is to advance (Clarke et al 2007, 153, 206). Some men are rewarded for being 
attentive to their children and spending “quality” time with them. But fathers, 
unlike mothers, are expected to have lives beyond their children, and the figure of 
the dominant, independent, patriarchal, heterosexual man stands at the centre of 
what families need in the eyes of the law. Here you see the double entanglement  
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or feminism (McRobbie 2004, 256) as thin notions of gender equality are 
incorporated into legal decision-making while feminist theorising on the gendered 
burden of care is disregarded. 
 
Equality, in the formal sense of women and men being treated exactly the same, is 
the other powerful norm at play in child support proceedings. Some summary court 
officials share a strong view that both parents should bear the economic burden of 
raising children in equal shares (Clarke et al 2007). A Barbadian probation officer 
remarked, “Women expect men to pay. They do not realise it is a half share thing. 
It is half share because both parties brought the child into the world” (166). This 
rough justice is little concerned with the income of the parties, their current 
contributions to the welfare of the child or the specific needs of the child. I have 
noted that as bureaucratic labour is committed to exacting symmetry or equality in 
the treatment of men and women, “we no longer see the real and unreal is reified” 
as gendered inequalities are occluded (Robinson 2000, 11). Despite the existence 
of robust multi-dimensional conceptions of substantive equality that seek to break 
the cycle of disadvantage and make equality of opportunity and choice possible 
and which seeks to address stigma and stereotyping, officials often restrict their 
understanding of equality to consistent and similar treatment (Fredman 2016; 
Wheatle 2009). 
 
Minimal fact finding into the direct and indirect costs already assumed by the 
custodial parent coalesces with the practice of “splitting the difference” between 
the parents. As one probation officer explained, “usually we take the request by 
the female and then the offer by the man, we find the total and then divide in half” 
(Clarke et al 2007, 166). In splitting the difference, it is usual for the woman to be 
asked how much she wants, but it is the father’s response to which the system is 
keenly attuned. It is the focal point of the legal proceedings. The negotiations are 
shaped by gendered expectations that women need to be “reasonable” while men 
have legitimate competing responsibilities.  “Reasonableness” is a paradigmatic 
legal standard used in all aspects of the Caribbean’s common law legal system. On 
the face of it, “reasonableness” suggests neutrality and fairness, but as Catharine 
McKinnon notes, when the standard is adopted “without asking, on a substantive 
social basis, to whom the belief is reasonable and why”, the standard produced is 
“one-sided: male-sided” (McKinnon 1983, 654). 
 
Bringing a case to court is itself considered a provocative and subversive act by 
many men and produces threats and violence for some women. Summary court 
child support laws in the Caribbean rarely give judicial officers ancillary power to 
secure the protection against violence. Many court officials view child support 
proceedings as an inappropriate forum for addressing intimate relationship 
questions and see their role as neutrally interested in economic support of children. 
Thus mothers who deny access to fathers because of violence against them, or  
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threats of violence, are deemed to be unreasonable (Clarke et al 2007). Though the 
violence and threats become a potent subtext for all aspects of familial relations, 
they lack relevance in the legal proceedings for child support. 
 
Rough summary justice with thin and uneven investigation and fact finding is 
today being mediated and revised by the application of simple notions of equality, 
independence and reasonableness – gender somethings – that are as much 
ideological markers of Caribbean modernity as they are pragmatic devices for 
administering justice in the under-resourced, less prestigious summary courts. 
These new tools do not dislocate the gender premises of a long established legal 
framework; indeed, they obscure them and underline women’s social and 
economic vulnerability. Summary adjudication in child support with the 
application of gender somethings often continues to centre men, albeit in 
proceedings started mostly by women, and renders the extent of their financial and 
physical care and the risk and experience of intimate partner violence mostly 
imperceptible.  
 
A New Legal Status: The Cohabitant-Carer 
 
Law reform dealing with family property and money over the last two decades has 
created a new status, that of the cohabitant-carer. In 1998, the Trinidad and Tobago 
Cohabitational Relationships Act (1998) (hereafter CRA) was enacted. The law 
gives courts the power to grant orders for maintenance and to adjust the property 
of “cohabitants”, persons who have lived with another of the opposite sex as 
husband and wife on a bona fide domestic basis (section 2). The CRA 1998 
introduces a separate regime for property and maintenance for cohabitants to that 
which exists for married persons under the Matrimonial Proceedings and Property 
Act (1972). Trinidad and Tobago was not the first Anglophone Caribbean country 
to acknowledge rights to property and support in the context of long term 
heterosexual intimate relationships. Barbados in its Family Law Act 1981 was the 
first country to do so for what it described as “unions other than marriage”. These 
were unions between a man and a woman living together continuously for at least 
five years (Barbados Family Law Act 1981, section 39). For over three decades in 
Barbados there has been complete congruence between the rights to property, 
maintenance and in relation to children of those in marriages and those in “unions 
other than marriage”. Guyana provided for property adjustment orders for those in 
long term heterosexual unions in its Married Persons (Property)(Amendment) Act 
1990. Since the passage of the CRA 1998, Belize in 2001 gave its courts the power 
to grant maintenance and property adjustment orders to “common law spouses”, 
similar to those formally married (Belize Supreme Court Judicature (Amendment) 
Act 2001). Jamaica in 2004 and 2005 modernised its property and maintenance 
laws and expanded the definition of spouse to include a single man and a single 
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woman living together in a relationship similar to marriage for at least five years 
(Jamaica Property (Rights of Spouses) Act 2004; Jamaica Maintenance Act 2005). 
It is not just the type of relief that is significant, but which courts have jurisdiction. 
Caribbean legislatures have extended the traditional jurisdiction of superior courts 
– Caribbean High Courts and Supreme Courts – in matrimonial causes to these 
new statutory regimes that give certain unmarried couples rights to property 
adjustment and income orders. Unlike the rough summary proceedings described 
earlier, these courts undertake a far more meticulous and forensic examination of 
the circumstances of the relationship and the resources of the parties in the more 
dignified and private circumstances of the superior courts.  
 
At the same time that social legislation has given unmarried heterosexual couples 
more respectful and considered attention by and status in superior courts, family 
laws in general are more closely attuned to assessing how past care should or 
should not be translated into property interests and financial entitlements in the 
context of nuclear families. Marriages are the traditional sphere in family law in 
which lawmakers and judges have been concerned with doing justice between men 
and women when the relationship ends. Caring work that has a marital basis has 
always given rise to claims for spousal support and/or property division. Many of 
the reforms to matrimonial property laws in the Caribbean in the 1970s and 1980s 
echoed the developments in the United Kingdom. In the last two decades, law 
reforms and judicial interpretation of existing laws have more explicitly identified 
gender equality as their goal. Contributions to the family in the Caribbean are 
sharply divided along gender lines with women still disproportionately performing 
tasks in the household (Andaiye 2003; Senior 1991). Saunders J.A. explained in 
2003 that it would be gender discrimination to not value equally the contributions 
of a homemaker to financial ones in making assessments about the distribution of 
matrimonial property (Stonich v Stonich 2003). Acknowledging the Caribbean 
reality of serious non-marital relationships, lawmakers have extended their 
attention to these unions. During the parliamentary debates on the CRA in Trinidad 
and Tobago, a lawmaker explained that without some legal regulation of these 
relationships “imbalance and inequities” are produced (Persad-Bissessar, Trinidad 
and Tobago House of Representatives Hansard 1998, 474). 
 
The enlarged importance given to caring work in determining property and 
financial orders as a dimension of gender equality, combined with the extension of 
this type of relief to certain unmarried couples has repositioned the legal status of 
some unmarried carers. Nowhere is this more evident than in Trinidad and Tobago. 
Under the CRA 1998, those who have been cohabitants for at least five years are 
entitled to apply for property adjustment and maintenance orders. Under the 
Trinidad and Tobago law there are two other ways cohabitants can qualify to apply 
for relief. Cohabitants who had very brief periods of living together qualify if they 
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have a child in common or made substantial contributions to the relationship, 
which includes a “contribution made in the capacity of homemaker or parent to the  
welfare of the family” (CRA section 7(c)). These two additional bases for 
qualifying for relief dramatically shift the focus from cohabitation per se to the 
exchange of services and resources in the relationship and the presence of children. 
 
These new family laws like the CRA bring mostly unmarried women into legal 
legibility as rights-holders who enjoy ready access to legal determinations of their 
rights by superior court judges by virtue of their partnerships, whether described 
as a “cohabitational relationship”, a “union other than marriage”, a “common law 
spouse” or a de facto “spouse”. The older child support laws recognised single 
caregiver-mothers as having standing to seek some compensation for the 
disproportionate burden of child care they carried. These recent laws refocus the 
locus of caring work in heterosexual conjugality, from which flows caring for 
children. 
 
Care as The Essence of Serious Intimacy 
 
Some “modern” family law statutes limit the role of judges through clear rules. For 
example, Jamaica’s Property Rights of Spouses Act 2004 establishes a rule that the 
family home of “spouses” should be split 50/50 between them on the breakdown 
of the relationship.  This is “a mixture of legislative prescription with the scope for 
the exercise of judicial discretion added on” (Graham v Graham 2008, [17]) since 
the court has discretion to vary this rule in limited cases. The 2004 Jamaican law 
was over two decades in the making. Morrison JA notes that the only “legislative 
predecessor” to this Act was the Married Women’s Property Act 1887 which 
removed legal disabilities on property ownership for married women (Brown v 
Brown 2010, 19]). In 1977, the Jamaica Family Law Committee, chaired by a 
prominent judge, Ira Rowe J, pointed out deficiencies in matrimonial property law 
to the extent that it “recognises only money contribution to the acquisition of 
property and ignores the contribution made by a wife in the performance of her 
role as a mother and a homemaker” (Jamaica Family Law Committee, 1977, 6). 
That Committee issued a final report in 1990 but legislation took another decade 
to materialise. By the time the bill was laid, the agenda had broadened from 
matrimonial property to include “the social reality of men and women living 
together in common law unions” (Memorandum of Objects and Reasons, Jamaica 
Property Rights of Spouses Bill 1999). In all likelihood, the public debate about 
the cause celebre Stoeckert v Geddes (1999) contributed to this move (Robinson 
2001, 299). This case was brought by businesswoman and German immigrant, 
Helga Stoeckert against the wealthy upper class Jamaican businessman Paul 
Geddes, claiming an interest in his property after he unceremoniously ended their  
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nearly three decade intimate non-marital relationship (Stoeckert v Geddes 1999). 
Though atypical of long term heterosexual cohabitation in Jamaica, in terms of 
class and race, this case captured the public imagination.  
 
By contrast the CRA 1998 confers broad discretion on judges to determine who 
qualifies for relief and what property they are entitled to. When lawmakers adopt 
open-ended language in legislation and give to judges wide discretion to find the 
“optimal outcome” (Dewar 1998, 470), judges often resort to common sense 
understandings in resolving cases. Mindie Lazarus-Black confirms that where 
judges enjoy greater discretionary power in interpreting the law, they exercise that 
freedom “to stretch laws in accordance with changing mores and custom” (1994, 
190). Superior court judges use written judgments interpreting the legislation – the 
noble mantle of secondary (common) lawmaking by judges – to further develop 
the law. These written judgments theorising intimacy add to the legitimacy and 
respectability of the new unmarried rights-holders. As seen earlier, magistrates in 
child support proceedings work through and articulate broad notions of 
independence, equality and reasonableness as “modern” Caribbean values. So do 
the superior court judges, with a different slant. They see the law and their role as 
judges as addressing the dependency and inequalities that arise from and are 
buttressed within intimate relationships. Independence and equality are not factual 
assumptions about the status of men and women; they are to be the outcomes of 
legal decision making. These judges parse out more refined expressions of the 
emerging values found in the new law using legal resources very available to 
superior courts:  arguments presented by lawyers, including feminist lawyers who 
had lobbied for the legislation, and cases from other Commonwealth jurisdictions 
that had already tackled similar issues. “Care” becomes the motif and common 
sense symbol that anchors their interpretation of the law. 
 
As Caribbean family property laws expanded to cover non-marital unions, judges 
have adopted pragmatic, common sense approaches to what “living together” 
means in the Caribbean. They associate it concretely with “care” and more closely 
identify and delineate the essence of serious intimacy or living together as “looking 
after” another person.3  “Cohabitant” defined as “living together on a bona fide 
domestic basis” in the CRA 1998 is interpreted by judges to “accord with common 
sense” and eschewing “moral judgment” (Mohammed v Albert 2006, [25]). In 
Mohammed v Albert (2006) the Court of Appeal concluded that Ms. Albert and 
Mr. Mohammed were in law “cohabitants” despite his marriage to someone else 
with whom he shared a household. The test was whether they shared “society, 
support and protection” – the “hallmarks of domesticity” ([24]). In this case the 
couple had a longstanding intimate relationship and had three children together 
and shared financial and family responsibilities together. They did not share a 
household exclusively but their mutual commitment, caring work and financial 
support for the family established them as cohabitants. Warner J.A. in the Court of 
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Appeal skilfully avoided dismissing this as a “casual” or “visiting” relationship by 
turning to the shared responsibilities and caring work performed in this 
relationship. 
 
In another case “steeped in Trinidad bachannal,” the relationship began when the 
woman was 18 years old and the man 46 (Boodoo v King 2007, [3]). With the 
knowledge of the older man who was infertile, she started a relationship with a 
married man, with whom she had a child while the older man was alive and another 
after he died. The children of the deceased claimed that she did not qualify as a 
cohabitant, who was living together with the man as husband and wife. The judge 
rejected that, observing that “they saw after each other out of love” ([3]). In the 
case of Re Mason (2005) the question arose to whether an alcoholic man was still 
“living together” with the applicant in the two years before he died, or had the 
relationship ceased to constitute this since the parties were no longer having sex 
and the union towards the end was “not near utopian in nature” ([11]). The court 
accepted that she “saw after his needs” during periods of illness and prepared meals 
for him, even if he did not always eat them because he was more concerned with a 
drink than food ([6]). Love and sex were not beside the point, though even where 
they had waned and caring work remained, so did the cohabitational relationship 
in law. “Looking after” or intimate care involves physical, emotional and financial 
dimensions and is recognisably gendered. In Heron-Muir (2005) a Jamaican 
divorce case, Sykes J. agreed that the wife had “looked after [her husband] good” 
([11]). This connoted “more than just ordinary kindness and generosity. In the 
context of male/female romantic relationships, it includes doing things that flow 
more out of love and affection than duty” ([11]). In this case, it included preparing 
meals, notably for breakfast “good hot food. No cereal - green banana”, 
supervising the domestic worker in the house and seeing to it her husband was 
“well put together” ([11]). 
 
Rather than financial contributions being separated from caring work, Trinidad and 
Tobago judges accept that the two often operate together; money is an element of 
care. Financial contributions are identified as inextricably linked to physical and 
emotional care, especially for women. In a case decided under the CRA 1998, the 
judge detailed how the woman used her earnings and other income for the benefit 
of the family while undertaking household responsibilities (Valadare v Gill 2009). 
The woman was the main breadwinner, purchased the food, prepared meals, did 
laundering of clothes and other household activities, bought household appliances, 
and helped to prepare the townhouse for rental. Care has included taking care of 
the extended family and elder relatives (Evans v Keller 2007); the contribution to 
the family business, even if financial control is held by one (ibid.). For men, 
“looking after” or “taking care of” is still strongly associated with the provision of 
money that facilitates another performing tasks related to the family or household, 
such as paying the person who does domestic work or providing financial support 
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so the woman could devote herself to the welfare of the child (Blacks v Douglas 
2006). Nonetheless, judges are acknowledging that housework and care for 
children are provided by men (Delzine v Stowe 2002).  
 
Counting Care and Carelessness 
 
Superior judges use the interpretation of contemporary laws like the CRA 1998 to 
further develop notions of Caribbean “modernity” through a close reading of what 
caring work costs the giver and contributes to families, as well as identifying the 
implications of lack of care by one intimate partner for the family. Unlike the 
magistrates who found themselves unofficially “updating” colonial legal 
principles, these superior court judges use the more secure foundation of current 
legislation giving them quite wide discretion it gives to make orders that are “just”. 
Caring work gets applicants through the courtroom door, qualifying them to apply 
for relief, and then it helps determine what they are entitled to as courts translate it 
into orders dealings with property and money.  
 
The CRA 1998 requires the court to make “such order as is just and equitable”, 
having regard to the parties financial resources and their contributions, financial 
and otherwise (section 10). In assessing financial resources, the courts include the 
cost of carrying the burden of care. In Mohammed v Albert, this burden was “of 
major significance” in determining the resources of a woman who has custody of 
the couple’s 11-year-old child. Since the woman had to nurture and house her 
daughter for some time, the court concluded that her “financial resources w[ould], 
of necessity, be reduced” (Mohammed v Albert 2006). Caring work is more directly 
considered in determining contributions made by the parties since the CRA 
provides for “any other contributions, including any contribution made in the 
capacity of homemaker or parent, made by either of the cohabitants to the welfare 
of the family” to be taken into account (CRA, section 10(1)(b)). The 
“homemaker/parent” contribution has been defined by the Court of Appeal to 
include housekeeping and taking care of household responsibilities as well as 
“providing the necessary support to maintain the family as a stable unit” 
(Mohammed v Albert 2006, [37]) In counting care, Trinidad and Tobago judges 
emphasise that non-financial contributions are not to be seen as inferior ones 
(Hutchinson v Gaskin 2007). 
 
Furthermore, in making orders that are “just and equitable”, judges assess the 
context in which the contributions were made. In doing so, they again consider 
care-giving. In one case, they looked at the length and stability of the relationship, 
the tender age at which the woman became involved – at age sixteen, his promises 
to marry her, the opportunities she lost as a result of the relationship, that there 
were two minor children, her future housing needs and that of the children (Evans 
v Keller 2007). In weighing the evidence about the contributions made by the 
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parties, Gobin J. considered the gendered relations of power in this union. She 
noted the threats of violence and abuse towards the end of the relationship, that the 
male partner was full of “contempt” for the applicant and refused to acknowledge 
her contribution to the relationship. She observed that this could be explained in 
part by the fact that he was “used to being in control of the relationship and his 
family” and resented the fact that the applicant brought proceedings against him 
(ibid [9]). In this case, the subtext of threats, abuse and control provided a 
framework for assessing the evidence presented by both parties in the case and 
evaluating the care they provided during the relationship. 
 
The court’s power to grant maintenance under the CRA 1998 is strongly aligned 
to the past and present burden of caring work. Maintenance is not a right for 
cohabitants in Trinidad and Tobago and, to the extent that the courts can award 
maintenance, it is for a maximum period of three years (CRA sections 14, 19). 
Maintenance can be granted where a cohabitant is unable to support herself or 
himself adequately because she or he has the care and control of a child under the 
age of twelve or a child who is physically or mentally challenged (section 
15(1)(a)). Alternatively, the court can grant maintenance where the cohabitant’s 
earning capacity has been adversely affected by the circumstances of the 
relationship and the court forms the view that maintenance would allow the 
applicant to undertake further education or training (section 15(1)(b)).     
 
Marital misconduct was the main axis on which many family law obligations 
turned in the Caribbean during most of the twentieth century. Divorces were 
granted only if it could be established that a matrimonial offence like cruelty, 
adultery or desertion had occurred. The right of wives to maintenance was 
triggered only if she had good reason to wish to live separately from her husband 
and was not herself guilty of any marital misconduct. Since the 1970s, there has 
been a move away from fault as the basis of family law. Most Anglophone 
Caribbean countries have introduced one ground for divorce – the irretrievable 
breakdown of marriage – though only a handful have a fully no fault system for 
divorce. In addition, many countries are moving towards reducing or removing the 
role misconduct plays in awards of maintenance.  
 
Like most modern legislation, the CRA 1998 makes no reference to misconduct as 
a relevant consideration in deciding on property adjustment or maintenance orders. 
Still Warner J.A. interpreted the law broadly to regard domestic violence as 
relevant to “contributions” made by the parties (Mohammed v Albert 2006, [38]). 
She observed that during periods of domestic violence in the relationship, the 
woman may have to make the greater part of the homemaking and parental 
contribution and she also viewed the violence as impacting negatively on the 
abuser’s contribution as a parent (ibid.). Domestic violence is the one instance in 
which Caribbean family law has given misconduct unparalleled significance in the 
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last three decades. Laws giving magistrates the power to grant protection and 
occupation orders to family members exist throughout the Anglophone Caribbean, 
and their enactment is a sign of a shift in the cultural tolerance for the violence. 
 
Men providing inadequate financial support to their family is also conduct deemed 
to be an act of carelessness. In Mohammed v Albert, the parties contributed equally 
in terms of money but she contributed more as a homemaker and in meeting the 
gap caused by his reduced financial contribution. She was awarded an 80% share 
of the family home. Since he was the primary income earner and was expected to 
contribute more to the family (Mohammed v Albert 2006, [16]). In another case, 
the judge disapproved of the man’s “hoarding” of the proceeds his separation 
package and found it “alarming that he showed no remorse” (La Fon v Velasquez 
2008, [29]). The financial carelessness of a man who is “looked after” by the 
woman trumps her infidelity. In Boodoo v King (2007), the judge transferred the 
house inherited by the deceased to his surviving partner, at the expense of his two 
children who he did not have a close relationship with, though he left the house to 
in his will. The judge pointed out that the surviving partner had “spent the majority 
of her fruitful years in a relationship with the deceased” and had “invested all she 
ha[d] in the household” ([23]). She cooked, washed and cleaned for him, 
supervised and funded house repairs, financed his replacement taxi, kept him living 
at a certain standard despite his gambling away his savings. With two children, 
aged 37 and now employed as a secretary, the judge concluded that her chances of 
improving her financial position were slim.  
 
The regard these Trinidad and Tobago cases show for care-less conduct, as a 
negative contribution to family life, reflects both entrenched and changing notions 
of what is appropriate behaviour for men and women. The calculations of caring 
work and determinations of carelessness allude to gendered ideals of masculinity 
and femininity – that men must provide financially and women are natural 
caretakers. Yet they also confront continuing gender inequalities in intimate 
relationships and recognise the role many women play in meeting the shortfall in 
financial contributions by men to families.  
 
Conclusion 
 
I have described summary courts dealing with child support as spaces in which 
some care-givers demand respect and that account be taken of their caring work, 
and how these very legal processes can disempower them and demean the care 
they give. Thin notions of gender equality in some proceedings have become legal 
imperatives in the same spaces where feminist theorising of the gendered burden 
of care and gendered valuing of care are dismissed by judicial officers, reinforcing 
that “double entanglement” for feminism which has become a form of “common 
sense” that is considered while also being a logic readily dismissed (McRobbie 
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2004, 255-6). By contrast, I have identified a positive trend in the superior courts 
of Trinidad and Tobago in interpreting the relatively new CRA 1998 to publicly 
recognise caring work as the interface between emotion, physical labour and 
resources in “looking after”. The translation by these courts of past care and future 
vulnerability into property interests that admit that men and women do all of the 
above but often in gendered ways, to different degrees, with different risks and 
with different implications for their futures and they rarely warrant being treated 
exactly the same is a valuable way of understanding gender equality.  The law has 
kept the script that reproductive work is a private responsibility but by regulating 
property distribution and maintenance at the termination of the relationships and 
putting a value on care given during the relationships, we can see public/private, 
extra-legal/legal boundaries being shifted. 
 
As favourable as this nascent development is, it legitimises a treacherous 
hierarchy. Unmarried heterosexual persons involved in more stable unions gain the 
right to convert their past care of children and families into access to superior 
courts and property entitlements or continued “spousal” support. Laws like the 
CRA open up through dependency and care-work new possibilities for acts of 
dignified citizenship and the enforcement of rights, demonstrating that dependency 
and citizenship are not always or entirely at odds. The new laws and their 
interpretation honour serious heterosexual relationships as valuable to the nation. 
Caring work done against the backdrop of relationships that have no legal 
acceptance is still indecipherable. 
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Studies of violence against women in intimate heterosexual 
relationships have consistently pointed to a tendency by men to 
minimise the frequency and severity of their abuse.  While men often 
engage a number of strategies in the process of accounting for intimate 
partner violence (IPV), this article explores their tendency to minimise, 
attenuate and engage in (strategic) silences in these narratives.  A 
combination of narrative and discourse analysis techniques is applied to 
data emerging from qualitative in-depth interviews with 32 Barbadian 
and Vincentian men on their use of violence against a female partner. 
Whether men are responding to a public loathing of violence, managing 
the public selves produced in interviews or performing masculinity, a 
focus on how men story violence provides a critical space from which 
to create IPV interventions. 
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1  The phrase is borrowed from the Rebecca E. Dobash, Russell P. Dobash, Kate 
Cavanagh and Ruth Lewis, discussion of how men continue the process of doing violence 
as they fail to account for their actions with agency officials.  See their discussion in 
Changing Violent Men. Thousand Oaks: Sage Publications, 2000. 
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Introduction 
          
A consistent observation in studies of intimate partner violence (IPV) in 
heterosexual relationships is men’s tendency to minimise the frequency and 
severity with which they perpetrate these harms against women (Dobash, 
Dobash, Cavanagh and Lewis 2000; Sukhu 2012; Corbally 2014; Salazar and 
Öhman 2015; DeShong 2011 and forthcoming).  In storying violence to courts, in 
research interviews, or even to agency officials, men externalise, excuse, 
minimise, silence, deflect responsibility and generally distance themselves from 
their actions. Whether this has to do with men’s knowledge of an (official) public 
loathing of violence against women as a failure of dominant versions of 
masculinity or part of men’s attempts to manage how they are interpolated by 
others within broader social processes, these narratives have serious implications 
for the possibility of intervening with men for change. These responses must also 
be read against the operation of structural inequalities which sustain IPV. My 
interest in men’s silence and minimisation is guided by a larger question on the 
significance of studying how men tell their stories of violent events.  Since the 
incarceration of men who are violent toward women is rare, talk, according to 
Jeff Hearn (1998, 60), is “the main medium of agency intervention with men; 
accordingly, it is necessary to ask how men ‘talk violence’.”   
 
In her work on men’s narratives of violence, Jamie L. Mullaney (2007, 222) 
argues that “accounts so poignantly reflect individuals’ understandings and 
negotiations of themselves and others as social actors.”  In this paper, I explore, 
in particular, men’s silences on the violence they perpetrate against women, as 
well as the meanings of men’s tendency to minimise, attenuate, forget and/or 
trivialise their use of specific acts of violence. I draw on accounts produced 
during interviews with Barbadian and Vincentian men. Applying techniques 
developed within narrative and discourse analysis, a number of concerns are 
addressed: 1. What effects are created from the telling of men’s stories in these 
specific ways? 2. How do these strategies for narrating violence inscribe 
particular arrangements of power?  3. How might we explain men’s silences and 
minimisations?  The implications of men’s talk on violence, whether strategic or 
unintended, will be assessed for what they might mean for addressing IPV in 
heterosexual relationships.  
 
Articulations of Self and Representing Violence in Accounts by Men 
 
Talk about violence is indeed a site in which men continue to perform 
masculinity (Hearn 1998; Anderson and Umberson 2001; Mullaney 2007). In 
earlier research from the UK on men’s violence against known women, Jeff 
Hearn (1998, 213) proposed that 
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The doing of men’s talk is just one more aspect of the social construction  
of men and masculinities. It is not a separate activity that needs to be 
read off and interpreted from prior social constructions of the way men 
have been ‘brought up’ or the way masculinities have been ‘formed’. 
Men’s talk about violence is not an effect of the past, it is men doing 
masculinities themselves in the present.  
 

Hearn’s insight signals the value of examining not only the content of men’s talk, 
but also the possible motives, effects and structure of these accounts.  In other 
words, what specific strategies do men employ as they account for their use of 
violence? The proposition of men’s talk as performative of masculinity – an 
instantiation of men’s gendered selves – elevates the significance of talk beyond 
that which provides a window into the what of men’s violence. Instead, a focus 
on the arrangement, structure and meanings of men’s narratives – a focus on how 
men story violence – provide a far more generative space from which to make 
use of men’s accounts.  
 
Qualitative research based on interviews with men have consistently shown that 
placing responsibility elsewhere “allows men to escape the process of addressing 
the nature of their violent behaviour, its harmful consequences for others, and 
their responsibility for choosing to use such behaviour” (Cavanagh, Dobash, 
Dobash and Lewis 2000, 36; Also see Cavanagh, Dobash, Dobash and Lewis 
2001; Anderson and Umberson 2001; Sukhu 2012; DeShong 2018).  This issue is 
made visible by Cavanagh, Dobash, Dobash and Lewis (2000, 36) in research 
which evaluates state sponsored programmes for male perpetrators of IPV.  They 
conclude that “this will to forget, this selective inattention, is an integral part of 
the continuation of violence (as are minimisations and blaming others) and must 
therefore be addressed in any serious attempt to eliminate it.”  In other words, 
silence functions as a mechanism of violence that inhibits meaningful change by 
men as they continually avoid naming and claiming responsibility for their 
actions. 
 
Furthermore, there is no singular way in which men narrate their accounts in the 
interviews and the narratives produced in a single interview are by no means 
monolithic.  While in this paper, I focus on attenuations and silences in men’s 
talk, it is important to mention that men employ a variety of strategies as they 
report on their actions.  Elsewhere, I have shown how men use their accounts to 
present their violence as effective, decisive and as achieving tangible outcomes, 
albeit in attempts to subdue, discipline and exercise control (DeShong 2018).  It 
would appear that such accounts of violence run counter to the tendency by these 
and other men to mitigate the effects of their abuse.  I found that in a single 
interview participants, particularly men, can move between providing rather  
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expansive accounts of specific violent acts to remaining completely silent on 
others (DeShong 2011, 2015 and 2018).  However, the motives for these diverse  
(re)presentations by men coalesce around three main areas, I would argue: 
managing articulations of self in the interview, the social relations of the 
interview, and men’s assumptions about the possible reactions to their use of 
violence (DeShong 2013). The meanings of men’s tendency to attenuate and 
minimise the frequency and severity of their violence, as well as men’s silences, 
is the focus of this article. 
 
Methodological Note 
 
Two sets of interviews conducted with men from Barbados and St. Vincent and 
the Grenadines (SVG) are examined. In Barbados, I interviewed 17 men as part 
of a research for a Master’s thesis on men and violence, which was completed in 
2006. The 15 men interviewed for the second study was part of my doctoral 
research in which both women (19) and men were interviewed about intimate 
partner violence in SVG. This study was completed in 2010. Coming out of this 
and other related research on gender-based violence (GBV), I have examined 
sexuality and sexual violence against women as a feature of IPV (DeShong 
2011), the debilitating effects of enduring love discourses produced by women 
about violence (DeShong 2014), the regulation of women’s space for action in 
violent relationships (DeShong 2015), and more recently, state, activists and 
media explanations of gender-based violence (DeShong and Haynes 2016; 
Haynes and DeShong 2017). Over the course of doing this research, I have 
analysed interviews by 32 men who perpetrate violence and have observed that 
persons (men in particular) strategise to present coherent and essentially non-
violent selves (DeShong 2018) as part of the process of impression management 
(DeShong 2013) and producing masculinity. In this article, I centre the meanings 
of men’s tendency to silence, minimise and/or attenuate violence; with specific 
emphasis on the work done when men tell their stories in these specific ways.  
 
This analysis is guided by a feminist reflexive approach to research (DeShong 
2013) which accounts for the co-construction of narratives in the interview, as 
well as how both researchers and participants are implicated in generating 
knowledge about IPV. This was certainly the case in the interviews with men in 
both studies. The production of data in this, and similar qualitative studies, is 
highly contingent on the social relations of the research process and, specifically, 
the interview (Best 2003; DeShong 2013). In other words, the process by which 
data is derived, analysed and re-presented is highly contingent on the social 
location of participants and researchers, and is always implicated in the 
knowledge generated in research. Men often moved between providing quite 
expansive accounts about their motives for violence and abbreviating the use of  
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specific violent acts. In an earlier paper, I discuss how working with interview 
data requires a keen awareness of the ways in which various axes of power are 
always present and must be reckoned with throughout the research process 
(DeShong 2013). For women interviewing men, gender often functions as a key 
axis of power and does indeed shape the knowledge generated (Arendell 1997). 
However, even for women interviewing men, it is equally important to 
acknowledge that gender does not operate away from other social relations of 
power. Notwithstanding the need to probe most men about their use of specific 
acts of violence, my status as researcher offered a degree of legitimacy which 
meant that participants were generally willing to share their stories.  
 
Pseudonyms are used to document the age, race and occupation of men in 
Figures 1 and 2 below: 
 
Figure 1 – 17 Barbadian Men Interviewed 

NAME AGE 
(in 

Years)  

ETHNI-
CITY 

OCCUPATION 

Brian  18 Black Drug Dealer  
Nigel  27 Black Incarcerated 
Ryan 27 Black Barber  
Earl 33 Black Construction Worker 

Leroy 42 Black Incarcerated 
Carl 46 Black Incarcerated 
Tom 48 Black Incarcerated 
Roy 48 Black Incarcerated 
Greg 42 Black General Worker 

Michael  51 Black Incarcerated 
Peter 54 Black Incarcerated 
Alan 55 Mixed Incarcerated 

Trevor 56 Black Retired Bus driver 
Gerald  56 Black Teacher 
John 59 Black Incarcerated 

Raymond 66 Back Retired Bus Driver 
Vaughan 76 Black Retired Carpenter 
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Figure 2 – 15 Vincentian Men Interviewed 
 

NAME AGE 
(in 

Years)  

ETHNI-CITY OCCUPATION 

Bruce  40 Mixed (Black 
& Kalinago 

Driver 

Floyd   33 Black Contractor 
Lenny 40 Black Mason 
Ben 40 Black Incarcerated 
Scott 39 Black Farmer 
Lance 53 Black Incarcerated 

Andrew 25 Black Steel Bender 
Gary 36 Black Mechanic 

Dwight 43 Black Self-Employed 
Lionel  30 Black Construction Worker  
Brent 49 Black Mechanic – Self-Employed 
Randy 28 Mixed Self-Employed 
Roger 35 Mixed 

(Black& East 
Indian) 

Mechanic 

Colin 34 Black Incarcerated 
Ricky 24 Black Carpenter 

 
Occupations for men who are incarcerated for violent crimes against an intimate 
partner are omitted from the tables to ensure anonymity, since several of these 
cases were reported in news media in both countries. Men were recruited from 
the Her Majesty’s Prison Dodds in Barbados, the Barbados Social Welfare 
Department, the Family Court in SVG, SVG Family Services Department, Her 
Majesty’s Prison in SVG, and one Community Police Station in SVG. 
 
Data Analysis 
 
The focus for the analysis is on oral narratives of personal experience.  In 
particular, how men erect and arrange their stories of violence, the effect of such 
arrangements and the socio-cultural meanings embedded in the talk produced.  A 
combination of techniques from narrative and discourse analysis was applied to 
examine men’s accounts. Depending on the field of study, narratives can refer to 
someone’s entire life story as articulated in interviews, documents or 
observations; it may signify topic specific stories based on characters, setting and 
plot; and narratives could also refer to long sections of talk or extended accounts 
that emerge in single or multiple interviews (Riessman 2003).  When used as  
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social data, Catherine Kohler Riessman (2003) suggests that narratives require 
interpretations as they do not speak for themselves; they refract, rather than 
mirror the past. 
 
Narrative analysis can be operationalised on a variety of levels.  Taking my lead 
from Riessman’s discussion, I summarise the techniques involved in conducting 
narrative analysis below: 
 

1. Thematic narrative analysis emphasises what is being told, rather than 
how stories are narrated. 

2. In structural narrative analysis the focus is on how the story is told, but 
will invariably involve some discussions of the themes which emerge. 

3. The dialogic context in which narratives are produced is the central 
feature of interactional narrative analysis. The emphasis here is on the 
co-construction of talk between the researcher and the research 
participant. The structural and thematic analysis may feature in this 
approach as well, but the central focus is on the dialogic production of 
the stories. 

4. Performative narrative analysis is concerned with “how narrators want to 
be known, and precisely how they involve the audience in ‘doing’ their 
identities. The approach invites study of how audiences are implicated in 
the art of narrative performance” (Riessman 2003, 5). 
 

The approach to narrative analysis that was used takes into account how talk is 
organised, the dialogic production of narratives, and the actions that are being 
performed as these stories are created.  In many ways these approaches share 
much in common with the techniques performed when completing versions of 
discourse analysis, except the techniques mobilised from discourse analysis 
privilege a focus on the cultural assumptions embedded in speech.  In other 
words, the analysis moves between a focus of the narrative structuring of 
accounts, and the identification and interpretation of the discourses mobilised by 
men in the telling of their stories. 
 
Attenuations/ ‘Problems of Recall’ 
 
Nigel, a 27-year-old, was with his partner for two years at the time of the incident 
for which he was subsequently incarcerated. In this first example, he claims to 
have difficulty recollecting the violence he perpetrated against his ex-partner: 
 

Ah, the most I saw the girl or remembered anything that happened was 
when I saw her in the court because, ahm, I was under the influence of 
alcohol at that time.  She gave me, I went to her, over to the house and  
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she gave me some alcohol to drink and it like, it was too much, too  
strong or something.  I never really, the only time I saw her condition 
was when she came to the court.  That was when I saw her.  (Nigel) 

 
Nigel’s claim of experiencing amnesia is made on the grounds that he was 
intoxicated.  Further to this, he implicates his partner, whom he violently 
attacked, as the person responsible for his intoxication.  Records of the Supreme 
Court of Judicature, Court of Appeal, Barbados show that the victim received 
multiple stab and serious wounds about her body, had to be hospitalised and was 
immobilised for an extended period. Although in the interview he indicates 
having no memory of the entire incident, he gave a statement to the police in 
which he admitted that he stabbed her because of the lies and cheating.  In his 
statement to law enforcement, he admits that he pulled a knife and started to stab 
her in the stomach. He also reported that he lost control, pursued her several 
times, but that he could not remember anything else.  Though claims of amnesia 
were made to the police, he does in fact provide them with details about specific 
acts he perpetrated and goes on to justify his violence.  Records indicate a vicious 
attack on his partner who managed to survive.2 
 
What accounts for Nigel’s memory loss in the interview with me? Why am I told 
about the alcohol, rather than the lies and cheating as he narrates his story?  One 
of the ways in which men deflect blame away from themselves is by making 
claims of becoming someone or something else (DeShong 2018).  In these 
disarticulations from self, men discursively distinguish between their core being 
and ‘disembodied’ acts of violence. In Nigel’s reckoning of events the 
disembodiment or out of body experience is linked to his so-called intoxication.  
Women often rationalise men’s use of violence in similar ways.  Evidence, from 
my own research and that of others, suggest that women too, construct separate 
selves for men who abuse them, often as a coping mechanism. Transforming 
‘men’ into ‘monsters’ – creating separate selves for men and thus rendering IPV 
un-human – is one of the strategies devised to mitigate its effects by both women 
and men. 
 
It is also necessary to consider how experience within the criminal justice system 
shapes the telling and retelling of some men’s stories. Men incarcerated for 
crimes involving IPV will have storied their violence several times prior to their 
interviews with me. If we consider men’s general tendency to attenuate their  
 

                                                 
2  These details were gathered from the records of the Supreme Court of Barbados.  
However, to protect the identity of the participants of this study this information will not 
be cited in full, nor would the records appear in the bibliography.  The same will apply to 
the other participants for whom similar records were used. 
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accounts, how incarcerated men tell their stories must be read in the context their  
attempts to navigate the criminal justice system. By narrating his story in this 
way, Nigel’s deflects blame away from himself, and inadvertently onto his  
 
partner, who is alleged to have provided him with alcohol that was too strong.  
To the police it was his partner’s lies and cheating that was responsible for his 
loss of control.  The theme of women’s infidelity is among the most often cited in 
research with men as a rationale for their violence (Nemeth, Bonomi, Lee and 
Ludwin 2012; Baldry, Pagliaro and Porcaro 2013; Johnson, Manning, Giordano 
and Longmore 2015).  Patricia Mohammed (2004) reminds us that in society’s 
across time and space one of the recurring features of gender identity 
(particularly in relation to heterosexual relationships) is that men’s honour is 
centred on the virtue of women. The intended effect of rationalising his actions in 
this way is to shift responsibility for his violence.  He omits a fair amount of 
detail in an attempt to reduce the level of social rejection that he is liable to 
experience because of the heinous nature of the crime.  Also noteworthy is 
reference to his former partner as “the girl;” a move which simultaneously 
alienates and infantilises her.  
 
In the next example, Michael attenuates the severity of his violence as he 
describes what happened between him and his partner.  He explains that on the 
night of the violent incident a man passed by their home and asked for his 
partner: 
 

But I know the two of them work together at the same work place . . . 
She got up, nightgown on, went to the front house, went to the front 
door.  I went to lay back down . . . About five minutes later, I smell some 
perfume . . . I went and I see her putting on clothes, getting ready to go 
through de door.  I bar off the door.  I say ‘Denise where you going?’ 
She say ‘going partying.’  I say ‘no, no, no.  Don’t do that to me.  You 
have your children.  You going long and leaving me to babysit your 
children.’  I bar the door off.  By the time I bar the door off, she had 
pulled a knife . . . Because where she come from is supposed to be one of 
the bad areas.  And she pulled a knife and end up cutting me over the 
eye.  The hotness from de blood run into my eye.  She started letting go 
some slashes at me, so I grapbbled her hand, we struggled, and she end 
up getting stab with a knife that she had.  I never had a weapon.  She is 
the person that had the weapon . . . It end up that she fell on the ground.  
One of her children start to scream out.  I left the house to get to the 
phone boot to call, get the ambulance. (Michael) 
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In the above extract, Michael presents his partner as unconscionable. The details 
provided serve to justify his claim that she treated him unfairly.  Earlier in the 
interview, he indicated that the incident took place in the middle of the night.  On  
the surface, it appears as though Michael is simply narrating his version of 
events.  However, on closer scrutiny, his account is performative of conventional 
scripts based on sexual morality and respectability. Belinda Edmondson (2003, 3) 
reminds us that “desire for a publicly acknowledged ‘respectable’ femininity is 
both overtly and covertly tied to the desire for social mobility and political or 
economic advancement.” Although referring to how women’s public 
performances (particularly non-white women) in the Caribbean have been 
historically policed in service of a nationalist agenda, Edmondson’s analysis is 
instructive when applied here. She argues that a colonialist gendered binary 
ideology (one animated by race and class) overdetermines how women are 
interpolated into and public spaces. Indeed, Nigel mobilises a colonialist 
gendered logic that draws on notions of women’s work in relation to the family 
and norms associated with how women should traverse so-called public and 
private spaces to frame his decision to use violence.  
 
Colonialist gendered narratives (centred on respectability) are mobilised to 
justify Michael’s attempts to prevent his partner from leaving. His statement 
“nightgown on, went to the front house, went to the door” points to codes of 
etiquette that women, particular women in intimate heterosexual unions, are 
expected to maintain.   It is safe to suggest that had she been wearing regular 
clothing this particular detail would not have been given, but this detail was 
given to create a particular effect.  Michael suggests that it is inappropriate and 
emasculating for her to be going to receive a (male) visitor dressed in a 
nightgown.  
 
Michael simultaneously justifies and minimises his violence. In an attempt to 
render his accounting of events as credible, he presents his partner as violent and 
himself as nonviolent by reporting that she lived in “a bad area.” If viewed in this 
way, then his violence is justified as an act of self-defence.  He also claimed that 
her death was the result of a struggle which ensued between the two of them, and 
that she was stabbed in the process.  However, a summary of the court case 
reveals that his partner received several stab wounds, including one to her back.3  
Michael minimised his violence in order to present himself as rational, in control 
and nonviolent.  
 

                                                 
3  Similarly, these details were gathered from the records of the Supreme Court of 
Barbados, which will not be fully cited in order to maintain confidentiality. 
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Silencing Sexual Violence – ‘She Always Remember a Certain Thing That 
Happened’ 
 
Asymmetries of power are overtly expressed in women’s reports of sexual 
violence. Studies consistently show that women who have been physically 
abused are often subjected to sexual victimisation (Robinson 2004; Black et al. 
2011; DeShong 2011; WHO 2013).  Based on data analysed from the National 
Intimate Partner and Sexual Violence Survey from the US, Black et al. (2011) 
found that more than half (51.7%) of the women surveyed had been raped by an 
intimate partner. In fact, Tracy Robinson (2004) points to a high proportion of 
women survivors (80%) who seek refuge at the Shelter for Battered Women in 
Port of Spain, Trinidad and Tobago, also reporting rape by an intimate partner. It 
is important to note that there were virtually no admissions by men of 
committing acts of sexual violence against their partners. This is in contrast to 
women, who defined acts of sexual violence and rape perpetrated by an intimate 
partner.  
 
These omissions are conspicuous, deliberate and function as strategic silences in 
men’s accounts or non-accounting on their perpetration of sexual violence. In the 
following dialogue with Brent, a 49-year-old self-employed mechanic, he 
recounts or fails to recount a story of sexual violence he perpetrated against his 
partner. 
 

Int.:  Has there ever been a time when an argument between  the two 
 of you became violent? 
Brent:  Well she always remember a certain thing that happened,  you 
 know, because there was a certain time like when we used 
 to argue before and you come home and you want little sex 
 and she ain’t give me and she start to thing and a time when 
 she go through the back door.  She said that I fought her for sex 
 through the back door, and all thing, ahhhh, ok. She would 
 more remember that.  
 

In his reckoning of events, Brent discloses very little about the details of the 
violent acts he perpetrates against his partner.  Sexual violence is understood as a 
memory held by his partner and as a reaction to her refusal to have sex with him.  
Furthermore, his account points to a discourse on gendered arrangement of sex 
and sexuality in intimate unions.  Tracy Robinson (2013) reminds us that 
intimate relationships in the Anglophone Caribbean are codified in ways that 
reinforce hierarchies of race, gender and sexuality, producing patriarchal and 
heteronormative articulations of Caribbean families. Although Brent avoids  
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directly implicating himself as a perpetrator of sexual violence, his account 
reflects an expectation that his partner ought to satisfy his sexual desires, 
regardless of her own.  
 
Even in his strategic avoidance, social expectations and antiquated legal 
codifications on conjugal rights inhere in his narrative on sexual violence.  The 
legal framework for addressing rape and sexual violence in intimate relationships 
has centred, historically, on notions of conjugal rights. For example, the first 
attempts to introduce marital rape legislation in some Anglophone Caribbean 
countries served to reinforce the conditions under which rape was permissible 
and sanctioned under marriage. The principle of conjugal rights, founded on the 
notion that consent is irrevocable under marriage, explains why early and 
existing version of marital rape legislation outlined certain conditions under 
which the lesser the charge of sexual assault could be made. It should be noted 
that the charge under such legislation was not that of rape but of the 
aforementioned charge of sexual assault. Furthermore, early and existing marital 
rape include the requirement of a legal separation order or for couples to be 
physical separated for at least two years before any charge could be brought.  
These notions of conjugal rights often figure or are implicit in how men (and 
sometimes women) seek to justify men’s sexual violence in the context of 
intimate relationships (particularly in marital unions).  
 
In addition, by presenting the incident as existing in her memory rather than his, 
he essentially dissociates himself from the violence he perpetrated.  He neither 
makes a direct statement about his actions, nor does he use the first person in his 
re-presentation of events.  Instead he presents it as his partner’s recollection of 
what transpired “she said that I fought her for sex through the back door.”  The 
event is presented as a claim made by his partner.  It is up to the listener to 
determine whether or not this claim is valid.  The overall impact of his account is 
that it creates distance between Brent and the violence he perpetrates. 
 
Silence as a Device to Present Non-Violent Selves – “I Don’t Beat Women” 
 
In the next example Vaughan, a 76-year-old retired carpenter, describes his 
actions during what began as an argument with his partner. His wife had made an 
official complaint to the authorities and when it came before the court they were 
referred for counselling at the Welfare Department in Barbados. Vaughan was 
selected to be interviewed as he was identified as someone who had been court 
referred to the Welfare Department in Barbados for counselling because he was 
violent toward his partner. 
 

Int.: In terms of the conflict in the relationship, what happened that 
caused you to be violent toward her? 
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Vaughan: What [participant’s emphasis] violence? What, what, 
[participant’s emphasis] no violence. Things only come to words because 
I never hit my wife, only high words.  One time I just touch her with a 
book and she say that I hit her with the book.  But I don’t hit.  I don’t 
beat women.  I would talk from morning to night, but I never hit any 
women at all because God never put a woman and a man for a man to 
beat up a woman.  I dislike any man to beat any woman at all.  I   rather 
separate from her before me and she have a fight.  And that happened 
with her and that happened with my first wife. 

 
Vaughn declined to acknowledge his actions as violent. After posing a series of 
questions intended to encourage him to disclose his actions, I decided to ask him 
about violence directly.  Other men were not asked about violence in this 
straightforward manner because it was felt that such a question might be met 
with resentment.  However, Vaughan’s reaction suggests that men are conscious 
that violence against women is loathed in some spaces.   
 
Vaughn dismisses the question about his involvement in IPV as a non-issue, and 
trivialises his action by suggesting that all he did once was “touch her with a 
book and she say that I hit her with the book.”  The intention here is not to 
ascertain the veracity of his claims, but to determine how he presents these 
actions in the interview, by employing particular strategies in the telling of his 
story.  Furthermore, what are the intended effects of framing his actions in the 
way that he does? The act of “touching,” rather than “hitting” his wife with a 
book at a time when they were having an argument does not fall within the range 
of actions that he presents as violent. For Vaughan, acts of violence include 
“hitting” and “beating” a woman.  Reference to his religious commitment 
provides further support for an articulation of self that is essentially non-violent.  
Men sometimes invoke religion, in particular a higher being, in order to present 
themselves as credible speakers.  In this instance it should be read as unthinkable 
that a believer in the Christian faith should engage in so-called non-Christian 
acts.  This also allows Vaughn to foreclose on any further discussion about his 
violence.  It would appear that he subscribes to some notion of violence against 
women as unmanly, which in part explains his choice to trivialise, attenuate, 
minimise and ultimately remain silent on the violence he perpetrated.  
 
Externalising, Disembodying and Distancing Violence 
 
As previously suggested, men often present violence as a disembodied act or as 
that which is not a part of their everyday persona.  This can be observed in the 
various strategies men employ to place distance between themselves and the  
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violence they perpetrate.  In other words, men tended to externalise their use of  
violence. Brent, in the following, distinguishes between what he deems as 
extreme violence and lesser forms of violence: 
 

I really don’t want to fight.  I don’t want to fight because I realise there 
are times when I would’ve pushed her or something and she said ‘oh you 
want to’ and when you realise, or you would want to slap her and kick 
her and then would make love to her.  That would be a problem, you 
know, so we don’t reach those distance. (Brent). 
 

Brent makes a judgement about different degrees of violence.  In the interview, 
he denounces violence by describing the acts of “mak[ing] love” and perpetrating 
physical abuse as irreconcilable.  His rationale for avoiding violence appears to 
be that it is not a functional strategy for maintaining sexual access or sustaining 
romantic love. In fact, he describes the pursuit of both sets of practices, 
simultaneously, as “a problem.”  The juxtaposition of making love and violent 
acts such as slapping, kicking and pushing, has a persuasive effect.  It is intended 
to convince the listener of his reformation.  He also presents the acts of slapping 
and kicking as incongruent with love and intimacy. While he never admits to 
having perpetrated either of these acts, he suggests that in the past he “pushed her 
or something.”  Through the use of a number of evasive tactics such as 
incomplete utterances and a failure to name his violence, except where he admits 
that he may have pushed her, Brent avoids inserting himself into a narrative on 
men as batterers.  This tendency to categorise violence into degrees of 
seriousness is another way in which men removed themselves from the image of 
the batterer. 
 
Concluding Discussion 
 
Several strategies for ‘making sense’ of violence were employed in these 
accounts, with an overall effect of minimising, justifying, excusing, legitimising, 
externalising, condemning and silencing men’s violence in intimate relationships.  
Silence and attenuations, in particular, function in ways that impede possibilities 
for change in the lives of men who are violent in their intimate relationships. As 
Dobash, Dobash, Cavanagh and Lewis (2000) note, this tendency to avoid 
responsibility for violence functions to inhibit meaningful change among men 
who are often court mandated to participate in reformative programmes.  
 
In a review of an anti-violence intervention programme with men who have 
perpetrated IPV in Grenada, Jeremiah, Gamache and Hegamin-Younger (2013) 
recommended improved educational and economic opportunities as a means by 
which to sustain change among men. They identified men’s putative reduced 
educational and economic opportunities as risk factors for men’s violence. In  
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addition, they argue that women earning more than men in intimate relationships 
is a risk factor for men’s violence. Their recommendation of greater employment 
and educational opportunities for men as a panacea for ending men’s violence 
against women undermines their argument that institutionalised and historical 
unequal relations of power sustain IPV. I use this example to suggest that 
because a significant proportion of IPV cases go unreported, and because 
working class women and men (who are most likely to be less educated, and un- 
and under- employed) tend to be over represented in research with state agencies, 
recommendations to address class disparities among men, and between women 
and men, further obscure the problem of violence.  
 
Engaging/intervening with men who perpetrate IPV should invariably involve a 
keen focus on how they frame their accounts. The complex, institutionalised, 
historical and systemic relations of power which produce violence at the 
individual level must be acknowledge when working with men who continue to 
create narratives to excuse, externalise and deflect responsibility for the violence 
they perpetrate. Elsewhere, I have shown how men mobilise dominant notions of 
gender, race and class to frame their narratives of violence (DeShong 
forthcoming 2018). The focus on men’s silences, minimisations and attenuations, 
in this article, should be read as part of men’s strategic responses as they attempt 
to present non-violent, coherent selves. Approaches which seek to intervene with 
men must therefore engage the meanings of these self-presentation in a context of 
the broader structural inequalities which produce violence against women. This 
involves acknowledging that most men who enter batterer intervention 
programmes are court mandated, and often avoid responsibility for the violence 
they perpetrate. The focus on how these men story violence reveals men’s 
readiness and capacity for change, and as such is a necessary component of any 
perpetrator intervention programme.  
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Caribbean queerness has gained increased attention by activists working 
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Introduction 
 
The Anglophone Caribbean is touted as one of the worst places to be queer,1 and 
human rights defenders exaggerate instances of violence to evoke a sentiment of 
death for all queer people in the region. It is important to understand how the 
intersections of class, race, sex, gender, and location, among other things, influence 
queer people’s location within Caribbean nations, and here I argue that Canada’s 
framing of the region as dangerous for queers elides the creative and innovative 
ways that these communities actualise agency, in spaces that transgress dominant 
expectations about (hetero) sexuality. This framing also retains its imperialising 
power to ‘fix’ the region, by positioning Canada as a queer-friendly, post-
homophobic refuge. This essay takes as its object of analysis Toronto-based human 
rights projects as a starting point for thinking through the ways that those located 
outside the region frame queer Caribbean people as powerless and at risk. In my 
analysis I ask, what are the stakes of employing popular Canadian modes of 
organising for queers? And, how are the interventions of groups like the Canada 
HIV/AIDS Legal Network (hereinafter referred to as the Legal Network), and the 
Envisioning LGBT Human Rights (Envisioning) project counter-productive for 
the legacies of resistance and community building that characterise regional queer 
politics? I also address the problems of representation, visibility and domination 
that inhere in local and diaspora relationships, especially when Caribbean people 
living in the diaspora speak on behalf of the region through a discourse that fails 
to disrupt colonial relations of power and knowledge. I draw on the seminal 
theorisations of Caribbean scholars like Rinaldo Walcott and Amar Wahab, among 
others, to problematise current human rights trends to liberate Caribbean bullers.2  
                                                 
1  The term queer has been accepted in with caution in discourse on Caribbean gender and 
sexuality. However, I draw on Caribbean sexuality scholarship (Gill 2010; Tinsley 2008, 
2010; Wekker 2006) to name Caribbean people’s queerness, following Krystal Ghisyawan 
(2015), as practices imbued with radical potential to disrupt dominant heteronormativity. I 
therefore use the term ‘queer’ in this essay to emphasise the multiple transgressions that 
queer people engage in; and to suggest that the more popular acronyms like “LGBT” or 
“MSM” are insufficient references for queer Caribbean people’s experiences as they limit 
vast sexual and gender praxes to thee exclusive identity categories. 
2  Terms like buller, bullerman, battyman, and zami are typically uttered in the pejorative, 
are propelled by varying degrees of violence, and have been utilised by many to assert 
queer people’s Otherness to mobilise tropes of disease, discrimination and death that 
confront queers across the region. However, many queer Caribbean people have also 
reclaimed them as markers of endearment to embody their non-conformity, and negotiate 
and resist dominant gender and sexual hegemonies over time. In fact, scholarship on non-
Anglophone Caribbean sexualities (Agard-Jones 2013; Murray 2012; Allen 2011; Cabezas 
2009; Ramírez and Casper 1999; Padilla 2008) provides useful insight into how 
indigenous/queer naming practices trouble dominant hegemony typically imported from 
first world frameworks as incapable of accounting for the complexity of sexual and gender 
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In the following sections I provide an overview of the aforementioned Toronto-
based campaigns followed by a discussion of regional activism and the politics of 
rights talk to consider whose voices dominate narratives about queer realities in 
the Anglophone Caribbean. 
 
About The Organisations 
 
The Legal Network’s initiatives and the Envisioning project are two prominent 
human rights investments spearheaded by white Canadian lawyers, academics and 
activists based in Toronto, Canada. These groups have invested extensively in 
programming, training and advocacy in Caribbean islands like Barbados, St Lucia 
and Jamaica, and have also recruited representatives, usually gay Caribbean men, 
to execute their human rights strategies. The Legal Network’s website explains 
that it was founded in 1992 by “a group of activists [who] came together...[to] 
ensure that the human rights of people living with HIV and communities 
particularly affected by HIV are respected, protected and fulfilled” (Legal Network 
“Our Story” n.d.) Today, it markets itself as “one of the world’s leading 
organisations tackling legal and human rights issues relating to HIV, and 
advocating at both the policy and community levels” (ibid). It has diversified its 
research and resource portfolio to include support for “front-line AIDS service 
organisations, researchers and community activists from across Canada and around 
the world,” while “defend[ing] and advance[ing] human rights through strategic 
litigation in the courts, in Canada and internationally” (ibid). 
 
A team of analysts manage the Legal Network in the areas of research and policy, 
communications, development, finance and program support. Initiatives in the 
Anglophone Caribbean have been spearheaded by Senior Policy Analyst Maurice 
Tomlinson who, since joining in organisation in 2015, “acts as counsel and/or 
claimant in cases challenging anti-gay laws before the most senior tribunals in the 
Caribbean” (Legal Network “Maurice Tomlinson”, 2015) Tomlinson, like other  
queer Caribbean refugees (typically Jamaican men), have been positioned / 
assumed the position of “native informant” – a queer diaspora person who provides  
expert knowledge on Caribbean realities – with organisations like the Legal 
Network, and Rainbow Railroad to advise on the issues of homophobia in the  
 

                                                 
praxes across multiple cultural, race, class and linguistic intersections in the region. I 
therefore invoke the term ‘buller’ to reclaim the sexual and gender praxes that are made to 
appear threatened by prevailing homophobia, and to call attention to the fact that there 
exists a Caribbean where queer people have actualised various forms of erotic autonomy 
over time, have established communities, and have made significant strides in negotiating 
and resisting the normativity that establishes heterosexuality as the norm. 
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region. 3  In these scenarios, the region is “presented as ‘hostile’ to gays and 
lesbians, [and] Canada is presented as a country of “diversity and inclusivity and 
freedom of expression that [the region] should mirror” (Jackson 2015, 22). Popular 
campaigns executed by the Legal Network and its partners include The 
Abominable Crime, a documentary featuring Tomlinson’s experience of fleeing 
Jamaica after news of his marriage to a Canadian man became public knowledge 
in Jamaica. It has also spearheaded and supported various training sessions with 
police officers in Barbados and St. Lucia and litigation training with advocacy 
groups from various Caribbean countries.  
 
Envisioning, led by Nancy Nicol, Professor of Visual Arts at York University in 
Toronto, was part of a larger project titled Envisioning Global LGBT Human 
Rights. The Canadian subsidiary, which comprised a team of academics, activists 
and community groups received CAD$1,000,000.00 (SSHRC 2011) in funding 
from Canada’s Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council for a five-year 
(2011-2016) project to investigate (1) the laws that criminalise same-sex sexual 
intimacy in commonwealth countries, (2) movements to decriminalise these laws, 
(3) the relationship between United Nations human rights mechanisms and LGBT4 
rights initiatives and (4) issues affecting asylum seekers in Canada (Nicol, Gates-
Gasse, and Mule 2014, 2). To this end, it has worked with partners in India, 
Uganda, Kenya, Botswana, St. Lucia, Jamaica, Belize and Guyana to produce 
video shorts, documentaries, a Toronto World Pride 2014 conference, and an 
exhibition titled Imagining Home: Migration, Resistance, Contradiction at the 
Canadian Lesbian and Gay Archives (CLGA). These outputs have similarly 
framed Caribbean queers as needing to escape a violently homophobic region in 
order to fully actualise their queerness.  
 
I examine these projects in greater detail below to interrogate the ways that those 
outside the region position queer Caribbean people as powerless and at risk, and  
how “[North American] exceptionalism is deeply invested in racism, patriarchy, 
the spread of capitalism and the continuation of imperial projects” (Gosine 2015, 
880). This analysis is in no way an attempt to pit the diaspora against the region, 
but is particularly invested in Canada’s imperialistic domination in the Caribbean’s  
 
 
                                                 
3  Gareth Henry’s asylum has also been publicised widely since he relocated to Canada 
from Jamaica as a refugee in 2008. He was also one of six Pride Marshals at Toronto’s 
World Pride celebrations in 2014 and, at the time of this writing, worked with Rainbow 
Railroad to tell his story of persecution in Jamaica. See 
https://www.rainbowrailroad.ca/whatwedo for Henry’s story on Toronto City TV’s “The 
Inside Story.” 
4   I use Envisioning’s term here to capture their framing of queer politics. 
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queer organising. In doing so I call into question, the varied manifestations of 
power and inequality that validate some voices over others, by producing particular 
types of queers as vectors of peril.  
 
Overview of Toronto-based Campaigns 
 
Canada enjoys a reputation for being a safe-haven for queers, and Toronto has 
become a place of refuge for many people from the Anglophone Caribbean. This 
has been achieved through a long legacy of organising, where activists have 
steadfastly exerted their power to influence human rights politics, and especially 
queer advocacy campaigns elsewhere. For example, popular initiatives like the 
Stop Murder Music campaigns of the 2000s, sought to “shed light on “murder 
music” being produced in the Caribbean... and enable[d] many Canadians of 
different backgrounds to voice their concerns about human rights violations 
against the LGBT community in the Caribbean” (Larcher and Robinson 2009, 2). 
More recent work by the Legal Network, has continued to emphasise that “across 
the region, homophobia, stigma, discrimination, and violence are wreaking havoc 
on the lives of LGBTI people, and their families”(Armstrong 2015). Such 
sentiments readily depict a region crippled by exceptionally violent homophobia 
and allows Canada to position itself as “a peace-keeper, a middle power, and a land 
of freedom” (Dryden and Lenon 2015, 8). This rhetoric I argue, avails the 
Caribbean queer as a site through which imperialistic control is mapped on to 
bodies and communities, notwithstanding the fact that such sexual praxes are 
indeed sites of resistance against prevailing control mechanisms.  
 
On April 16th, 2015, The Network screened The Abominable Crime to an audience 
of largely white Canadians and people from the Caribbean diaspora. It has also 
been shown widely in the United States and the Anglophone Caribbean, with 
showings in “Manhattan, Queens and Brooklyn, NY; Mexico City; Wanstead, 
Barbados; London; Titusville, NJ; Washington, DC;  Kingston and Montego Bay, 
Jamaica” (Fink, 2015). The piece called on viewers to “follow Simone, a lesbian 
mother, and Maurice Tomlinson, a leading LGBTI human rights activist, as they 
navigate the conflict of loving their homeland [Jamaica] and wanting to stay alive” 
(Fink 2015). Despite its broad appeal, it has also received criticism for its 
problematic rendering of queer Caribbean reality. Colin Robinson, a Trinidadian  
writer/activist and Angelique Nixon, a Bahamian academic/ activist/ artist provide 
a compelling critique of this film: 

 
The Abominable Crime locates itself within a genre of human-rights 
filmmaking, which often plays a problematic role in firming up a troubling 
and essentialist imagery in western human rights of victims and heroes – 
some on account of their victimhood…Nevertheless, Fink is an effective  

101



102 Journal of Eastern Caribbean Studies 

 

 
filmmaker. The closing scene in which Simone and Kayla are reunited 
after years makes anyone weep. As the film winds up, Simone says: “I  
have a future now. I never had a future in Jamaica.” But her brother leaves 
us with something more haunting: “I’ve lost more than I’ve gained.” 
(Robinson and Nixon 2014) 

 
This documentary reveals the imperialistic violence imposed on Caribbean people 
by the groups doing work from Toronto. In it there is an explicit focus on the 
hardships of being queer and unwanted in Jamaica. It tells stories of death and 
danger to the main characters who stand in for other queer people in the country, 
and those who have since fled to safe havens like Canada and the Netherlands. 
Unfortunately, there is no extended focus on the various strategies being employed 
by queers as they creatively manoeuvre the complexities of their sexual desire and 
identity, or even the various organisations – like the Jamaican Forum for Lesbians 
And Gays (JFLAG), The Colour Pink Foundation or Trans Wave5 – that assist 
queer people there. This film also fails to acknowledge, as Robinson and Nixon 
(2014) continue, 
 

how human rights gains come through unglamorous, messy, everyday 
work; movements, not individual activists; and institutional change. 
Missing in a narrative of ‘death threats’ and ‘hate crimes’ is the nuanced 
nature of most real-world rights violations, and the film misses many 
opportunities to explore this, relying heavily on heroic storytelling devices 
of horror and champions.  

 
There is currently bourgeoning scholarship on the counter-hegemonic world-
making activities in the Anglophone Caribbean, and academics like, Mimi Sheller  
(2012) Jafari S. Allen (2011) and Gloria Wekker (2006) have called into focus 
“aspects of everyday physical life, the disavowed, and abject (low class life, low 
brow, low down) that are usually excluded from the ‘high’ political realm (high 
class, high politics, high minded, high and mighty) (Sheller 2012, 24), alluding to  
the ways aberrant Caribbean subjects produce Citizenship From Below (ibid).6 I 
expressed my concern that the screening in Toronto ignored these facts, but was  
                                                 
5  The only attention paid to J-FLAG in the documentary focuses on Karlene Williams-
Clarke, who was once affiliated with the organisation and was now the coordinator of 
LGBT Newcomer Services at the 519 Community Centre in Toronto. The documentary 
focused on her role in helping (mostly) Jamaicans in Canada after receiving asylum in 
Toronto. 
6  Important interventions in the field of queer Caribbean sexualities also include Krystal 
Ghisyawan’s (2016) ‘Queering Cartographies of Caribbean Sexuality and Citizenship: 
Mapping Female Same-Sex Desire, Identities and Belongings in Trinidad’; Angelique 
Nixon’s (2015) ‘Resisting Paradise’; Rosamond King’s (2014) ‘Island Bodies’ and Lyndon 
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quickly shut down by some participants and then later by Tomlinson who chastised 
me on social media (Facebook) as a “‘rich queen’ certainly [not] exposed to the 
sorts of physical attacks experienced by the ‘scared/scary queens’” (Maurice 
Tomlinson, April 19, 2015). I acknowledged that such claim about the conflicted 
interactions between groups of queers bore some truth, but also cautioned about 
the divisiveness of this problematic compartmentalising of experiences in the 
region. Tomlinson effectively made it appear that “rich queens” and “scary 
queens” never crossed paths and are entirely separated by exclusive spaces, 
therefore silencing the creative ways that queer persons negotiate and resist 
heteronormativity in their societies. He also privileged a discourse that remains 
deeply rooted in colonising notions about the region as unsafe; and “enact[ed] a 
violating gaze that constructs those ‘back home’ as ‘backward’, while using the 
slippery language of identity politics to claim a right to do so” (Alturi qtd in King 
2014, 6). I also welcomed his comment that I may indeed be protected by location 
as an academic in Toronto, and may not experience queer life like some other 
bullers; but argued that while “running away” and living abroad may be the 
survival strategy for some, it is important to note that many queers cannot or 
choose not to do so. In fact, Caribbean queers living in the region mobilise 
strategies of community building through underground party networks, drag 
pageantry and alternate forms of kinship. Said differently, those at the margins 
“build protective boundaries around marginalised community” in order to re-
conceptualise the terms in which to manage their identities and communities 
(Bailey 2013, 69). In that moment, Tomlinson ignored the ways that queer people 
build communities – how they party, how they support each other, and how they 
network across boundaries (2012, 278). Effectively, he ignored the various ways 
that they engage in, to borrow from Lyndon Gill, “a praxis of survival” in the 
region. 
 
More tangible evidence of how a divisive rhetoric widens the gap between those 
in the diaspora with the financial and institutional capital is evident in Tomlinson’s  
exportation/importation of North American-themed Pride celebrations to Montego 
Bay, Jamaica and Bridgetown, Barbados since 2015. This is despite already-
established pride celebrations across the region. Montego Bay Pride was first 
hosted on October 25, 2015 with a series of events for queer Jamaicans who “had 
limited time off and resources to travel to and stay in Kingston” (Kuchu Times 
2015) for the Island’s first official pride festival hosted by JFLAG in August that 
year. By 2017, this alternative pride had also garnered increased technical and 
financial support from international groups such as the Legal Network, the AIDS 
Healthcare Foundation (AHF), Toronto P-FLAG, Rainbow Alliance and the  

                                                 
Gill’s (2010) ‘Transfiguring Trinidad and Tobago: queer cultural production, erotic 
subjectivity and the praxis of black queer anthropology’.  
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Ontario Public Service Union (OPSEU). Tomlinson also hosted a similar pride 
event in Bridgetown, Barbados from November 27-29 2015. With technical 
assistance from the Legal Network, he launched a “Barbados Pride Committee”  
with a flash Stand for Equality outside the Barbados Parliament, followed by a 
“Beach Fun day,” which aimed to “further increase LGBTI visibility – an 
important initiative in light of a recent study that revealed the extremely high 
percentage of LGBTI people who experience some form of discrimination in 
Barbados” (Stewart 2015). Pride Barbados 2017 was being advertised widely on 
social media at the time of this writing.  
 
The heavy-handed influence of diaspora groups like the Legal Network was most 
evident in the debates among regional activists concerning its influence on regional 
strategies. Between September 21st and 23rd 2015, the Legal Network in 
partnership with other regional and international organisations conducted a 
strategy meeting with participants from the Organisation of Eastern Caribbean 
States (OECS) in Grenada.7 This meeting was co-organised by United and Strong 
from St. Lucia and the Grenadian group GrenChap to address “the very real stigma 
and discrimination faced by LGBT citizens” and the “resources for litigation and 
advocacy within the Caribbean” (Dominica Times 2015). A variety of 
organisations were represented, and as one source explained, they “were well-
placed to identify challenges and map the way forward” (ibid).   
 
It is important to emphasise here, the influence of these white and diaspora 
organisers on regional human-rights campaigns, especially when they have the 
financial capital, typically out of reach for many activists, to determine how things  
are done in region. This financial control has also greatly influenced the 
positioning of token native informants as authentic cultural voices with seemingly 
expert knowledge, whose views are upheld as sacrosanct. Upon hearing about this 
meeting, Colin Robinson, Executive Director of the Coalition for the Inclusion of  
Sexual Orientation (CAISO) based in Trinidad and Tobago, and then a regional 
coordinator for CariFLAGS, 8  made a direct appeal to the Legal Network’s 
Executive Director, Richard Elliot, to ensure that its politics “doesn’t undermine 
or disrespect the work we are doing in a place in which you do not live” (Robinson, 
personal communication, September 21, 2015); and also extended an invitation to 
“gain a direct understanding of what we are doing, what our vision and needs are, 
by visiting with us (emphasis added) here and engaging in dialogue” (ibid) CAISO 
was subsequently disinvited from the event by “one of the convenors” despite  

                                                 
7  The Caribbean Vulnerable Communities (CVC), Heartland Alliance, Arcus Foundation 
Human Dignity Trust and the Open Society Foundation partnered with the Legal Network 
to discuss the criminalisation of homosexuality in the Caribbean. 
8  Robinson’s relationship with CariFLAGS ended in 2016 
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being “scheduled to do a presentation to open the meeting on Litigation as a 
Movement Strategy: Caribbean Visions and Lessons” (ibid). These actions also 
resulted in the Society Against Sexual Orientation Discrimination (SASOD), from  
Guyana, declining participation and withdrawing from the meeting “[under] those 
circumstances” (Simpson, personal communication, September 22, 2015). 
Robinson argued that such actions are indeed “an illustration of the collateral 
damage of Global North organising and money in the region” (Robinson, personal 
communication, September 21, 2015). 
 
Why then was Robinson disinvited from this meeting after cautioning Elliot about 
his imperialist role as an outsider? Or even, why was it only SASOD who 
supported such call to disrupt the Legal Network’s influence while other parties 
remained silent? As I illustrate through these series of events, the human rights 
discourse of these Canadian and diaspora groups monopolise extreme instances of 
homophobia, disease and death to continuously produce Caribbean queers as 
needing critical intervention. They activate what I theorise here as conditional 
belonging, a process that “exacerbates the conditions that lead to the devaluation 
of poor, racialised, and sexual – and gender-deviant populations, and the relegation 
of these populations to premature death (Hong 2015, 12). In this construction, 
groups must draw extensively on queer people’s stories of extreme destitution in 
order to assert their agendas. In conjunction with native informants, they 
corroborate to produce the at-risk queer Caribbean body in order to sustain 
continuous buy-in from the white sympathetic outsiders who are investing millions 
of foreign dollars in the region. These complicated relationships keep all 
stakeholders in place, and human rights defenders are not concerned with 
confronting the “complex relationships between eroticism, colonialism, 
militarism, resistance, revolution, poverty, despair, fullness, and hope” (Tinsley 
2010, 204). Instead, they force organisers to adhere to the prescribed stipulations 
that continue to colonise our bodies and experiences, which results in the latent but  
powerful condition that black, working class and other queer persons who do not 
fit the rubric of conditional belonging be silenced so that groups have work to do. 
It is through the circumstance of conditional belonging that queer subjects are left 
to serve their purpose of attracting investment, while elevating those in the 
diaspora as “authentic” cultural voices. 
 
After much silence, Elliot responded to these concerns via email in a lengthy, 
defensive rebuttal to justify The Network’s role in engaging with “some” 
Caribbean advocates in Toronto and in the region on issues of “litigation 
Strategies, as appropriate” (Elliot, personal communication, September 21, 2015). 
This well-crafted reply has reinforced The Network’s authoritative role in regional 
organising and has once again silenced the legitimate concerns of advocates who 
do various types of work (including litigation, which groups like CAISO and  
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SASOD do). As Robinson argues, “they have outshouted those of us working 
within our own nations to build ownership for a vision of postcolonial justice, 
national pride and liberty that includes sexual autonomy” (Robinson 2012, 6).  
While most advocates from the region agree that litigation is important, there is 
great discomfort because these Toronto-based organisations appear unwilling to 
consider the proposals offered by those at home, and suggestions that human rights 
frameworks cannot fully account for the anatomy of Caribbean non-
heterosexuality. 
 
Prior to Tomlinson’s exportation/ importation to the islands, Nicol’s Research 
Team emphasised “particular challenges for Canada in fulfilling and upholding 
its international commitments and obligations to protect human rights and to 
provide a sanctuary for people fleeing persecution due to their sexual orientation, 
gender identity or gender expression [emphasis added]” (Nicol et al 2015, 10). 
For Toronto’s 2014 World Pride celebrations, many activists were invited from the 
Caribbean, Africa, the Middle East to experience the freedom that Toronto offers 
to queers, but more importantly, to exhibit their struggles at the Canadian Lesbian 
and Gay Archives. Nicol explains that “this body of work speak[s] to profound 
discrimination and violence: random violence in public places; police harassment, 
extortion, custodial rape; ‘corrective rape’ against lesbians ‘to make them straight’; 
exclusion and violence perpetuated by friends, family and community…” (Nicol, 
Gates-Gasse, and Mule 2014). Video shorts of stories from Botswana, India, 
Uganda, St. Lucia, Kenya, Belize, Jamaica and Guyana were streamed at the 
exhibit, and were touted to teach Canadians “about discrimination and violence 
fuelled by state, church, workplace, family and community. Most importantly, we 
hear stories of resistance and resilience: building support within family and 
community, building movements, using media, challenging the laws through legal 
cases” (Envisioning 2014). These accounts drew extensively on victims’ memories  
of homophobic violence and the need to escape homelands in order to survive. The 
Caribbean narrators all spoke, on one end of the spectrum, about being stifled or 
abandoned and chastised for their sexuality by family, friends and community. In 
extreme instances, they reminded the Canadian audience “how it hits home when 
we lost friends to brutal murders simply because of them living their lives” (Placide 
2014). On the other end, they yearn for the opportunity to “be like a regular couple” 
(Hunte 2014), to “go to school, get an education, work, make a living and be who 
we are” (Quetzal 2014), and for people to “know us as people first” (Broderick 
2014). Missing from these narratives, or overshadowed at the very least, are the 
various other contours of queerness that define Caribbean people’s resistance to 
the prevailing homophobia and heteronormativity in the region. Through these 
stories, there is an implicit reverence to the “help” received from the already- 
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liberated North America and Europe. Or, as Vincent Mc Doom reminds us in his  
story, “France gave me something that St. Lucia never gave me. France gave me a 
voice” (Mc Doom 2014). 
 
The stories were well crafted and moved audiences to sympathise with the struggle 
that queers face on a daily basis. In these accounts though, very specific victims 
emerge – like Placide, Quetzal, Hunte, Broedrick and Mc Doom- to exaggerate 
tropes of despair in framing Caribbean queers as injured and quickly succumbing 
to the violence of their phobic and restrictive societies. In these depictions, trans 
people, and especially working-class trans people (like Kingston’s gully queens9), 
are also sacrificed in the pursuit of framing the dying queer body. Viviane 
Namaste’s argument that: “certain kinds of speech are not allowed, while others 
can only occur in select contexts” (Namaste 2011, 42) provides useful context here 
to emphasise the silencing of numerous other identities, sexualities and praxes that 
share spaces of queerness in the islands. Bearing in mind my mapping of 
conditional belonging, it is apparent how these stories authenticate the queer 
other’s despair and legitimises Canada’s imperative to help the region. The efforts 
of this Envisioning project then, readily cements Canada’s vision as a defender of  
people who need to be freed, but they also expose some glaring gaps between 
questions of representation and truth telling.  
 
This sole focus, by the Network, on the criminalisation of queerness and the 
illegality of same-sex sex acts; and the invitation to queerness that Envisioning 
evokes in its project, remind us that our Caribbean bodies are unfortunately tied up  
in a web of neoliberal homoimperialism. They raise issues, as Amar Wahab (2012) 
tells us, about the “colonialistic flavor” of the queer Caribbean diaspora in Canada 
(27), and situates the Global North as a site of sexual modernity through a rhetoric 
of queer friendliness that in turn demonises regions as “morally bankrupt and 
excluded from a privileged liberal subjecthood.” (Hong 2015, 13). In this situation, 
Caribbean people remain the property of outsiders who, because of their financial 
and political capital, can continue to impose their homoimperialising agendas. 
These arrangements groom people in the region towards what Carla More (2014) 
theorises as rainbow modernity, “wherein the ‘correct’ performance of ‘queerness’ 
– usually premised as visible queer resistance – and the acceptance of that 
performance, become the markers of development and human-ness” (4). Or, as 
Vanessa Agard-Jones argues, these tensions help us to “think Caribbean bodies in 
systems, moving us from the innards of embodiment to the space of global capital” 
(Agard-Jones 2013, 187). In the following section I explore some prominent  
 

                                                 
9  Gay men and trans women who live in the storm drains (also called gullies) running 
through and below Kingston’s central business district. 
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campaigns in Jamaica and Trinidad and Tobago in order to unsettle the 
homoimperial domination of these Toronto-based organisers. 
 
Legacies of Regional Activism and Resistance 
 
The Caribbean can boast of the long legacies of resistance and organising by 
queers, and this is possible because of the labour that the Caribbean women’s 
movement has done over the years. Such feminist investments have helped to lay 
much of the groundwork for queer interventions across the region. Angelique 
Nixon and Rosamond King (2013) have paid particular attention to some of these 
ways “that people have challenged normative relationships, fought for change, and 
written their ‘outlaw selves’ into citizenship” (8). While early mainstream 
Caribbean feminisms have been critiqued for a silencing of queer voices and 
issues, more recent organizing by groups such as the CatchAFyah Network and 
CODE RED for Gender Justice in Barbados, the Tambourine Army in Jamaica, 
Red Thread in Guyana, and WOMANTRA in Trinidad and Tobago have provided 
salient platforms for supporting anti-oppressive organising by Caribbean people. 
Or, to echo Wesley Crichlow, they have begun the necessary conversations that 
Caribbean people have “for far too long have tried to erase, and by proxy avoid” 
(2004a, 186). Queer activism has thus grown significantly over the last decade in 
tandem with such feminist engagements, and has also created space for engaging 
“strategies to confront homophobia” by groups of queer people in the Islands (King 
and Nixon n.d.).  
 
The year 2016 was an important moment for the strengthening of such synergies 
with the spread of the #LifeInLeggings movement across the Caribbean, when in 
November 2016, Barbadian activists Ronelle King and Allyson Benn created the 
social media hash tag to highlight women’s daily experiences of sexual violence 
and harassment, and ignited a movement of women across the region who found a 
safe and empowering space on social media to also share their #LifeInLeggings 
experiences (iamxilomen 2016). The movement grew in the months that followed 
and culminated with a region-wide solidarity march on March 11th 2017 in 
commemoration of International Women’s Day, to support women and victims of 
gender-based violence. Many women’s groups, government agencies, NGOs and 
other supporters collaborated to produce a synchronised mass rally across six 
Caribbean countries – Antigua and Barbuda, The Bahamas, Barbados, Guyana, 
Jamaica, Trinidad and Tobago. The general theme as Caribbean feminist scholar 
and activist Gabrielle Hosein explained, was an acknowledgement that “women’s 
rights are everyone’s responsibility and this march is to gather our strength to 
boldly pursue changes we need” (Hosein 2017). While this moment provided an 
important space for generations of Caribbean women to publicly address the issue 
of gender-based violence, it also presented a valuable opportunity for queer  
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activists to stand in solidarity and engage publicly about their experiences of 
violence, harassment and discrimination. Silver Lining Foundation (SLF) Director, 
Jeremy Edwards, noted of the Trinidad and Tobago leg,  
 

Our presence at this march was intended to stand in solidarity with women 
across our nation on the common themes of discrimination, exclusion and 
inequality, which continues to form the everyday reality for LGBTQIA 
citizens of this nation. This Women’s March provided the often unseen 
LGBTQIA community a welcomed opportunity to maintain a larger 
presence of visibility against adversaries opposed to their human rights, of 
which SLF, alongside other organisations, was extremely proud to lead. 
(Boodram 2017) 

 
In the area of queer organising, Jamaica has taken a notably visible lead over the 
years. JFLAG has hosted numerous sensitisation-training sessions with the 
Clarendon Health Department for healthcare workers, “focusing on those most-at- 
risk such as MSMs and sex workers” (Brown 2014). JFLAG’s website notes that 
it has also expanded services to include community building and capacity training 
programmes, counselling and referral programmes, and has also engaged 
government and civil society stakeholders on issues affecting queer people in 
Jamaica (JFLAG n.d.). This group celebrated its first official pride festival in 
Kingston in August 2015, but it is interesting to recall as I note earlier, how 
Tomlinson’s Montego Bay Pride has replicated much of what was already being 
done in Kingston. More radically, members of the group Quality of Citizenship 
Jamaica (QCJ) participated in a controversial feet washing ceremony officiated by 
Anglican priest Rev. Fr. Sean Major-Campbell at his church on December 8th, 2014 
(Senzee 2014). In this moment, Major-Campbell, himself a public queer ally, with 
support from other local activists intruded a domain considered to be exclusively 
heterosexual and unavailable to those persons who defy heterosexist religious 
mores of sexuality and gender identity. It was indeed a significant event in 
Jamaica’s history of queer politics as, following Christopher Charles’ analysis, it 
has impacted a fundamentalist Christian belief that condemns homosexuality, and 
holds fast to “the literal word of God that should be adhered to without question 
(2011, 9).10 This action also occurred shortly after a mass church rally in June 2014 
by the group Jamaica CAUSE (Churches Action Uniting Society for 
Emancipation), which gathered approximately 25,000 supporters who opposed 
Prime Minister Portia Simpson Miller’s announcement that she intended to 
introduce legislation to repeal the country’s sodomy laws (Skyers 2014). Despite  

                                                 
10  See Wesley Crichlow’s (2004) “History, (Re)Memory, Testimony and 
Biomythography: Charting a Buller Man’s Trinidadian Past” for popular biblical 
references condemning same-sex relationships. 
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an intense discomfort by Jamaicans, and although its political efficacy may not 
have been immediately tangible, it will be interesting to observe, as one Advocate  
writer imagined, “whether an ongoing conversation can now occur among the 
open-minded pastor, his entrenched congregants, and the broader community 
across Kingston and Jamaica” (Senzee 2014).  
 
In Trinidad and Tobago, CAISO has resisted the trope of conditional belonging to 
instead engage a vision of inclusivity and legitimacy. Its 2010 protest against the 
“ex-gay” pastor Phillip Lee’s visit to Trinidad and the subsequent production of its 
“Homosexual Agenda” t-shirt campaign are salient examples of its “nationalist 
feminist politics” of inclusion (Robinson 2011). These t-shirts displayed the three 
main “agendas” of local homosexuals: (1) To buy Crix, (2) To spend time with  
family, and (3) To work for equality (CAISO 2010). Andil Gosine’s discussion of 
CAISO’s nationalist feminist politics provides some useful context,  
 

The references to spending time with family and working for equality 
appear on the surface to be reminiscent of the normative organizing poetics 
of dominant gay and lesbian movements, but I believe a more accurate 
reading of their meaning must take account of the Trinidadian context. 
Thus, ‘family’ connotes much broader and looser networks of attachment 
than the nuclear Euro-American notion of ‘family’ (that US and European 
gay organisations have tended to mimic) suggests. And working for 
equality is a stark reference to the central positioning of social justice in 
formulations of Trinbagonian nationalism. (2015, 867) 
 

As part of a network of groups called Allies for Justice and Diversity, CAISO 
helped to create a manifesto titled “12 Initiatives to Improve LGBTI Lives & 
Options for National Decision Makers” (Hosein 2015), which aimed to sensitise 
candidates in the 2015 general elections about the needs of sexual and gender 
minorities. In 2017, this network was formalised through a TT$1.3 Million 
European Union grant “to embark on a three-year project that includes family 
groups, strengthening policing, school safety, learning about LGBTQI lives and 
legislative change” (Silver Lining 2017). With further funding from the Canadian 
High Commission, it also piloted a campaign during the 2017 Carnival season 
titled “Watch Stop Send,” which called on queer persons to exercise increased 
vigilance when interacting in and outside of queer communities (Justice Diversity 
TT 2017). 
 
Although CAISO’s politics has diverted towards a more nationalistic yearning for 
inclusion, these visions of belonging to the nation may also inadvertently 
complicate a desire for queer legitimacy based on ideas of heterosexual citizenship. 
In focusing on “building strong organisational structure, creating support and  
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services for GLBT people…to live healthy and productive lives, and making it safe 
for people to believe that they are children of God” (CAISO brochure n.d.), the 
group remains deeply entrenched in a homonationalist quest for legitimacy. This 
therefore involves a process of normalising queers so that they can be included in 
national heterosexist imaginations of citizenship. In other words, this desire 
produces the queer who is legitimised as a subject that successfully embodies all 
that heterornormativity commands. Such homonationalism bolsters the nation as it 
“reiterates heterosexuality as the norm... and fosters nationalist homosexual 
positionalities indebted in liberalism (Puar 2007, 50).”  
 
WOMANTRA has also taken the lead on queer activism in Trinidad and Tobago 
within recent times through its staging of protests public in partnership with other 
local social justice groups on issues of gender stereotyping and victim shaming. 
For instance, on December 11th 2015, when female club patron Shannon Jacob-
Gomes was debarred free entry into the upscale Aria Lounge nightclub in Port of 
Spain Trinidad because she was “projecting the image of a man” (Ali 2015), the 
group initiated a call to action against the club’s discriminatory policies, and the 
instances of micro policing of people and especially women’s gender 
performances. The group’s co-directors Stephanie Leitch and Khadija Sinnanan 
argued that while not specifically targeting Aria Lounge, the protest was 
“specifically about people’s right to express their gender however they feel and 
your right to not be discriminated against on the basis of gender nonconformity 
which simply means if I am female I do not have to dress in whatever you believe 
female to be or female clothing to be” (Clyne 2015). Though small, it managed to 
garner support from other local queer and feminist activists; and while there may 
not have been any immediate outcomes from this intervention, it acted as a catalyst 
for other actions to follow. These include the historic “Tim Kee” protest, which 
saw the forced resignation of Port of Spain Mayor Raymond Tim Kee after 
murdered Japanese Tourist Asami Nagakiya’s costume-clad body was found in the 
Queen’s Park Savannah on Ash Wednesday morning following the 2016 Carnival 
parade, and his victim shaming comments that “the woman has the responsibility 
that they ensure that they are not abused. You can enjoy Carnival without going 
through that routine” (Rambaralli, Wilson and Hasanali 2016). 
 
Although these, and other, groups have invested extensively in public engagements 
on issues of wider acceptance of queer people, larger groups like JFLAG, CAISO 
and SASOD have been criticised for their Afro-Caribbean, male-run and 
androcentric interventions, and an inattention to issues affecting lesbian women, 
trans men and trans masculine people in the region. Both SASOD and JFLAG have 
attempted to remedy these within recent years, as is evidenced by the creation of 
the SASOD Women’s Arm Guyana (SWAG), which is “committed to promoting 
gender equality and women’s rights; advancing sexual and reproductive health and  
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rights; facilitating women’s leadership and political participation; as well as 
community mobilisation, economic empowerment, and socio-cultural initiatives 
that create space and propel the voices of LBT women and women’s allies” 
(Guyana Times 2017). JFLAG on the other hand has strengthened ties with WE-
Change, which was launched on May 2015 to respond to “the ‘invisibilisation’ of 
lesbians, bisexual and transgender (LBT) women in the LGBT rights movement in 
Jamaica” (WE Change n.d.).  In Trinidad and Tobago, WOMANTRA has created  
a vibrant virtual social media community of regional activists and community 
members, but has since been critiqued about its “high colour” politics and 
inattention to issues affecting women across race and class intersections (Julien 
2017).  I draw attention to these important dynamics in recognition that issues of 
representation and visibility do not only circulate simply between regional and 
diasporic activists, but also influence the ways that particular people are similarly 
included and excluded from regional activisms.  
 
These snapshots of regional activisms are by no means exhaustive, and can barely 
do justice in capturing the vast amount of work being done across the region by 
other groups. However, they are intended to give an indication of the variety of 
activities and nuanced issues of representation in the area of sexual and gender 
politics. There are indeed many more creative ways that people navigate the 
heteronormative structures that limit their claim to full citizenship - in the queer 
night clubs and parties, in drag queen competitions, women’s groups, kinship 
networks, and other transgressive spaces like Carnival celebrations. 11  These 
accomplishments, when placed alongside the narratives of the aforementioned 
Toronto-based groups reaffirm that queer people are envisioning difference in the 
Caribbean despite the rhetoric of homophobic violence and a ‘need’ to flee. They 
are creating communities, family and support networks, and they definitely have 
the capacity to organise on their own terms. Canadian narratives therefore remain 
highly unsubstantiated because they “enact a violating gaze that constructs those 
‘back home’ as ‘backward’, while using the slippery language of identity politics 
to claim a right to do so” (King 2016, 6). Reflecting on the earlier discussion of 
the homoimperialistic nature of diaspora interventions and the silencing of queer 
Caribbean realities, I call attention to the fraught relationship that regional 
organisers have with those located in the diaspora. Should they continue to speak 
out against the colonising motives of groups like the Legal Network and 
Envisioning and risk losing the valuable money that they can access? Or, should 
they buckle under pressure and adopt the white sympathetic politics that relegate 
Caribbean bodies to positions of precarity? I address these concerns in the next,  
 
                                                 
11  See Agard-Jones (2013) King (2011) and Murray (2002) for a discussion on Carnival 
gender/sexual transgression. 
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and final, section as I critique this Canadian dominance in the region, and explore 
the implications of seeking to liberate queer people based on such racist and homo-
imperialist tactics. 
 
The Politics of ‘Rights Talk’-Whose Rights? On Whose Terms? 
 
An important contention regarding the relationship between the diaspora and the 
region is a politics of speaking that is revealed around controversial events like 
those implemented by the Legal Network and Envisioning. Whether or not these 
organisers in Toronto choose to admit, their discourse usually revolves around a 
death narrative which, as I suggest earlier, confines Caribbean queers to a trope of 
conditional belonging where they become intelligible through a rhetoric of disease, 
death and needing to escape. So, because these diaspora groups focus explicitly on 
addressing criminalisation in the Caribbean, they must mute the creative 
communities that exist at home to support their projects while emphasising an 
exaggerated hypersexuality and homophobia among Caribbean people. It is no 
surprise then, that this diaspora politics is disrupted when, as M. Jacqui Alexander 
posits, what the “queer native” has to say might indeed be dangerous because they 
are not what they are imagined to be (2001, 300). I extend Alexander’s argument 
to emphasise that when “queer natives” speak of world-making praxes in the 
region, they disrupt the homo-imperialist agendas and death narratives of those in 
the diaspora who speak of, and do human rights work in the region. This is 
especially poignant when native informants like Tomlinson maintain a conflicted 
relationship with the region as a cultural insider/outsider who has been sanctioned 
to speak on behalf of regional queers, but through a language that does little to 
disrupt colonial power relations and knowledge.  
 
The queer diaspora is often used as a vehicle to transport this Canadian 
homoimperial politics to the region, and Caribbean queers residing in Toronto 
often become the expert informants about queer life in the region. We see this in 
the monopolisation of death narratives by people, like Tomlinson, who provide 
“the hegemonic narrative about gay persecutions” (Shakhsari 2012, 23). Relying 
on tropes of exclusion “from the heteronormative imaginations of the [Caribbean] 
nation,” they willingly take the opportunity to insert themselves into national 
imaginations in diasporic reterritorialisations” (ibid, 27). The nation here can be 
understood through Alexander’s theorisation of queer exclusion that is enshrined 
in regional legislation to define “appropriate sexuality, about the kind of sexuality 
that presumably imperils the nation and about the kind of sexuality that promotes 
citizenship” (Alexander 1994, 6). Here, queer refugee activists transition from 
positions of “relative rather than absolute citizenship, or rather none at all” 
(Alexander 1994, 52), to one invested with the power to announce messages like   
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“either you stay and die or you run away with your life” (Robinson and Nixon 
2014). Rinaldo Walcott troubles this occurrence in Queer Returns: Human Rights,  
the Anglo- Caribbean and Diaspora Politics as he grapples with the ethical 
responsibilities of those who “speak to somewhere and from another place…as 
displaced subjects both inside and outside of the region” (2009, 3-4). He makes 
clear how human rights talk inscribes homonormativity that “measure[s] 
citizenship in the exact and minute terms of heterosexual citizenship” (ibid). Or, 
as he argues further, this framework “provides space for elites within states to self-
express… produce and police sexuality on singular terms forcing sexual minorities 
into a one size fits all model” (Walcott 2015, viii). These issues are glaring in the 
relationship that Toronto-based Caribbean diaspora organisers share with the 
region. 
 
Amar Wahab’s discussion of how Canada’s Stop Murder Music Campaign “calls 
homophobia into place” by lobbying for a ban on homophobic Jamaican music, 
provides a useful contextualisation of how the queer Caribbean diaspora “has 
become inextricably tethered to the Canadian national project” in the Caribbean 
(2016, 4). Here it is evident that such campaigns “help to render queer diasporic 
subjects as citizen-worthy on the condition that these subjects help to authenticate 
the outrage of the gay international” (ibid, 16). Additionally, they require that 
diasporic queers embody and export such Canadian-flavoured homonationalism to 
their islands, a process that situates the region as anachronistic. In doing so, these 
native experts are successfully integrated into “proper” Canadian politics, and 
become the poster children who, as agents of Canadian homoimperialism, 
champion the need to save their “dangerous” homelands. Such discourse is often 
used to validate and celebrate rights discourse in “a way that presumably makes 
Canadians feel proud of their nation’s status as a gay-friendly refuge” (Jackson 
2014, 217).  
 
It is important to read these interventions by Canada and the Caribbean diaspora 
as part of a larger politics of neo-imperialism and neo-colonialism, as the powerful 
speakers continue to exert their influence in order to steer focus on the visible 
surface of human rights infringements in the islands. To put it another way, large 
organisations and funders, with the help of some smaller groups in the region work 
together to emphasise the instances of extreme persecution and simultaneously 
silence the many underlying complicities at play. These investments form the 
backbone of the “not-for-profit industrial complex” that is crucial to managing 
populations marked as deviant (Hong 2015, 22), and ensure that large and powerful 
economies, like Canada’s, are able to invest in rights causes to secure its 
aggrandisement. This occurs at the expense of those on the ground who engage in 
the messy work of organising for queers who live in, and form a major part of their  
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communities and societies. Critical Development scholar Ilan Kapoor argues that 
such focus on immediate crises tackles symptoms rather than causes, and shies 
away from the more complex political struggles and recurring patterns of 
inequality and dispossession (2012, 4). He further posits, 
 

If…humanitarianism is to be meaningful (and meaningfully destabilised), 
[it] needs to move away from the domain of unilateral and moralising  
solutions such as those offered by [the humanitarian industry], towards the 
much broader, long-term, and necessarily messy, terrain of politics (ibid). 

 
Based on this very salient argument then, it becomes clear, how the work of groups 
like The Network, and projects like Nicol’s Envisioning propagate a 
sensationalised remedy for the problems that the queer Caribbean faces.  
 
The above interventions by Walcott and Wahab, when read in conjunction with 
Kapoor provide a useful framework for interrogating the current tactics that 
dominant organisers employ to achieve substantial legibility for Caribbean queers. 
They are useful prompts for further theorising the politics of liberation that is 
influenced by the heavy-handed input of white, gay, male, middle class, elite 
advocates, and their native informant from the Caribbean diaspora. Walcott asks 
provocatively: “What kinds of subjects are made when rights are claimed under 
such circumstances?” (2009, 11), and I maintain that the process of conditional 
belonging frames Caribbean queers as ‘at risk’ and misses valuable opportunities 
to engage with the more complex and nuanced realities that lie beyond a human 
rights model. Other Caribbean scholars have rightfully gestured towards the need 
to “move away from the viewpoint that constructs Caribbean queers as only 
(emphasis added) oppressed, damaged, uneducated, and in need of Western 
interventions” (Campbell 2014, 4). Rosamond King, for example, has cautioned 
that if the terms in question are set by the global North, then queer Caribbean 
subjects will always be considered backward failures (2014, 86). Those who 
organise and advocate for Caribbean queers need to acknowledge the dangers of 
the imperialistic violence, exerted through global North domination. Scholars, 
activists and organisers, must remain cognisant of how they are implicated in a 
politics of (re) imagining a region where there is, to borrow from Wesley Crichlow, 
a “culture of bullers” who create “their space for survival, and their geographies 
and sites of pleasure” (2004b, 201). Doing so will complement the creativity of 
those on the ground, who embrace their sexualities and identities in dynamic ways 
to disrupt typical marked-for-death narratives that have come to define human 
rights talk about queerness. 
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Conclusion 
 
If an individual cannot be a citizen - whether in a socialist sense or the (neo) liberal 
sense- can he or she at least be (in one form or another) free? (Allen 2011, 130) 
 
It is clear in this analysis that the Anglo-Caribbean region remains inescapably tied 
to forms of control that influence how it is (re) imagined as a dangerous place for 
queers. However, as the above epigraph by Allen captures, it is imperative to 
envision the ways that Caribbean queers navigate prevailing heteronormativity, 
embody their queerness and participate in the world-making forms of citizenship. 
It is necessary then to acknowledge how people continuously hone their erotic 
autonomy in order to visualise useful forms of resistance, to actualise citizenship 
on terms that resonate with queer desires, practices, and experiences that lie 
beyond the reach of limiting human rights frameworks. Queer people, activists, 
and scholars must continuously remind the external advocates that, as Robinson 
argues, “you have to listen and talk to a lot more people than the ones you appear 
to be [talking to], and you need to talk to the people, that the people you are talking 
to, are preventing you from talking to” (Robinson, personal communication, 
September 27, 2015).  
 
Based on the details about fighting for liberation that I have discussed, it is 
imperative to ask: how does the queer movement move forward? How can it 
conceive of liberation beyond rights talk that is steeped in white, gay, male, Euro-
American ideas about sexual repression? What would liberation look like on 
Caribbean terms away from this logic? How can Caribbean people dismantle the 
narratives that frame us as salvageable? Or, as M. Jacqui Alexander so eloquently 
emphasises, could Caribbean queers engage a methodology of stripping that 
disrupts, unsettles, or defragments the colonising rhetoric of the global north 
(2016)? As living, breathing, loving, feeling and fucking bodies queer people must 
conceive of liberation in terms that resonate with them. Once they recognise this 
and actively try to reconfigure the status quo, the movement will be on the right 
track to honing the world-making potential of its Caribbean queerness. 
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The paper examines specific cases of women who came before the 
court system in Jamaica at the turn of the twentieth century charged 
with committing infanticide, concealment of birth, murder or 
manslaughter. In examining the cases and the justifications given for 
the crime I highlight the response by the justice system and where 
possible, the larger society to these women. I also consider particular 
problems evident within the Jamaican society at this time which served 
as the catalyst for a number of women to respond in the most violent of 
manners. By so doing, I attempt to provide a glimpse into the lives of 
specific women accused of killing in the island at a particular time in 
history. 
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1  This paper is based primarily on research undertaken for my MPhil thesis. See, Shakira 
Maxwell, ‘Contesting Society’s Sensibilities: Exploring Female Criminality in Jamaica, 
1885-1914’ (unpublished MPhil dissertation, UWI, Mona, 2007). My sincere thanks to 
Dr. Halimah DeShong and Prof. Anthony Harriott for providing invaluable comments on 
the initial draft of the paper.   
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Introduction  
 
Although women have always been active participants in criminal activities, the 
historical study of female criminality has overwhelmingly remained a neglected 
area of research. It is in fact only within the last thirty to forty years that serious 
investigations by historians into female criminality can be observed (See: Beattie 
1975; Smart 1976; Downes and Rock 1988), although studies focusing 
specifically on the English-speaking Caribbean have remained limited. (See 
Trotman 1984; Maxwell 2007; Dalby 2008) There are several reasons why 
female criminality has failed to capture the attention of historians. Firstly, 
quantitatively, women are said to commit fewer crimes than men (Heidensohn 
2002). Historically, only crimes such as infanticide, child abuse and prostitution 
were said to have a higher arrest rates for women then for men (Pollack 1950; 
Garrett 1987; Andersen 1993). More contemporary research however, such as 
that undertaken by Nancy Jurik and Russ Winn, has indicated that this tradition is 
changing with an increasing number of men committing paternal filicide  (Jurick 
and Winn 1990) 2. Additionally, modernity has also seen an evolution in criminal 
activities with crimes such as trafficking in persons, cybercrime and the drug 
trade now on the rise and therefore increasing numbers of both men and women 
participating in a diverse range of criminal activities. Nevertheless, researchers 
have still tended to concentrate their efforts on the crimes which have either 
attracted more convictions or are deemed more serious. Secondly, historians 
examining the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries in the Caribbean have 
indicated that the crimes with higher rates of indictment for women, including 
solicitation, and concealment of birth, are said to be less dangerous than those 
committed by men, thus further attracting less scholarly attention (Klein 1976). 
Thirdly, women are said to receive lighter punishments for their crimes and serve 
shorter prison sentences. As a result, they make up a smaller percent of the prison 
population and are therefore of less concern to researchers. (See; Pollack 1950; 
Garrett 1987; Andersen 1993)   
 
Where historians have explored the issue of female criminality, they have tended 
to focus on particular beliefs about women who engage in criminal activity. 
These have included observations that: they were not as brave as male criminals; 
they were more likely to be accomplices to men when carrying out criminal 
behaviour; they tended to steal items of less value and more immediate use in  

                                                 
2  The article examines homicide patterns in Maricopa County, Arizona, USA, between 
January 1979 and December 1984. The authors indicate that statistical information for the 
period show that men were convicted of killing victims under the age of 18 years 3% 
more times than women.   
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comparison to men and are therefore more involved in petty offences such as 
larceny and shop lifting; they tend to resort to using less confrontational methods 
of violence; and, they were more likely to be the recipients of generous treatment 
and clemency within the criminal justice system. (Walker 1994, 82) There has 
also been the attempt by some authors to try and explain female criminality 
focusing on mental instability, pointing out that women who kill their own 
children for instance, are suffering from a pathological disease (Morris 1987; 
Chesler 1972). This last explanation is particularly interesting, as it highlights an 
important aspect of female criminality, the idea that when women commit certain 
types of crimes they have become irrational, going against what is believed to be 
their very nature, in essence, acting outside the boundaries of what has been 
deemed acceptable female behaviour. 

 
While historical analysis of female criminality in the Anglophone Caribbean may 
be limited, this is not to say that worldwide the area of female criminality has 
been so neglected. Feminist criminology emerged as a specific area of interest 
with the rise of the second wave feminist movement in the 1970s. According to 
Amanda Burgess-Proctor, “feminist criminology developed because (primarily 
liberal) feminist scholars objected to the exclusion of gender from criminological 
analyses, an omission that seemed particularly glaring given that gender is such a 
strong predictor of offending and sentencing outcomes” (Burgess-Proctor 2007, 
30). She argues that feminist scholars were insistent that issues of gender 
inequality and the relationship between inequality and crime needed to be 
explored outside of “the narrow context of economic disparities, under which 
were subsumed issues of race and gender” (Burgess-Proctor 2007, 30) and that 
women’s experiences must be included in developing general theories of crime. 
Thus, feminist criminology “challenged the overall masculinist nature of theories 
of crime, deviance, and social control by calling attention to the repeated 
omission and misrepresentation of women in criminological theory and research” 
(Chesney-Lind 2007, 7). Following this the field of feminist criminology 
expanded alongside the development of the global women’s movement and took 
into account the intersection of race, class, gender, sexual orientation, issues of 
sameness/difference and intersectionality (See; Daly and Cheseney-Lind 1988; 
Barak 1988; MacKinnon 1991; Baca Zinn and Dill 1996; Barak, Flavin and 
Leighton 2001; Britton 2004; Sokoloff and Dupont 2005). Most recently, 
feminist criminologists have been focusing on the need to combine research with 
activism and a commitment to include multiracial feminism and intersectional 
approaches in criminological research (See: Burgess-Proctor 2007; Gadd, 
Karstedt and Messer 2011).  
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This paper examines specific cases of women who came before the court system  
in Jamaica at the turn of the twentieth century charged with committing 
infanticide, concealment of birth, murder or manslaughter. My intention is to 
present the cases and the justifications given in defence of the crime and 
highlight the response by the justice system and where possible, the larger 
society to these women. In so doing, I consider particular problems evident 
within the Jamaican society at this time which served as the catalyst for a number 
of women to respond in the most violent of manners. I explore both the context 
within which these crimes were committed as well as some of the subsequent 
attitudes of persons to these women. My intention is not to justify their behaviour 
rather, I examine their rationale for participating in these activities and the social 
response to their actions. By so doing, I attempt to provide a glimpse into the 
lives of specific women accused of killing in the island at a particular time in 
history.  
  
Context 
 
In order to understand the societal response to female criminality, it is important 
to contextualise Jamaican society during the period under investigation and the 
environment in which specific types of crime evolved. The island can be defined 
as both multi-ethnic and multiracial. Historians including Edward [Kamau] 
Brathwaite, Douglas Hall, Thomas Holt and Patrick Bryan, have investigated and 
discussed the importance and the dynamics of class, race and ethnicity in Jamaica 
before, during and after this period (See; Hall 1959; Brathwaite 1971; Holt 1992; 
Bryan 2000(b)). They have pointed out that the legacies of the plantation system, 
slavery and indentureship were important mechanisms in shaping the culture and 
relationships of the island’s peoples. For centuries the island’s economic, social 
and political life, like that of most Caribbean territories, was dominated by the 
plantation system. This system was not only one of exploitation, but it also 
served to institutionalise racial and class differences among the population, 
setting up divisions and hierarchies amongst the white, mixed and black 
populations. 
 
J.H. Reid has indicated that Jamaican society at the turn of the twentieth century 
was stratified along racial and class lines (Reid 1888, 86), with the vast majority 
of the economic resources of the island concentrated in the hands of a small 
white minority, who controlled the means of production, occupied the chief 
positions of authority and constituted the elite. Although not all whites were 
equal, Bryan has pointed out that being white carried with it a particular meaning 
in the context of the Caribbean (Bryan 2000(b), 67). Being black carried with it 
connotations of inferiority and ultimately represented everything that was  
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opposite to the high values and ideals of the white population. As Colin Clarke 
has also stated, “the possession of a white skin, aquiline nose, straight hair, and 
thin lips became a badge of honour” (Clarke 1975, 23). Thus, even if one did not 
have vast economic wealth, being of a particular colour made one better able to 
access resources and made one more socially acceptable (Bryan 2000(b), 69). In 
addition, Bryan has stated, “that which united whites as a caste was a common 
fear of the black ‘subject people’ and an innate suspicion of the loyalties of the 
mixed population.” (Bryan 2000(a), 49)  
 
Directly below whites in the social hierarchy were the mulattoes or coloured 
population, those of mixed racial descent. Reid has argued that this group was 
neither fully accepted by either the black or white populations and consequently 
they developed a strong level of independence, being determined to show that 
they could be as good in whatever they pursued as anyone else (Reid 1888, 87). 
The third level in the social hierarchy consisted of the black population, the 
formerly enslaved or descendants of former slaves. Reid has stated that while the 
black man [woman] possessed good characteristics, blind prejudice prevented 
him [her] from ever being fully appreciated for anything other than his [her] 
value as a labourer (Reid 1888, 91). Thus, even though it was over half a century 
since the abolition of slavery, blacks in the society still suffered much of the 
same degree of prejudice as they had under enslavement. Education, occupation, 
income, speech and dress, however, were among some of the social distinctions 
which were able to elevate some blacks to that of a middle class standing within 
their own echelons. Bryan has noted that it was from this group that emerged a 
number of powerful ideas concerning social injustices, anti-colonialism, and 
black power (Bryan 2000(b), 260), though ethnic identity prevented many of the 
critical changes needed to change the social structure from ever taking place 
within this period.  
 
It is also necessary to situate the immigrant population at this time. Verene 
Shepherd has argued that unlike places such as Trinidad, Suriname and Guyana, 
Indian immigrants in Jamaica never changed the racial nature of the society, nor 
did their presence make a difference in the prevailing socio-economic power 
relations of the major groups. Instead, she stated that the majority of Indians in 
Jamaica found themselves marginal in the society, occupying the base of the 
social ladder in rank, influence and power (Shepherd 1994, 249). In addition, she 
noted that because Indians did not practice Christianity, supposedly spoke ‘bad 
English’, dressed ‘indecently’, and were said to have peculiar practices and 
customs, they were viewed as inferior (Shepherd 2002, 29).  
 
There were also a small number of Jews, Chinese and Syrian inhabitants 
throughout the island. Most of the Jewish population were prominent business  
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owners and tended to associate more both socially and economically with the 
white members of the society. The Chinese and Syrians on the other hand 
established a number of small grocery and retail stores and were thus considered 
unacceptable in white circles (Clarke 1975, 44-45).   
 
It is within this socially, racially and ethnically divided society that criminal 
activity during this period must be understood. This is so because as Bryan has 
pointed out,  
 

in an ethnically divided community in which a minority race is also 
economically and politically dominant over a majority race or ethnic 
group, the law is informed partly by ethnic divisions in that community . 
. . [thus the law at this time] was an instrument for the maintenance of 
the social authority of the dominant white ethnic segment (Bryan 
2000(b), 276).  

 
The administration of law and what was labelled criminal in the island during the 
period, then, were based primarily on the views and ideals of a particular group 
of individuals, whose own agenda in determining what was acceptable and non-
acceptable behaviour was more than “as a simple defence against the criminals” 
(Beattie 1986, 15) The structure of judicial administration, the police force and 
punishments for criminal behaviour, were all means of facilitating the exercise of 
power and authority of the white elite over other races and classes.  
 
Data Collection  
 
The paper relies heavily on newspapers reports for the period as they often times 
provided day-to-day records of trials as well as social commentary on the ideals 
for women, in the forms of articles and letters to the editor. Six newspapers were 
examined for this period. The Daily Gleaner and Decordova’s Advertising Sheet, 
(the name of which subsequently changed in the latter part of the period to The 
Daily Gleaner), with a sampling method being employed. The Jamaica Times 
and The Jamaica Advocate, both weekly publications, with The Jamaica 
Advocate being the only newspaper at the time with a black editor, the 
Bahamian-born Dr. Robert Love, who was educated in the United States, The 
Colonial Standard and Jamaica Despatch, which was published every day 
except Sunday, The Jamaica Witness, and The Jamaica Christian Chronicle, 
both weekly newspapers that were written primarily for a Christian audience. All 
available editions were consulted for these publications. A total of over sixty-five 
per cent of the newspaper issues published during the period were therefore 
examined. 

127



128                                        Journal of Eastern Caribbean Studies 

 

 
Newspapers were useful indicators of the prevailing attitude and outlook which 
had the greatest influence on the societal attitudes during the period since the 
information obtained by journalists, documented in the papers, remains one of 
the few contemporary records. I am mindful however that newspaper accounts 
have limitations.  Primarily, “large parts of them may well only be expressions of 
the opinions or thoughts of one powerful individual” (Marwick 1989, 213) and as 
such they can be tailored to present specific views. Newspaper accounts are also 
directed towards only the literate in the society and are therefore written for a 
particular socio-economic class of people. In light of this, they often times reflect 
the views of the elite about those positioned in the lower echelons of the society, 
who in many instances were unable to leave their own records about themselves. 
Additionally, during this period they contain only what is deemed to be fit for 
public consumption; in other words, what those in the government believe people 
should know [although to some extent the same may be said for contemporary 
society). Thus, the information presented in this source is determined and 
specific, (Tosh 1984, 34) and one must always be mindful of this in making use 
of the information. Despite these limitations, they remain one of the most 
important sources of data in relation to a historical examination of women’s 
offences for this period.  
 
Female Criminality   
 
In the context of this paper a crime is an action which is prohibited by the 
criminal law. Additionally, the paper proposes that what was defined as criminal 
at this time in history reflected particular social values of the society, and the 
degree to which that behaviour was deemed offensive (Socolow 1980, 39). What 
is defined as criminal is essentially determined by the historical context at the 
time. As Anand Singh and Shanta Singh have stated, the words crime and 
criminal are subjective concepts that, “must take into account historical processes 
and contemporary realities [since] legislative apparatuses have varied and 
undergone significant changes over centuries and often reflect the interests of 
controlling elites at particular historical junctures” (Singh and Singh 2006, 150). 
Each community therefore establishes its own boundaries, in its attempt to 
maintain discipline and ensure standards. How members of the society in turn 
respond to those who engage in criminal activities provides insight into what is 
considered deviant, intolerable and outside the established societal ideals of 
decent or acceptable behaviour.  
 
Crime and criminal behaviour are actions which essentially challenge the norms 
and values held by a society. They are not merely acts of deviance, but they are 
what the society has legislated as acts which are contrary to its beliefs. One can 
after all transgress without committing a crime. The action becomes criminal  
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because of the legal sanctions attached to it in the society and the fact that the 
individual has violated that social code. This latter understanding was purported 
by Jerome Michael and Mortimer Adler in 1933 who argued that crime could be 
regarded as behaviour which was prohibited by a particular criminal code 
(Michael and Adler 1933). P. Tappan further expounded on this definition 
indicating that crime was an intentional act, a violation of the criminal law which 
is then penalised by the state (Tappan 1947). More contemporary understandings 
of crime however have included work by Nicola Lacey et. al who argue that it is 
critical to examine who defines criminal behaviour and how that behaviour is 
then in turn deemed to warrant a legal response, and Coleman and Norris who 
have stated that what is defined as criminal varies over time and within historical 
contexts.  The criminal law then is a reflection of a particular historical period 
and those who are in control of power at the time. Definitions of crime are by 
nature a reflection of the elite and what they determine to be acts warranting 
punishment. (Lacey, Wells and Meure 1990; Coleman and Norris, 2002)  
 
For women, their participation in criminal activities must further be understood 
and analysed within the system of patriarchy which outlines and dictates ideal 
“feminine” behaviours. Alan Johnson has pointed out that a society is patriarchal 
to the extent that it endorses male privilege and can therefore be described as, 
“male-centered, male identified and male controlled” (Johnson 2005, 5). Thus, 
those in positions of authority, the core ideals and values and the focus of 
attention in the society are all concentrated on men. It is important to point out 
however that not all men benefit from patriarchy in the same way. Certainly 
black men during this period were not able to access the same benefits as white 
men. Women also contribute to maintaining the patriarchal system, in how they 
treat men and masculinity as being superior and conform to male ideals and 
values.  
 
Patriarchal power also revealed itself in different ways throughout the society at 
the time. As Patricia Mohammed has stated, patriarchy should not be seen as 
fixed and therefore manifesting itself in exactly the same way in every historical 
period, but rather, it should be understood as a fluid concept which changes over 
time, taking different forms and engraining itself in various ideologies, 
institutions and practices. This allows it to maintain its stance in society 
(Mohammed 2004).  Patriarchy however is essentially a concept of power and 
how that power is manifested in the relationships which exist between and 
amongst both men and women (Mohammed 2004).  Additionally, patriarchal 
interests often times overlaps “with systems that also reinforce class and race 
privilege” (Chesney-Lind 2006, 9). The accepted standards for women in 
Jamaican society at the time were therefore to a large extent dictated by the ideals  
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of an elite male audience and the standards of normality were controlled by the 
male-dominated institutions of social control, such as the government, the family, 
the church and the media, though certainly these values and ideals were different 
for women of different classes/races. The criminal justice system in effect 
defined “unfeminine” crimes, such as prostitution, and infanticide, and such 
behaviour was punished accordingly.  
 
In addition, women were not only punished for committing a crime, but for also 
“stepping outside of [the] prescribed gender roles of femininity and passivity” 
(Belknap 1996, 22). Theorists, such as B. Campbell, A. Sampson and D. Smith, 
have argued that female criminality is disturbing because women are thought to 
be biologically predisposed to be emotional, passive, dependent and nurturing, 
while men are presumed to be aggressive, dominant and independent (Campbell 
1993; Sampson and Smith 1992). Adelene Africa has stated that women who kill 
for financial gain or who murder a child are seen to violate the societal notions of 
femininity, as such, the notion of violent women turns society on its axis since it 
challenges the established notions of gender normativity and polarised gender 
norms (Africa 2014).  As such, when society is confronted with criminal women, 
reasons are sought to explain and justify the behaviour and measures are 
implemented to control those who act outside the perceived norm. Africa argues 
that often times, women’s violence is explained within the realm of three main 
discourses; women as being pathological and therefore mad, as victims often 
times at the hands of their partners or as deviants, just plain bad. The picture 
which is painted then is that femininity is incompatible with violence. 
Consequently, women’s agency in participating in violent crimes is ignored. This 
is problematic since it categories violence as being attributed more with 
masculinity and fails to recognise that women are active agents in criminal 
activity.   
   
Unspeakable Acts  
 
Infanticide and Concealment of Birth  
 
According to Michelle Johnson, between 1800 and 1900, murder was a recurrent 
feature of criminal activity in the island, with child murder or infanticide 
becoming visible in the system during the latter period (Johnson 1987, 36). 
Infanticide was defined as the killing of an infant or new born baby, and persons 
accused of the crime were charged under the Offences Against the Person Act. In 
order to prove infanticide, it was incumbent on the prosecution to show that the 
child had been born alive, had met its demise due to foul play, that the woman 
accused of the crime was in fact the mother, that she was not mentally 
incapacitated at the time of the crime, and that her actions had been carried out  
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with premeditation. Typically, those brought before the courts accused of 
infanticide were almost always women; men were involved as either accessories 
or the principal in only a small number of cases. In addition, the woman accused  
of the child’s death was almost always the mother or the reputed mother, 
unmarried, unemployed or holding a job in the labouring or farming arenas, and 
receiving little or no economic or social support from anyone.   
 
Most of the examples of the women who came before the courts charged with 
infanticide defended their actions, citing inadequate employment or support from 
the father of the child. This defense strategy must be understood within the 
context of under and unemployment, as well as the high rate of male migration. 
The latter in particular had been a feature in the island since 1880, when 
significant numbers of men had begun emigrating to other parts of the island in 
search of work on the expanding railway system, and the repair and building of 
bridges and road construction. Many were also leaving the island for Panama to 
work on the building of the canal system3 with over 84,000 persons alone leaving 
between 1881 and 1889 (Eisner 1974, 147). A number of women then were 
forced to support their families without the aid of fathers or husbands. In light of 
the fact that women’s earning capacities and employment availabilities had never 
been equal to that of men, the lack of male contributions to the family, often 
times had serious implications for women. Economic instability then provided 
the motivation for some women to commit infanticide, especially when there 
were few if any available resources for a woman to support a family on her own. 
Cecilia Green has similarly indicated that by the 1870’s Barbados was seeing an 
increase in the numbers of women committed to penal imprisonment which could 
be “closely associated with the expansion of institutionally mediated emigration,” 
although she notes that this pattern did not persist for long (Green 2011).  
 
Newspaper reports also indicate that a number of those accused of infanticide, 
also constituted persons who would have been considered as haven “fallen from 
grace” in the eyes of society. These were typically young, unwed women, those 
working as domestics and living in their employers’ homes and day labourers, all 
of whom would have been seen as having violated the statutes against sexual 
morality and the domestic order (Johnson 1987, 36). For such women, even a 
suspected pregnancy could result in their loss of employment. Similar, to what 
R.W. Malcolmson has noted about English society in the eighteenth century, “the 
social and economic consequences of unwed motherhood” were so serious, 
particularly for a “servant girl” at this time, that if knowledge of her pregnancy  

                                                 
3  See, Einser 1974, for further details on the impact of male migration on Jamaican 
society.  
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was confirmed, it could result in immediate dismissal and she would often times 
receive no character reference, which would mean there would be little chance of 
her receiving future employment (Malcolmson 1977, 192). In such cases, the 
pregnancy was not only a strike against her character, but also to her livelihood 
and her hopes of maintaining economic stability.4 Both Barry Higman and 
Michele Johnson have shown that domestic service was one of the few consistent 
employment opportunities available to women after the 1880’s, consequently, 
there was a need for a woman to publicly adhere to dominant notions of 
respectability (Higman 1983; Johnson 1993).  
 
Young pregnant domestic workers often attempted to hide their pregnancy, and 
child birth, or dispose of the infant and any evidence as quickly as possible once 
the birth had taken place. One woman in 1908, for example, had successfully 
concealed her condition by wearing loose clothing. Her pregnancy was not 
discovered until one morning when, another woman noticed blood stains on some 
stones and following the tracks found the body of a new born child between two 
stones (Jamaica Departmental Reports for 1908-1909 1910, 293). Another 
young woman reportedly gave birth to a child which she killed by burying it in 
the latrine, and then went on with her work (Jamaica Departmental Reports for 
1901-1902 1903, 52). This tactic of dropping or disposing of the body of the 
infant as quickly as possible was adopted in order to ensure that a servant’s 
disappearance from their employer’s service would not have been easily noticed, 
subsequently raising suspicions as to their whereabouts, and running the risk of 
the employer finding out the individual’s condition.  
 
Another reason behind infanticide at the time had to do with the perceived 
problem of illegitimacy in the island. Ann Higginbotham has shown that there 
was a growing concern in London in the latter part of the nineteenth century 
regarding the increasing number of illegitimate births, particularly since some 
persons indicated a direct relationship between children born of unmarried 
parents and the growing number of cases of infanticide (Higginbotham 1989). 
Though illegitimacy was not an uncommon feature in Jamaican society, with 
early twentieth century authors such as H.G. De Lisser, noting that at least sixty-
two per cent of all births in the island at that time were illegitimate (De Lisser 
1913, 94), there was, nonetheless, a stigma attached to those who gave birth 
outside of a marital relationship, and for some women this proved detrimental to 
both their emotional and psychological well-being, especially those in the lower 
echelons of the society who had to ensure continued employment.  

                                                 
4  Frank McLynn has also asserted that this was one of the leading motives behind 
infanticide in eighteenth century England. See, McLynn 1989, 111 for further 
discussions. 
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The main problem for women who became pregnant out of wedlock was the fact 
that they could not hide their perceived immorality. Thus, as Jonathan Dalby has 
pointed out, “the pregnant woman became the focus for community disapproval 
and the inevitable victim of her own sexuality in a society where the bastard child 
and the unmarried woman continued to represent a threat both to the 
conventional morality and the stability of proper relations” (Dalby 1995, 360). 
This was clearly evident in the case of Mary Gibson, an unmarried woman, 
accused of killing her infant son in 1905, where the prosecutor argued that, the 
possible reason behind Gibson’s actions lay in the fact that, “there were a great 
many persons who objected to having illegitimate children and others who 
thought it nothing. To the former class the prisoner evidently belonged. She was 
ashamed of it and would not make her mother know of it” (The Daily Gleaner 
January 31, 1905). Madriana Hamilton expressed similar feelings when she 
drowned her child in the Rio Cobre, arguing that she had had no choice, as she 
would have been spurned at her parents’ home if she had brought home an 
illegitimate offspring (The Jamaica Witness January 18, 1902). Such experiences 
highlight the isolation of many of the women who were accused of killing their 
children at this time. Often, they had no witnesses or accomplices and few ever 
revealed their condition to anyone, including the father of the child, a sister or 
even a good friend (Higginbotham 1989, 326). They essentially bore their pain 
and shame alone, hoping that they could manage the perceived disruption in 
secret.  
 
It is important to point out that infanticide took place in the island at this time, 
primarily because alternative options were not readily available to women. One 
of the only other choices available for the single pregnant woman at the turn of 
the twentieth-century was to try to procure an abortion. However, this was a 
difficult task. The cheapest and simplest means to attempt this was either to 
consume herbs such as saffron, hyssop or mugwort, or attempt to swallow 
powdered glass or poisonous household supplies. However, while these could 
assist in the premature expulsion of the foetus from the womb, they were also 
potentially lethal for the woman.  
 
The other means by which a woman could have an abortion was to insert an 
instrument into her womb to try to either rupture the placenta or dislodge the 
foetus, but again this was also extremely risky (Dalby 1995, 353-354). 
Additionally, any attempt to procure an abortion in Jamaica was considered a 
felony and carried with it a maximum sentence of life imprisonment or a 
minimum of two years with or without hard labour.5 Added to this, most  

                                                 
5  See, The Statutes and Laws of Jamaica, Vol IV., (revised edition) 21 Victoria to 29 
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churches strongly condemned abortion, believing it to be a sin against both God 
and humanity and therefore those who were discovered to have engaged in this 
practice were labeled as having committed a grievous sin. Thus, even if a woman 
wanted to procure an abortion she faced seemingly overwhelmingly physical, 
mental and spiritual obstacles all meant to discourage her.  
 
The societal views on infanticide were harsh and unforgiving. As one contributor 
in The Jamaica Witness,6 in 1902, stated, any attempt to murder ones’ own child 
would have to be considered as a serious offence because, it “encroach[ed] on the 
maternal instinct that is one of the strong things at the base of a nation’s strength 
and well being” (The Jamaica Times, January 18 1902). Infanticide challenged 
the role of women, who were believed to hold the social and moral keys in the 
primary institution of socialisation, the family. They had a responsibility to the 
nation which such a criminal offence thwarted. Black women in particular could 
not be seen as challenging the nation state, since this further upended the social 
order. As such, the crime could not go unpunished or unchallenged. This is why 
the law penalised those found guilty with either the death sentence or life 
imprisonment. In addition, in situations where there was an inability to establish 
cause of death with a degree of certainty, cases of infanticide were reduced to 
concealment of birth. 
 
Concealment of birth referred to the deliberate hiding of the body of a dead child, 
whether or not that child died before, at, or after birth.7 In light of the fact that 
island wide registration of births began in Jamaica after 1911, in order to prove 
concealment of birth, someone had to suspect that a woman was pregnant, and 
that she had given birth without informing the authorities. One of the main 
reasons for the societal concern with this specific crime was similar to 
infanticide. It was a way in which the expectant mother could postpone her 
decision to give birth without letting her family or friends know her secret (Dalby 
1995, 359). Pregnancy for some women was regarded as an obstacle to achieving 
personal progress and in making the decision to terminate a pregnancy, women 
attempted to demonstrate a degree of control over their reproductive capabilities.  
 
 

                                                                                                                         
Victoria, Law 27 Victoria, c. 32, sec. XLIX. An act to consolidate and amend the statute 
law relating to Offences Against the Person. 
6  The Jamaica Witness was a monthly newspaper in the late nineteenth century that was 
written primarily for a Christian audience.  
7  See, The Laws of Jamaica, Vol IV., 21 Victoria to 29 Victoria, Law 27 Victoria, chapter 
32, section, LI, “An act to consolidate and amend the statute laws relating to Offences 
Against the person”. 
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It was however difficult for many women to successfully conceal a pregnancy at 
this time because of both the small communities in which many lived and the fact 
that a number of them shared their room with others. Given the harsh socio-
economic conditions at the time, few women were able to afford housing on their 
own, and those in lower paying jobs would have certainly had to share 
accommodations with more than one person. Ethel Alberga, for instance, was 
reported to the authorities by one of her neighbours when she attempted to 
conceal that she had given birth. According to the newspaper, Samuel Coley, a 
district constable, had reportedly gone to her home to investigate a rumour of her 
concealing the birth of a child. On reaching her home and searching her room the 
dead body of a child was discovered in a box (The Daily Gleaner, February 3, 
1903). 
 
Apart from the most obvious problem of trying to disguise the physical changes 
throughout the nine-month period, however, for such women, there was the 
additional problem once labour had begun of maintaining a quiet delivery. It is 
important to point out however, that, in light of the circumstances under which 
some women gave birth to children, in lonely areas without the benefit of even a 
friend to help in the delivery, it cannot automatically be assumed that all infants’ 
deaths were intended. There might have been the distinct possibility that the 
woman was so overcome after the birth that she simply fled after the delivery, 
and without the assistance of anyone, the child eventually died on its own.8  
  
The examples of cases of both infanticide and concealment of birth indicate that 
many of the women, who were accused, were primarily isolated from or on the 
margins of family structures, and thereby unable to access adequate support. The 
fact that they all hailed from the lower echelons of the society, as there were no 
cases of non-black women charged with either infanticide or concealment of 
birth further highlights the unequal socio-economic conditions of a particular 
group of women who featured in the newspapers during this period. They 
“represented the transgression of legitimate family relationships: sexual relations 
outside marriage, compounded by murder to conceal its consequences.” (Howard 
2003, 86)  
 
The matter of abortion is a delicate issue and raises numerous moral, ethical and 
social concerns. There are of course those who argue for the rights of the foetus 
to life and others who insist that women must be given a right to make their own 
choices. Those who argue for a woman’s right to choose whether or not to carry a  

                                                 
8  While I have been unable to find any examples of this, I believe that this is an 
important consideration to be made.  
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child to term, insist that it speaks to the matter of bodily integrity and therefore 
must be protected by the state. In the aforementioned cases where women chose 
to abort a child, the decision represented a denial of the rights of the child, where 
the benefits for the mother outweighed the life of the infant, where the woman 
could delay her expected role of motherhood. In such examples, women were 
active agents in making decisions they deemed in their best interests.  
 
There are numerous reasons why women chose to have abortions, but it is critical 
to recognise that not all women are able to negotiate safe sex practices (Maxwell 
2012). Abortion in such cases represents their ability to take back the control 
previously denied. This inability to negotiate sexual relations would certainly 
have been a feature in the lives of domestic servants during this period. Living in 
the households of middle to upper class whites, they would have been subjected 
to both physical and sexual abuse at the hands of their employers. The difficult 
socio-economic conditions, particularly concerning employment would have 
further limited their options making them reluctant to jeopardise their position. 
The larger society’s response then to these cases highlights the not only gendered 
nature of this crime, but the fact that it inevitably targeted the lower classes in the 
society.  
 
Child Murder 
 
Similar to infanticide and concealment of birth a successful charge of murder was 
dependent on proving that a person of sound memory and discretion had 
unlawfully killed a human being with either expressed or implied malice 
(McCrea 1911). By this definition, it was distinguished from manslaughter, 
which acknowledged a killing but without premeditation. The main condition 
then, in order for a conviction of murder, was to demonstrate that the 
perpetrator/s had deliberately acted with malevolence towards the victim. In 
instances where this could not be attested to with certainty, or, where it was 
perceivable that the perpetrator had been acting in self-defense, the charge of 
manslaughter was instead applied. As the most serious of all felonies, the 
conviction for murder automatically carried with it a sentence of death.9  
 
While infanticide was particularly abhorred throughout this period, it must be 
pointed out that the murder of any child by its mother was a crime which was 
particularly concerning in society. Motherhood, child-rearing and childcare were 
regarded as naturally ingrained attributes of femininity, as a woman’s value was 
seen in her ability to reproduce, ensuring the continuity of the family through 
which property was preserved and transferred (Bryan 1991, 93). Women who  

                                                 
9  See, The Laws of Jamaica, 27 Victoria, c.32.  
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killed their children therefore, more so than men, challenged society’s 
perceptions of the roles and responsibilities which distinguished the sexes. Yet, 
as had happened under slavery, some women murdered their children believing 
that it would provide a release from what was seen as an excessive burden and 
hard and bitter existence (Bush 1990, 148-149). This was perhaps best 
demonstrated in the case of Emily Cochrane who was convicted and sentenced to 
death on the 24th of March 1887 for, “the murder of her illegitimate infant 
child”.10  
 
Cochrane had been unmarried and unemployed with two children, the youngest, 
Thomas McCourtney, being twelve months old. She lived with a Jane Woolsey, 
who would assist her with the children, and who stated that the accused was one 
who would seek out any means by which she could get anything for her children. 
According to Woolsey, on December 9th, 1886, Cochrane left the house and said 
that she was taking the child to the court at Miles Town, so that she “might get 
maintenance from the father.” When she left the child was “well and healthy” 
wearing a “little wash out frock, a chemise, and a handkerchief of blue cloth”.11  
 
However, when Cochrane returned home three days later, the child was not with 
her. When Woolsey enquired what had happened to him, she was told by 
Cochrane that she had given him away to a white lady because, “the father gave 
her an old house, and grandmother beat her and turned her out.” Woolsey stated, 
however that, she thought her to be a sensible woman, but that she was “getting 
no supportance [sic] for child” from the father and “...she had nothing to wear or 
eat and no ground ...” 
 
Emily Johnson, with whom Cochrane had stayed while in Miles Town, further 
told the court that the accused and the child had stayed with her for one night, 
before leaving. While there, Cochrane had told Johnson that, “people had told her 
that if they were like her, they would kill the child.” According to Johnson, she 
told her that she should not do this as “the child will be of service to you.” 
Johnson stated that when she left her home the next morning the child was alive 
and well.  
 
The body of Cochrane’s child was subsequently discovered by Charles Binns, a 
blacksmith, who lived in the same area as Cochrane who had threatened to take 
her to the police unless she showed him where the child was. According to him, 
she indicated that, while walking, the child had fallen from her arms and had  

                                                 
10  See, Norman to Bank, 9 April 1887, no. 98, C.O. 137/530.  
11  See, Norman to Bank, 9 April 1887, no. 98, C.O. 137/530, enclosed II. 
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struck its head on a stone and began bleeding from the nose and ears, so she 
“dashed it over a wall in burnt ground grass piece”.12 The coroner’s examination 
however indicated that the skull of the child was in 12 pieces giving the 
appearance of being smashed. The coroner himself claimed that a fall from “a 
mother’s arms on a stone could not have fractured the skull to such an extent.” It 
appeared on the other hand that a very severe blow to the back of the head had 
caused the death of the child.13  
 
Although Cochrane was found guilty she was recommended by the jury for 
mercy “on the ground of her inability to support the child, or to obtain 
maintenance for it.” In her plea for leniency, she told the court that: 
 

I had no maintenance for the child. I struggled on with it. For three or 
four weeks. I sent for support to father he said Not for Hell would he 
give me any. I took the child and put him at his father’s door mouth [sic] 
and I came back to Jane Wooleys’ house and father brought it back. 
After that, it is probable I would take its life… Day before I left to go to 
Miles town, grandmother and I had a quarrel. Grandmother knocked 
child out of my arms. Next day I found court over - I went and got 
shelter for the night. Next morning as I was going on - the distance was 
long and the child began to struggle and kick and fell on ground and hit 
its head on stone. I sat for a while with it - No one come, and the child 
died - and, knowing the relations were so much against me, I told story 
of giving child away. I am not guilty.14  

 
Cochrane’s story highlighted the hardships of life for single unemployed women 
of the lower classes at the time. Situations of poverty were made worse by 
unemployment and underemployment, and a lack of support from partners or ex-
partners.  
 
The law further did not provide any form of social legislation to protect children 
considered illegitimate and to ensure that fathers of those born outside of 
marriage upheld and maintained their responsibility to both the child and mother. 
Mention must be made, however, of the Bastardy Law of 1881, which made it 
easier for women to claim support through the courts for their children that were 
deemed illegitimate by the colonial state, provided that they could supply proof 
of the alleged father’s relationship. In cases where it was judged that the alleged 
man was in fact the father of the child, the law gave the presiding judge the  

                                                 
12  See, Norman to Bank, 9 April 1887, no. 98, C.O. 137/530, enclosed II.     
13  See, Norman to Bank, 9 April 1887, no. 98, C.O. 137/530, enclosed II. 
14  See, Norman to Bank, 9 April 1887, no. 98, C. O. 137/530, enclosed II. 
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power to make an order for the father to pay the mother, or any person appointed 
custody of the child, “a sum of money weekly, not exceeding five shillings… for 
the maintenance and education of the child”.15 However, while the man could be 
made to support the child, the law still punished the mother as a rogue and a 
vagabond for neglecting her children and placed the burden of proof of paternity 
on her (Moore and Johnson 2004, 122). Such legislative measures highlight the 
essential masculinised stance of the colonial state which punished women for 
perceived transgressions.    
 
Yet, despite the horrific nature of child murder, perhaps in light of the overlying 
circumstances under which some women had to raise their children, the courts 
did exercise some restraint when it could be shown that the women had made 
some reasonable attempt to seek support. In Cochrane’s case, the presiding judge 
recommended that her mandatory death sentence be commuted as, “the accused 
was in very needy circumstances... she had respectably appealed to the father and 
to the grandmother of the child to assist her in supporting it but without 
success”.16 The conviction was subsequently commuted to life in prison.  
 
Margaret Edwards also had her sentence of death commuted to life imprisonment 
for the murder of her one-year old son on the grounds of clemency. It was 
reported that one Sunday morning she left her home to take her son to be 
christened and then to the doctor as he was suffering from whooping cough. The 
child was apparently christened and then taken to the hospital, but was refused 
admission “on account of the infectious nature of the disease”.17 Witnesses 
reported that she was seen from 11 a.m. to 4 p.m. with the child at the foot of 
John’s Lane in Kingston. By 7 p.m. she had returned home without the child 
stating that she had left him with Mrs. Levy, a lady she used to work with. 
However, by the next morning the body was found buried in sand close to the 
water’s edge.  
 
According to the trial judge, it was evident that Edwards had had no previous ill 
will towards the child, as she had shown proper care of his welfare by having him 
christened and endeavoring to obtain admission to the hospital. “Her crime [then] 
was probably induced by unhappiness from having a sick child on her hands 
whose sufferings she was unable to alleviate”.18 In such cases then, the courts  

                                                 
15  See, The Laws of Jamaica, Law 1 of 1880 to Law 5 of 1883, Law 2 of 1881, the 
Bastardy Law.  
16  See, Norman to Bank, 9 April 1887, no. 98, C. O. 137/530, enclosed I.  
17  See, Blake to Chamberlain, 20 May 1897, no. 190, C.O. 137/581, enclosed I. 
18  See, Blake to Chamberlain, 20 May 1897, no. 190, C.O. 137/581, enclosed I. 
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assumed a level of insanity on the part of the mother particularly when it was 
evident that the woman had struggled with feelings of despair and despondency 
before articulating these feeling in violent acts. Thus the construction of 
motherhood as evidenced by both examples is that a woman who committed such 
an act must have been mentally unstable to have purported such aberrant 
behaviour.  
 
The problem of lack of support or an inability to adequately provide for their 
child therefore placed some women in a terrible dilemma when faced with an 
unwanted pregnancy. Some attempted to have the child and raise it on their own, 
but the problems they faced prior to giving birth continued to follow them after. 
According to a medical practitioner in the island in 1897,  

 
Most of these unfortunate mothers of illegitimate infants are left to take 
care for themselves and their helpless babies as best they can. They 
generally have to give up their employment, and consequently fall into 
bad health from semi-starvation. Under these circumstances it is a 
wonder then any of their children live. These are facts which I am quite 
sure account for the large mortality among young children (Jamaica 
Departmental Reports for 1896-1897 1898, 252).  

 
The plight of these women is, however, perhaps best summed up in the statement 
made by Marian Thomas, accused of attempting to murder her child in 1909, 
who stated that “she had no one to look after the child and because of her 
condition in life she fretted and was always hungry and naked” (The Daily 
Gleaner December 23, 1909).19  
 
Johnson has indicated however that by 1920, there was a notable decline in the 
number of reported cases of child murder. The fall was probably due to three 
important reasons. Firstly, the attitudes regarding sex outside of marriage (and 
any resulting child) began to change, and it was no longer viewed as so much of 
a social disgrace, though what specifically accounted for this change is not clear 
(Johnson 1987, 36). The perception of illegitimacy as a social category which 
brought shame and humiliation therefore began to decline. Secondly, the 
important “role of mothers and their need for outlet as persons began to be 
recognised,” (Johnson 1987, 20) which meant that the distress and anguish which 
some of the potential accused women had to endure were addressed. This, for 
instance, saw the foundation and development of several women’s self-help  

                                                 
19  Moore and Johnson have also pointed to the disheartening case of a woman in 1917 
who had to raise her children in squalor as the father had abandoned her to go abroad and 
had never sent her any money. See, Moore and Johnson 2000, 117-118. 
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organisations by the twentieth century. Thirdly, improvements in the conditions 
of living, such as changes in the housing situation with a decrease in 
overcrowding, and increased employment opportunities – though this was 
concentrated in the service industry – might have also alleviated some of the 
stress on working women. 
 
Murder and Manslaughter  
 
As with infanticide, concealment of birth and child murder there were a number 
of similar characteristics in the cases of women accused of murder or 
manslaughter at the turn of the twentieth century. Many of the cases reflect the 
general vulnerability of women in the society and the strategies they employed in 
an effort to protect themselves. In reference to homicides perpetrated by women 
against men, Jurik and Winn have indicated, that many women kill men in the 
home or during instances of domestic violence (Jurik and Winn 1990).                                                                                                                                                         
The majority of cases observed during this period show women committing 
murder/manslaughter in self-defence or in retaliation against violent partners - in 
situations where they had felt physically threatened or had been subject to some 
type of domestic abuse. The latter is highlighted in the case of Victoria Rose in 
1910.  
 
Rose was charged with the murder of her partner, Samuel McDowell by beating 
him in the head with an iron and a piece of brick. Although admitting she had 
been responsible for hurting McDowell, Rose insisted that she had not meant to 
kill him. Recalling the day’s events, she stated that,  
 

I was in the house, and McDowell came up. I was looking after dinner 
and he began to quarrel with me. He asked me why I left the half cutlass 
outside the door. He said the cutlass was better than me. I was inside and 
he was at the door. He said ‘I bet you I come in there and give you h—,’ 
I said ‘come in’ and he came in and began to box me up. We got in a 
fight and he knocked me down on the bed. I took up the iron and hit him, 
but he took it away from me, and I ran outside and got the brick which I 
threw at him and it knocked him on the head (The Jamaica Times 
January 15, 1910).  

 
The main problem with this defense, however, was that, despite evidence of their 
having been a history of intense arguments between the two – with the couples’ 
landlord testifying to the fact that prior to the murder he had to ask them to leave, 
because they were always quarreling and “he was afraid that [one day] something 
serious would happen” (The Daily Gleaner October 13, 1909) – no one had  
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witnessed the exchange between the couple and could therefore corroborate this 
version of events. Rose was reported to have in fact wept considerably in court 
admitting that, “nobody was at the house when it [the fight between herself and 
McDowell] happened” (The Daily Gleaner October 13, 1909). The case also 
highlights how domestic violence – which was probably more widespread during 
this period than the reported case load suggests – was a feature of intimate 
relationships, with the violence only being brought to the attention of the 
authorities when a serious crime had occurred (Moore and Johnson 2004, 159).  
 
Rose’s story also highlights the context within which some of the women were 
accused of murder in Jamaica at the beginning of the twentieth century - often 
times economically or socially subordinated, frustrated and alone they turned to 
violence as an act of desperation, in a moment of irrationality, or in defense of 
their own life. This is not to say that their actions were justifiable, since to excuse 
women’s actions as justifiable because they may also be victims is simplistic, 
rather, it highlights the fact that a more comprehensive understanding of 
women’s offending during this period, must be understood within the context of 
overarching social and economic factors, which provided the context in which 
such offences took place.   
 
It must be noted that, such examples of female homicide within a family or 
intimate context presents a contrary understanding to the binary definition of 
gender roles, with women as the aggressor. More specifically however, by using 
violence against a husband or lover, even in self-defence, in a society in which, 
despite race, class or ethnicity, men were seen as the patriarch or head of the 
household and women as their subordinates or property, those women who defied 
the social order and used physical aggression against their partners stepped 
outside the boundaries of perceived feminine values and ideals. As such, it can be 
argued that they inadvertently challenged static understandings of gender roles.  
 
The method in particular of employing poison to murder was particularly 
abhorred by persons in the society, yet one which females tended more so to 
employ. Otto Pollack has asserted that poisoning can be seen as the secret murder 
weapon used by women to mask a killing (Pollack 1950, 17). The crime, he 
suggested, is a common tactic used by many females because of women’s social 
roles as the care givers of the home, preparers of meals and the nurses to the sick. 
He asserts that as women are responsible for the maintenance of the home they 
are able to buy poisons, such as insecticide and not attract attention. Additionally, 
because women prepare and serve food in the home they can easily administer 
poison to their victims but still nurse their victims in their illness and maintain an 
air of innocence (Pollack 1950, 17). As such, he has suggested that, women will 
more readily use poison to murder because their social roles in society allow  
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them the freedom to easily conceal the crime. Having to use a knife, gun or other 
weapon is more conspicuous and makes one an easier target for possible 
retaliation. Added to this, physical confrontation involves a higher risk, since the 
victim can essentially fight back. Frank McLynn has further suggested that 
poisoning is often times seen as a particularly horrific crime because it taps on 
the profound male fear of female deviousness. The polite and gentle female is 
revealed to show a person harbouring dark homicidal tendencies (McLynn 1989, 
119). She is wicked, cunning, calculating, and diabolical, essentially the most 
negative of female characteristics. Thus poisoning is perceived as a distortion of 
the traditional female roles and responsibilities. The arguments presented by both 
Pollack and McLynn are clearly presented from a masculinist standpoint, trying 
to explain the notion of women who are viewed as having stepped outside 
prescribed gender norms of femininity. 
  
More recently however, Margaret Hallissy has argued that the picture of the 
woman who uses poison or demonstrates lethal tendencies presents an image of 
female power and an inevitable male fear of that power (Hallissy 1987). 
Masculinity cannot after all perceive of femininity in the superior role and 
women who exert such authority are a threat to the patriarchal structure. Jessica 
Stern has further stated that the image of women as poisoners dates back to the 
representation of Eve as the original poison woman who enticed Adam. This 
image, she insists, has been presented in literature throughout time, thereby 
“giving poisonous weapons an aura of feminine guile and of evil” (Stern 2000, 
38). Thus men have been socialised to have a particular fear of women who use 
poison, and in a masculinist controlled state poisoning was viewed with much 
trepidation.   
 
Using poison as a weapon however was certainly not a new tactic for women at 
this point in history. According to Barbara Bush, under slavery, “female domestic 
servants in particular, because of their close proximity to whites, were able to 
disguise poison in food and drink with minimum of personal risk.” (Bush 1990, 
75) Consequently, she states, poison could be seen as one of the slaves’ secret 
weapons against slavery, and “despite their laws and ‘instruments of torture’ 
planters were unable to control such acts.” (Bush 1990, 76) Though no longer 
directed at the former plantation owners, poisoning remained a method of 
revenge or attack used by women against individuals with whom they had 
conflict - particularly, their neighbours or room mates.  
 
This was apparent in the 1889 case of Alice Earle who was charged with 
administering two drachms of pounded glass to Mary Ann Elizabeth Gardner. 
(Colonial Standard and Jamaica Despatch, January 8, 1889). Both women had  
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shared a home in Cross Roads with some other females, but had had a quarrel a 
few months prior to the incident, at which time Earle had reportedly threatened to 
poison Gardner within a month, remarking that in a previous poisoning case she 
had been acquitted and she could again be set free. On the morning of the attack, 
it was reported that all the women in the home had received a pan of corn 
hominy,20 and all, apart from Gardner who had been working, had immediately 
eaten. Gardner had instead left the food in her room and on her return home 
stated that she had found that the meal “had been stirred.” Presuming that one of 
the other women had put sugar into it, however, she still ate it and soon began 
feeling pains in her stomach and began bringing up blood and pounded glass. The 
police were subsequently called and pounded glass was found in the remaining 
food. Upon Earle’s conviction, the newspaper reported that, 

 
the [presiding] judge in passing sentence said that the offence of which 
the prisoner was found guilty, was common in the country in the days of 
slavery, but happily it had died out, and he would wish it to go forth to 
the people of Jamaica that any attempt to revive it will be met with 
severe sentences... (Colonial Standard and Jamaica Despatch, 8 January 
1889).  

 
In another case Phyllis Masters attempted to poison Alice Wright by sending her 
breakfast laced with poison. Both had reportedly been friends but had had an 
argument over some money and though Wright had attempted to make amends a 
few days before the alleged incident, Masters reportedly still held ill feelings 
towards her. After eating breakfast sent to her by Masters, Wright reportedly, 
“began to vomit severely and had to be taken to the hospital,” where it was found 
that she had been poisoned. (Colonial Standard and Jamaica Despatch, October 
22, 1885).  
 
Henrietta Bennet also attempted to poison Christina Foster, Elizabeth Walters, 
and Ursulina Bailey with phosphoric poison. Bennet, who was described as “a 
sharp looking girl”, had accused Foster of stealing 2/- (florin) from her and had 
threatened to poison her in the future. On the day of the incident, after eating a 
pot of rice and salt fish the three women became ill. It was later discovered that 
both their food and water jugs had contained enough quantity of phosphorous 
that would have caused instant death if one of them had consumed it alone. 
(Colonial Standard and Jamaica Despatch, 4 May 1892).  
 
 

                                                 
20  The report in the newspaper does not state who provided them with this meal. 
Presumably it had been cooked by one of the other women in the home. 
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The level of intolerance in the society towards poisoning was evident in the fact 
that the law stated that any person convicted of the crime could be sentenced to 
serve a maximum term of life imprisonment.21 Yet despite such strong penal 
policies, poisoning remained an area of persistent concern for governmental 
officials. One of the reasons for this was the ease of access to poisonous 
substances. Inspector General of Police Major L.F. Knollys, for instance, noted 
with growing concern the public danger which had arisen due to the sale of rat 
poisons and vermin destroyers by storekeepers in 1891. With the availability of 
these substances, he stated, it was “unfortunately now in the power of any angry 
servant or other irritated person to obtain a ready means of revenge before they 
have time to realise what they are doing....” (The Governor’s Report on the Blue 
Books of Jamaica and Departmental Reports, 1889-91, 294). Accessibility, then, 
provided a number of women with a weapon, and particularly in cases where a 
dispute had taken place and the woman felt wronged she took revenge by using 
powdered glass, arsenic or rat poison in the food of her victims, including family 
members.  
 
John Gunson, for instance, died suddenly one morning after drinking some green 
tea prepared by Elizabeth Frances Thomas, his granddaughter, and Georgiana 
Smith, the reported concubine of his son, James Lloyd Thomas.22  Both women, 
it appeared, had been on bad terms with Gimson’s son and had conspired to 
poison him. Unfortunately, Gimson inadvertently ingested the poison in a cup of 
tea and the two were subsequently found guilty.23  
 
Backradani, an East Indian woman, was also unsuccessful in her attempt to kill 
her husband Ramsaloo. The woman had apparently conspired with another East 
Indian man, Suratan, whom she wished to live with, to lace her husband’s food 
with opium because Suratan had told her, “you give Ramsaloo poison and I will 
keep you.” According to the presiding judge, what was most disturbing about the 
case was that such trivial matters had been used as the justification in her attempt 
to poison her husband. Further, he was most surprised that “a man tells a woman 
go kill that man and I will take you” and she would listen to him. (The Daily 
Gleaner, November 11, 1912).   
 
 

                                                 
21  See, The Statutes and Laws of Jamaica, Vol IV., (revised edition) 21 Victoria to 29 
Victoria, Law 27 Victoria, c. 32, sec. IX An act to consolidate and amend the statute law 
relating to Offences Against the Person.  
22  See, Blake to Knutsford, 1 December 1890, no. 405, C.O. 137/544, enclosed I. 
23  See, Blake to Knutsford, 1 December 1890, no. 405, C.O. 137/544, enclosed I. 
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These incidents of poisoning suggest that women’s motives for murder extended 
beyond socio-economic challenges. Explanations for women’s offending were 
far more diverse and complex and their actions included retaliatory violence, and 
revenge killing. Thus as Africa has stated, “women construct various identities in 
narrating stories of violence,” they are essentially active agents in understanding 
criminal behaviour.” (Africa 2010, 89)  
 
In some cases, as well women acted as the antagonist, instigating others to carry 
out the crime or cajoling persons to assist them in committing the act. This is 
perhaps best illustrated in the 1891 murder of four Indians, two men and two 
women, over a rival business. Agnes Hire had been a part owner with her partner 
Illihio in a shop whose business had declined since another proprietor, John 
Allen, had opened a rival shop in the same area. After reportedly conspiring to 
kill Allen in an effort to regain her business, Hire, along with the others, had 
lured him out of his house and subsequently murdered him. They then returned to 
his home and lured out Goberdan, Allen’s old male servant, killed him, and 
finally murdered Allen’s wife Cosella and his mother Gattarmeah.24 According to 
an obeah man25 whom Hire had attempted to employ after the crime, she had 
been the one to approach him, to speak with him about what had happened and 
she had attempted to pay him to try and work his ‘magic’ to prevent any of them 
from being legally implicated in the murder. In another case, Lydia Maria Mark 
attempted to solicit John Frederick Williams to murder her husband James Mark. 
The accused, it was reported, had been living with her husband for some time but 
the two were having differences. Mark went out and requested the services of 
Williams to kill her husband telling him that she was desirous of marrying 
another man, but could not do so unless her present husband was dead (Colonial 
Standard and Jamaica Despatch, 9 January 1892). It is important to recognise 
that in both cases women employed the assistance of men to help them commit 
murder. One of the explanations for this was because men were more likely to be 
easily susceptible to women’s charms and persuasions and women recognised 
that a successful strategy was dependent on their ability to win over their 
accomplice. This is of course a gendered assumption which polarises both 
women and men into stereotypical roles.  
 
Certain conclusions then can be drawn about female murderers at the turn of the 
twentieth century. Firstly, the murders in which women participated tended to  

                                                 
24  See, Northcote to the Major General Administering the Government, 16 September 
1891, no. 263, C.O. 137/546.  
25  Those who practiced and specialised in obeah were revered during this period. They 
were both feared and sought out to assist with problems deemed in need of supernatural 
help.  
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involve family members, particularly children where the circumstances of the 
mother’s life, in her view, provided a strong rationale for the crime. Such acts 
often times reflected women’s vulnerability in terms of limited options in a male 
centered society or showed their inability to find help/support with limited 
infrastructural or social services, especially since there were inadequate options 
available to those women who became pregnant, but did not want to have the 
child. This is not a justification for committing a crime, but particularly in the 
cases of infanticide, it is important to recognise that, some chose homicide not 
merely to escape what they perceived as hopeless or desperate circumstances, but 
more so to attain or retrieve what they imagined would be a happier state in their 
lives. Vulnerable to external pressures and unable to see an immediate resolution 
to their problems they believed that by eliminating the source of their distress – 
the unwanted child – they could regain some form of stability. Secondly, 
examples such as poisoning highlight the ways in which women were able to use 
a traditional female role, in the preparation of food in a particularly deceptive 
way as a guise to gain the trust of their victims. It also demonstrates the fragility 
of some relationships as some women chose violence as the ultimate solution in 
retaliation against those with whom they had disagreements.  
 
The responses of both the legislature and judiciary to these cases however, 
provide insight into what was considered unacceptable by middle-class standards 
– particularly since it was those in the upper echelons who decided and passed 
the laws in the island.  The evidence indicates that there was intolerance to public 
acts of aggression. Murder was certainly not condoned, even if the individual 
circumstances of some women’s lives were particularly difficult, and despite 
whatever perceived mental issues were present. Societal misconduct was dealt 
with swiftly and decisively and as an example to any future perpetrator.  
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