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SPECIAL ISSUE – Part II 

 
Gender, Sexuality and Feminism in the Caribbean: 

Transdisciplinary Engagements 
 

Halimah A. F. DeShong 
Guest Editor’s Note 

 
In their contribution to Part II of “Gender, Sexuality and Feminism in the 

Caribbean: Transdisciplinary Engagements” the authors remind us of the 
mobility of feminist analytical approaches for studying the Caribbean.1 Similar to 
the writers featured in Part I, they do so from multiple disciplinary locations, 
including those who articulate an explicitly (Caribbean) feminist vision, as well 
as those who take up feminist analytical tools for examining a range of concerns 
affecting the region. In Part I, Eudine Barriteau (2017) and Tonya Haynes (2017) 
explored feminism/feminist and Caribbean feminisms, in ways that are worth 
repeating here to foreground the analyses which follow. Barriteau explores what 
precisely it means to be feminist and to undertake feminist analysis as a critical 
orientation to social change grounded in a commitment to unmasking and ending 
gendered inequalities. Barriteau reminds us, that the most widely deployed 
feminist tool of analysis in research that avoids citing its feminist lineage, 
“gender” is indeed a feminist contribution.  This is crucial in situating much of 
the contributions across both issues that take up questions of gender and 
sexuality, as they do so with differing connections to feminist thought.  
 
Haynes refers to Caribbean feminist thought as heterogeneous, with multiple 
genealogies, geographic specificity, intergenerationally produced, transnational, 
and as offering multiple conceptual tools for analysing how we make life in the 
region. Caribbean feminists (working within and outside the region) have always 
reckoned with how power is produced, exercised, accessed and denied through 
various historical, juridical, political, social and economic relations. Caribbean 
feminist intellectuals have also had a long tradition of producing 
multi/inter/transdisciplinary scholarly collections in which contributors are either 

                                                 
1 Much of the reference to the Caribbean in this introduction is limited to discussions of the 
English-speaking Caribbean and its diaspora, both in terms of scholarship and geographic focus. 
The same applies to the essays in this special issue. 
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working from within the intellectual tradition defined by Haynes or drawing on 
global and Caribbean feminist theories, concepts and approaches to produce 
knowledge.2  
 
Gender, Sexuality and Feminism in the Caribbean: Transdisciplinary 

Engagements Parts I & II furthers this tradition of transdisciplinary collaboration 
for which feminist scholarship has become known. In fact, feminist scholarship, 
rooted in feminist movements, is by design, (anti)discipline. I use the term 
(anti)discipline here in two interrelated ways. First, it signals Stephen Roscoe’s 
(2003) reference to all academic disciplines as being invariably interdisciplinary. 
He argues that it is the process of institutional sanctioning that attaches 
boundaries to different disciplines, setting the terms of engagement for their 
practitioners. Second, and more in line with anti-colonial and anti-racist 
approaches to feminism, an (anti)disciplinary vantage point undermines the 
boundedness of disciplines by mobilising diverse thinking and actions from 
women across multiple intellectual, activist and geopolitical locations (Isoke 
2017). Mohammed (2009) defines this healthy irreverence to the boundaries 
across various fields of inquiry as ‘disciplinary promiscuity’; a kind of freedom 
and mobility that facilitates more generative and expansive analyses.  
 
Caribbean feminists, as Haynes (2012 & 2017) has shown, have always 
confronted the tensions in Western feminisms which often takes the categories 
“woman,” “gender” and “sexuality” for granted as part of a larger Western bio-
logic. African, Caribbean, Black, Indigenous, Latinx, Asian feminists have 
exposed these categories as inherently prefigured by race and wider colonial 
relations of power (Wynter 1990 & 2003; Haynes 2012 & 2017; Mendez 2015; 
DeShong 2018). M. Jacqui Alexander (2006) and Michelle Rowley (2007) also 
challenge us to pursue the possibilities of interdisciplinary crossings in which the 
sacred/metaphysical intersect the material as an instantiation of anti-colonial 
liberatory politics in Women’s Studies for exploring gender and sexuality.3  
 
Beyond the metaphor, “Transdisciplinary Engagements” signals approaches to 
studying gender and sexuality that are not confined by a singularity inherent in 
the notion and practice of a “discipline”. These engagements derive from 
travelling, transcending, resisting and healing in ways that, not only emerge from 

                                                 
2 For example, see: Boyce Davies and Savory Fido 1990; Mohammed 1998 & 2002a; Parpart, 
Connelly and Barriteau 2000; Barriteau & Cobley 2001; Lewis 2003; Barriteau 2003 & 2012; 
Bailey and Leo-Rhynie 2004; Reddock 2004; Hosein and Outar 2016; Hosein and Parpart 2017; 
Kempadoo and DeShong forthcoming; also see the 14 special issues of the Caribbean Review of 

Gender Studies published between 2007 and 2020. 
3 For further exploration of these questions, see the works by Tonya Haynes, M. Jacqui Alexander 
and Michele Rowley cited here.  
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different approaches to engaging (Caribbean) feminist thought, but also defy the 
boundaries occasioned by an institutional territoriality. This methodology is 
figured in reference to “Transdisciplinary Engagements” in the title of this 
special issue of the Journal of Eastern Caribbean Studies. 
 
With Part II of this collection, the contributors extend a focus on the interplay of 
race, gender and sexuality in the Caribbean for understanding issues of major 
concern affecting the region. Feminist scholars such as Gabriele Hosein, 
Charmaine Crawford and Latoya Lazarus offer novel ways in which to extend 
theorising and analysis of gender and sexuality with their contributions. The 
collection opens with Lazarus’ acute sociological analysis in an essay titled 
“Debating Sex Education: The Politics and Discursive Framing of 

Comprehensive Sexuality Education in Barbados”. As we have come to know 
Lazarus’ analysis of public discourses on sexuality, sexual rights and rights talk 
in relation to both Christian commentators and those who mobilise Christian 
discourses to discipline sexuality (Lazarus 2012, 2015, 2016 & 2018), she 
focuses here on how discursive framings of Comprehensive Sexuality Education 
(CSE) in Barbados by different interest groups (from rights activists to those 
named as conservative religious players), operate to legitimise or reject CSE as a 
mechanism for improving the sexual and reproductive health, rights and well-
being of young people. In tracking these public debates as they unfold in local 
print and broadcast media, Lazarus offers key insights on how the co-mingling of 
global and local/regional discursive framings of CSE in Barbados expose appeals 
for a rejection of imperialism in favour of tradition and culture. These discursive 
framings, she argues, also affirm notions about who can function as a legitimate 
speaker on these issues, and they further complicate the relationship among 
sexuality, religion and citizenship, particularly for the group of youth who are the 
targets of CSE.  
 
In “Unbearable Knowledge: Sexual Citizenship, Homophobia and the Taxonomy 

of Ignorance in the Caribbean” Charmaine Crawford exposes the hierarchies and 
boundaries of citizenship produced by the operation of gender, sexuality and 
race, as part of a larger hegemonic colonial project. She does so by taking up M. 
Jacqui Alexander’s usage of “unbearable knowledge” and Nancy Tuana’s 
“taxonomy of ignorance” for making claims about how state power intersects 
intimate life to delineate citizenship. Crawford argues that the violence of 
homophobia and transphobia emerge from this interplay between the state and 
the interpersonal. Using data from interviews and focus groups with lesbian, 
bisexual and transgender (LBT) women, she extends her analysis of the 
experience of lesbophobia from an earlier publication (Crawford 2012), by 
demonstrating how (in this instance) LBT women navigate multiple oppressions 
occasioned by the state and within interpersonal interactions. Both Lazarus and 
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Crawford approach the study of sexuality and sexual citizenship by producing 
Caribbean and transnational feminist readings of gender and sexuality. In the 
process, they join turn-of-the-century and recent Caribbean feminist scholarship 
on sexual citizenship.4 
 
The focus on sexuality is maintained in “Sampling LGBTQ Discrimination in 

Trinidad and Tobago – Perception or Reality?” jointly written by Jacqueline 
Stephenson and Paul Balwant. Through the use of survey research, these writers 
assess the attitudes of a convenient sample of undergraduate students, from an 
institution in Trinidad and Tobago, towards homosexuality and how this might 
relate to discrimination against lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender and queer 
(LGBTQ) persons. This essay can be situated as part of a small but growing body 
of survey research on attitudes toward sexuality and citizenship that has emerged 
in recent years in the Caribbean (Jackman 2016, 2017 & 2019; Griffith and 
Wickham 2019). Working out of the field of Management Studies, Stephenson 
and Balwant are concerned about questions of inequality and discrimination in 
the workplace, and they extend this concern for understanding how ideas and 
attitudes about gender and sexual non-binary persons circulate in Trinidad and 
Tobago. The findings suggest that histories of race, gender, religion and culture 
continue to shape societal views on sexuality. For example, they found that 
homophobic ‘attitudes’ were more likely to be expressed by male than female 
students. As this emerging survey research expands, there is space for it to be 
placed in closer conversation with the existing body of Caribbean feminist 
knowledge on gender and sexuality, to better situate the genealogies of beliefs, 
attitudes and practices existing at the levels of the individual and interpersonal. 
 
How traditional disciplines and sub-disciplines, as practiced in the region, engage 
or fail to engage Caribbean feminist thought is the subject of Gabrielle Hosein’s 
“What Caribbean Feminist Political Anthropology does with Blind Men and an 

Elephant.” Herself a Caribbean feminist anthropologist, Hosein critiques the 
masculinist and androcentric orientation and organisation of Caribbean political 
science and political anthropology. Situating this essay within frameworks 
derived from feminist political anthropology and Caribbean feminist scholarship 
on politics, Hosein demonstrates how feminist research, thought and activism (all 
interwoven) reveal connections among seemingly disparate aspects of socio-
economic and socio-political arrangements at the levels of the state, society and 
family. In fact, the charge of androcentrism and masculinism in political science 
and political anthropology, as enacted in the Caribbean, is in their failure, Hosein 

                                                 
4 See for example, Kamugisha 2007 & 2019; T. Robinson 2007, 2009 & 2011; Sheller 2012; C. 
Robinson 2012; Lazarus 2015; as well as edited collections by Barrow, de Bruin and Carr 2009 and 
by Smith 2011. 
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argues, to meaningfully engage the rich feminist intellectual histories. In this 
reflexive contribution to Caribbean feminist thought, Hosein outlines the 
experience of conducting research for her 2016 co-edited collection with Jane 
Parpart (see in list of references), Negotiating Gender, Policy and Politics in the 

Caribbean: Feminist Strategies, Masculinist Resistance and Transformational 

Possibilities. She issues a challenge to scholars working in these two related 
fields of inquiry to confront their elision of Caribbean feminist intellectual 
histories, as a means through which to provide more durable analyses of the state, 
Caribbean politics and citizenship. 
 
Drawing on Black and Caribbean feminist scholarship, and situating her work 
within critical Caribbean readings of race and colonialism, Kendra Pitt provides a 
fresh and necessary reading of interviews with domestic violence social support 
workers in Trinidad and Tobago. In an essay titled “Tracing Race and Gender in 

Domestic Violence Social Support Work in Trinidad and Tobago”, Pitt argues 
that during in-depth interviews participants produced the racialised and gendered 
scripts on African and Indian women that are rooted in a history of 
colonialisation. Pitt extends on the existing studies of state responses to domestic 
violence in Trinidad and Tobago (Hadeed and El-Bassel 2006; Lazarus-Black 
2007), as well as early and more recent studies that address the interstices of race 
and gender in examining gendered violence against women in the Caribbean and 
Caribbean diaspora (Danns and Parsad 1989; Brice-Baker 1994; O’Neal and 
Beckman 2017; DeShong 2018). However, what Pitt offers is a detailed and 
specific reading which foregrounds the analysis of race as central to how women 
engage and are engaged by the state and state actors in accessing support. In this 
regard, she joins a Caribbean feminist tradition of critically assessing how 
Caribbean women are interpolated into the state and state processes.5 
  
Corin Bailey, Julian Cresser and Charlene Coore-Desai also situate gender and 
violence socio-historically in their essay “Participation in Organised Sports and 

Delinquent/Problem Behaviour among High School Boys in Jamaica and 

Barbados: A Socio-Historical Analysis of Prevalence and Associated Factors”. 
They report on the findings of quantitative data, gathered from questionnaires 
administered to secondary school students in Barbados and Jamaica on 
masculinity, participation in sports and delinquency/problem behaviour. The 
authors probe existing knowledge that suggests that sport reduces the risk of male 
youth involvement in delinquency and deviance. Analysing quantitative data 
gathered against the broader literature on masculinity, delinquency/problem 
                                                 
5 Reddock 1989 & 2007; Mohammed 1994 & 2002b; Barriteau 1998 & 2001; Peake and Trotz 
2002; Trotz 2003; Rowley 2003 & 2011; DeShong and Haynes 2016; Hosein and Papart eds. 2017; 
McFee 2019). 
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behaviour and crime, they found a statistical association between what they refer 
to as “heightened masculinity” and increased level of sports participation. In his 
historical research, Downes (2004 & 2005) has demonstrated how dominant 
expressions of masculinity in the Caribbean (as in other parts of the world) 
cohere with the involvement of men and boys in cricket, one of the sports with 
high male participation in both Barbados and Jamaica. Building on these and 
other sociological and historical studies, Bailey, Cresser and Coore-Desai found 
that the protective effect sport is assumed to have in preventing boys from 
delinquency, was not proven to be the case, as boys in their study were in fact 
engaging in ‘delinquency/problem behaviour’ while actively participating in 
sports. The paper ends with the authors considering the implications of these 
findings for policy, given a common trend in Jamaica and Barbados, as well as in 
other Caribbean countries, for governments and community organisers to 
champion sports as a solution to reduce violence among youth, particularly male 
youth. They suggest that addressing delinquency/problem behaviour among 
youth require greater attention to existing structural inequalities which produce 
uneven outcomes for young people in the region. 
 
Researchers located outside of feminist studies have also joined the call for 
robust and situated gender analysis in their fields of inquiry. In a review essay on 
“Exploring Ethics and Gender in Corporate Organisations in a Caribbean 

Context: Does Gender Truly Matter?” Philmore Alleyne and Cheryl Cadogan-
McClean reflect on existing studies that address the place of gender in ethical 
decision-making in the Caribbean corporate settings. They point to a paucity of 
gender analysis in research on ethics in corporations and note that when gender 
appears in these works (especially much of the early work) it is often applied in 
binary and reductionist ways. In the first part of the essay, Alleyne and Cadogan- 
McClean present global perspectives on ethical decision-making and 
whistleblowing, which define men as having lower ethical standards than women 
in ways that homogenises gender. Similar trends also appear in the research on 
the same in the Caribbean. This review functions as their basis for suggesting 
possible directions for future work on this theme, particularly as it relates to 
widening both the scope of analysis, as well as the conceptualisation of gender in 
these studies. In short, the authors’ gesture to the need for more expansive and 
geographically specific analysis of gendered relations of power in future studies 
of ethical decision-making in corporations. 
 
A similar call is made in the commentary that closes the collection titled, 
“Gender in Caribbean Fisheries: It’s the Women’s Turn” by Patrick McConney, 
Vernel Nicholls and Bertha Simmons. McConney, Nicholls and Simmons 
provide reflections as members of the Gender in Fisheries Team (GIFT), 
coordinated by the Centre for Resource Management and Environmental Studies 
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(CERMES) at The University of the West Indies, Cave Hill Campus. They begin 
with an overview of the literature on gender and fisheries before turning to a 
discussion of fieldwork undertaken at a fish landing site in Barbados. In 
exploring this under- researched, yet important dimension of women’s lives and 
livelihoods in the Caribbean, McConney, Nicholls and Simmons conclude that in  
order to meaningfully address the gendered inequalities which disadvantage 
women fisherfolk, and which feature in fisheries governance, there is need for 
gender analyses focused on livelihoods and networks in the industry. 
 
A number of essays in this special issue emphasise the multiple ways in which 
feminist frameworks in general, and Caribbean feminist frameworks specifically, 
are mobilised for addressing social and political concerns. While some 
contributors work centrally within the multi/inter/transdisciplinary field of 
women/feminist/gender studies, and claim an explicit (Caribbean) feminist 
consciousness, others draw on key concepts and approaches derived from this 
field without necessarily confronting the feminist histories out of which such 
frameworks are drawn. Notwithstanding these differences, the contributions 
across Parts I & II of “Gender, Sexuality and Feminism in the Caribbean: 

Transdisciplinary Engagements” underscore not only the durability of 
(Caribbean) feminist frameworks, but how they travel and are deployed in 
several ways by differently located researchers. 
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Abstract 

 

Serious dialogue about sexual and reproductive health (SRH) rights 

remains pertinent today in the Caribbean, as elsewhere in the world. 

This is due to the direct and indirect impact that notion of rights and 

their implementations, or not, continues to have on people’s everyday 

lived experiences. Moreover, rights talk also have the potential of 

uniting and dividing people along deep-seated ideological lines. This is 

repeatedly demonstrated in global debates around what ought to be 

considered as SRH rights as well as who should access such rights and 

in what form. In contributing to this broader dialogue, this article 

examines the construction and contestation of Comprehensive Sexual 

Education (CSE) in public dialogues in Barbados, which, I argue, 

reproduce and contribute to transnational discourses on the subject. The 

article specifically highlights the ways in which CSE is both imagined 

and contested as a legitimate tool for enhancing and safeguarding the 

sexual and reproductive health rights and well-being of young people 

by a number of interest groups: from rights activists to conservative 

religious players. This research focuses on the presence and influence 

of religion in both setting the discursive and emotional terms of the 

public debate on the implementation of CSE. The arguments in this 

paper are based primarily on the critical reading of visual, oral and 

written text.  

 
Key Words: sexual and reproductive health, discursive formations, 

comprehensive sexual education 
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Introduction and Theoretical Framework 

 

Serious dialogue about matters relating to sexual and reproductive health (SRH) 

rights remain pertinent today in Caribbean nation-states such as Barbados, as 

they do elsewhere in the world. This is due to the direct and indirect impact that 

the notion of rights and their implementations, or not, continues to have on 

people’s everyday lived experiences. However, SRH rights are nonetheless still 

contested and garner much opposition and skepticism, which is repeatedly 

demonstrated in local/national and transnational debates around what ought to be 

considered as a right as well as who should access such a right and in what form. 

The opposition, particularly by some conservative religious leaders, to the 

implementation of Comprehensive Sexuality Education (CSE) in the curriculum 

of Barbadian public schools illustrates these tensions.  

  

The opposition to CSE is not unique to conservative religious leaders in 

Barbados; rather, similar oppositions exists across the region. This is so despite 

the tendency to frame existing mainstream educational approaches that seek to 

achieve some degree of comprehensiveness as being a combination of “health 

promotion and problem prevention [… to] promote healthy decision making, 

development and lifestyles” (Greene and Olson 2010, ‘foreword’). Indeed, in 

providing an overview of the existing regional “comprehensive life skills based 

programme,” the Health and Family Life Education (HFLE), Joycelyn 

Rampersad (2003) declares that,  

 

Research coming out of the region in the last decade has highlighted the 

serious threats (social, psychological, and physical) that impact on the 

health and well-being of children and youth. This has resulted in growing 

acceptance by the education and health sectors of the need to strengthen 

the role of the school in educating the whole child, with a focus on 

reshaping values and promoting positive behaviours. It is against this 

backdrop that the CARICOM Standing Committee of Ministers of 

Education [in collaboration with the University of the West Indies] 

passed a resolution in 1994 to support a comprehensive approach to 

HFLE. (under second para.) 

 

To date, the HFLE is the only regional framework, developed by CARICOM and 

The University of the West Indies, in collaboration with an array of other 

regional and international NGOs, such as United Nations Children’s Fund 

(UNICEF), intended to be used by CARICOM countries in establishing “national 

school-based health education curricula” at the primary and secondary levels 

(Greene and Olson 2010, ‘foreword’). Moreover, it, arguably, exemplifies not 

only regional but also transnational flows of ideas and discourses on the ‘holistic’ 
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development of children and youth. It is crucial to note here, however, that the 

CARICOM HFLE curriculum, though at times aligned with CSE, does not make 

any explicit reference to comprehensive sexual education, though it includes 

units addressing matters relating to gender and sexuality. Additionally, this 

curriculum, as will be discussed, has been critiqued for not being consistently 

delivered within schools nor being very comprehensive in its approach to sexual 

education. 

 

This article examines the construction and contestation of CSE in public 

dialogues in Barbados, from 2015 to 2017. Particularly, the article focuses on the 

ways in which CSE is both constituted and contested, in public forums such as 

the mass media, as a legitimate tool for enhancing and safeguarding the sexual 

and reproductive health rights and well-being of young people. In so doing, it 

draws attention to the presence and influence of religion in both setting the 

discursive and emotional terms of this public debate with the intention of 

influencing the decisions of relevant stakeholders.1 The intimate and complicated 

interplay between the ‘local’/‘national’, ‘regional’ and the ‘transnational’ will 

also be foregrounded, through attention to the similarities between existing 

literature on sex education from outside the Caribbean to local research, debates 

and commentaries from within Barbados and elsewhere in the Caribbean. It 

concludes by identifying areas for further research on this subject within the 

region.  

 

This article provides yet another example of the tensions associated with 

translating ‘international’ rights discourses and practices in a specific national 

and local context, especially when these discourses are seen as going against 

dominant ideologies and practices and, equally, are perceived as having 

unwanted societal consequences (Merry 2006; Lazarus 2016). Moreover, in 

analysing the discursive formations about CSE, Weeks’ (1998) canonical 

theorisation on the birth of the sexual citizen provides some useful 

contextualisation. Specifically, useful for this discussion is Weeks’ declaration 

that in order to fully appreciate the importance of issues around sexuality in so  

                                                 
1 By ‘emotional terms’, this author means the deliberate use of language and analogies to produce a 

general emotive reaction, or to appeal to already existing collective anxieties, about a topic or 

experience within a society. Here, emotions refer to feelings that are “narrated and social” (Greyser 

2012, 86). This is somewhat distinguishable from affect, which is commonly regarded by scholars 

as referring to the embodied or subjective experience of feelings. Whilst there are indeed slippages 

between emotions and affect, generally these are treated within Affect Studies as separate. Of 

course, as Greyser argues, there are in fact slippages between the self (referring to affect) and the 

social meanings or “categories of feelings” (ibid.), which are no doubt captured in this article. 
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many people’s life politics, it is important to understand the intimate dialectic 

between the ‘global’ and ‘local’ in shaping discourses and developments around 

sexuality (Weeks 1998, 40). 

 

To further explain this interplay, Weeks (1998) notes that there are major forces 

being experienced globally, of course with different pace and intensity, “which 

are transforming relationships and opening up new possibilities that are affecting 

people in the emerging economies as well as becoming focal concerns of people 

in the metropolitan countries” (40). He specifically highlights that, 

 

Rapid economic, social and cultural changes on a global scale are 

undermining many of the traditional bastions of legitimate authority: the 

churches, customary ways of life, state forms, with the so-called crisis of 

the family at the epicenter of these transformations (Weeks 1998, 41). 

 

Likewise, the discussions about CSE in Barbados are unfolding in a society that 

is navigating a number of global vicissitudes, including growing economic 

transformations and uncertainties. This is coupled with real and/or perceived 

socio-cultural changes, for example, as it relates to dominant moral codes and 

values, as well as to feelings of disenchantment and questioning of traditional 

sources of moral authority such as churches (Marshall, Lashley, Bailey, Lazarus 

and Lord 2017). Indeed, across the Anglophone Caribbean, skepticism about 

CSE, as will be demonstrated below, has been connected to wider worries about 

the state of the family, ‘appropriate’ expressions of sexuality and sexual 

activities, as well as anxieties about the erosion of political sovereignty and the 

right to self-determination. 

 

Weeks emphasises the interplay of the ‘global’ and ‘local’, or the ‘transnational’ 

and the ‘national’ for shaping and transforming the construction of the sexual 

citizen but, more broadly, discourses about gender and sexuality (see also 

Povinelli and Chauncey 1999). However, it would, as is now readily accepted, be 

naive to look for universalism or to assume that the social realities being 

experienced in one context will necessarily be experienced at all, or at the same 

pace and manner in another context. Indeed, differences in histories, cultures, 

politics, societal organisations and the balance of power inform, in complex 

ways, how developments within and across societies transpire (Weeks 1998, 40). 

Nonetheless, one can still identify commonalities and points of intersections in 

transnational discourses on CSE.  

 

Inevitably, there is a blurring of what was traditionally perceived as the 

‘international,’ ‘global’ and ‘local’ or ‘national’, due in large part to the easy and 

frequent movements of people, ideas, discourses and resources. The sharing and 
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translation of the discourses espoused by non-governmental organisations across 

various national and regional spaces, where examples from various parts of the 

world are invoked as evidence of either best practice or lessons learned, which 

may in turn transform these discourses, exemplifies this interconnectivity. This 

interconnectivity attests to the sustained analytic power of such contested 

concepts as glocality and translocality. Ironically, though such intimate interplays 

are evident, they are nevertheless complicated in discussions around CSE, as 

evident in Caribbean nations such as Barbados, where there are also explicit 

suspicions and critiques of globalised power imbalances around knowledge 

production and control. These cannot be simply dismissed as smoke and mirrors. 

Whilst there are some distortions in the framings of these criticisms, they 

nevertheless also address experiences of coloniality and biopolitical control of 

citizens’ bodies, which characterise the historical and ongoing manifestations of 

imperialism and sovereign power within the region. 

 

Methodology  

 

This article is based primarily on critical readings of a range of oral, visual and 

written texts on CSE in Barbados, and to lesser extent in other areas of the 

Anglophone Caribbean, between 2015-2017, culminating in 2017 with the 

conservative religious outcry within the local print and broadcast media about the 

dangers of CSE. For this analysis, it is crucial to emphasise that the main vocal 

voices in such public debates comprised of various Christian leaders as well as 

some youth and/or sexual and reproductive health rights activists. In addition to 

the targeted youth population, parents and teachers’ voices were largely absent.  

In one newspaper article it was reported that “while supporters and opponents 

engage in fiery debate over the merits and demerits of CSE, both the Barbados 

Union of Teachers (BUT) and the Barbados Secondary Teachers’ Union (BSTU) 

said they had been left out of the process, even though their members would be 

impacted” (Barbados Today, April 05, 2017). It is also important to highlight that 

whilst conservative Christians from various denominations voiced oppositions to 

CSE, there were supportive voices from within Christianity.2  

 

A number of primary and secondary data were analysed. These included twenty-

three news articles published in three local newspapers, Barbados Today, The 

Nation, and the Barbados Advocate, as well as nine news articles from regional 

sources. In addition, a 2017 televised debate on the topic, three local and regional 

sexual education curriculum/booklets3 and various anti-CSE materials produced 

                                                 
2 Though there were some non-conservative Christian voices lending support to CSE, conservative 

Christian leaders were more dominant and visible. 
3 These included various versions of the regional CARICOM developed Health and Family Life 

[HFLE] curriculum and a teaching manual produced by Dance4life in Barbados. 
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by the Jamaican Coalition for a Healthy Society (JCHS)4 were also analysed. 

Analysis was also carried out on ten reports (assessing relevant local, regional 

and international pro- and anti- CSE arguments). These included a 2010 

UNESCO report on the “Ministerial Declaration: Preventing through Education” 

emerging from the First Meeting of Ministers of Health and Education to Stop 

HIV and STIs in Latin America and the Caribbean as well as a 2016 evaluation 

report of Dance4life in Barbados,5  which, like the more established Barbados 

Family Planning Association (BFPA), provides a form of CSE service in private 

and public secondary schools on the island. In discussion with the groups’ 

directors it was stressed that to date they provided this service “in half of the 

country’s secondary schools” (Personal Interview, February 20, 2018).6 

 

This article thus focuses on the discursive formations on the topic because of the 

potential influence these may have on actual support and implementation of the 

program. Of course, there are obvious limitations attached to focusing on 

discourse within the media; specifically, these do not provide a fully 

representative view of how the topic is being addressed, constituted and resisted 

within other public and private avenues. However, a focus on this type of 

discursive formation also has its strength. Namely, debates amongst interest 

groups within the media may shed light on a public struggle over knowledge 

production and values.7 This attention to discourse shores up the ways in which 

various social actors produce, and seek legitimate “access to or control over” the 

text and context of public discourse (van Dijk 2015, 470). Put differently, 

“[t]hese discursive formations, as they are known, define what is and is not 

appropriate in our formulations of, and our practices in relation to a particular 

subject or site of social activity; what knowledge is considered useful, relevant 

and ‘true’ in that context; and what sorts of persons or ‘subjects’ embody its 

characteristics” (Hall [1997] 2003, 6). The debates within the Barbados print and 

broadcast media in 2017 illustrate this struggle over knowledge construction and 

                                                 
4  JCHS is a civil society group with regional reach, including in Barbados amongst groups with 

similar agendas. This group produces a number of materials as part of its local and regional 

advocacy. In this study, the researcher examined a newsletter, one document detailing the 

organisation’s understanding of CSE, a policy brief as well as a blog entre on the topic, two 

regional declarations and one 2015 online petition on “Preserve Healthy Caribbean Societies!”  
5 According to the group’s website, their mission “is to bring an end to HIV, STIs, unplanned 

pregnancies and sexual violence. We do this by creating young, civic-minded leaders, empowered 

to make the best decisions for their futures” (http://www.dance4lifebarbados.com/mission-vision). 
6 http://www.dance4lifebarbados.com/mission-vision 
7 Moreover, the local print and broadcast media is still used and, arguably, seen by some as a 

legitimate source for obtaining and sharing pertinent information, alongside newer social media 

platforms. Some social media platforms, such as Facebook and YouTube, also carried excerpts of 

media stories that appeared in the local broadcast media and newspapers.  
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equally, the politicisation and religionisation of sexuality; that is, the 

understanding of sexuality through the frame of religion or the efforts to bring 

sexuality in line with religious principles and values. Similar to the Christian 

Right’s mobilisation in the United States during the 1970s to the 1990s and once 

again under the Trump administration, Caribbean conservative Christians’ 

campaign to ‘educate’ the public about the ‘truth’ of CSE, paired with the 

attention given to their sensational arguments within local media, may be viewed 

as a return to a focus on values, or rather as a “classic instance of a moral panic” 

(di Mauro and Joffe 2007, 68).8 In the case of Barbados, this moral panic about 

sexuality and youth sexuality in particular, is arguably in response to a number of 

factors such as the perceived decline in societal and youth’s values, but also to 

recent actual developments, such as a reported decrease in marriage rates, low 

birth rates and increase in divorce rates; combined with an increase in legal 

challenges to various ‘buggery laws’ in a number of other Anglophone Caribbean 

countries. It could therefore be said that the focus on sex education not only 

addresses local sexual and health issues but also lends support to conservative 

groups’ broader anti-gay and traditional heterosexual marriage plank (see 

Abramschmitt 2008; Jackman 2015; Lazarus 2015; Williams 2011).  
 

Constituting and Resisting Comprehensive Sexuality Education  

 

CSE and Abstinence as Polar Opposites  

 

An array of academic and policy-oriented research and opinions exist about the 

teaching of sex education within schools. With a large focus being on: whether 

abstinence or a comprehensive approach to sex education is most beneficial for 

school aged youth; the influence of religion, including the Religious Right; as 

well as on the perceptions of teachers, parents and the general public on each 

approach (see for example: Kirby 2002; di Mauro and Joffe 2007; Eisenberg, 

Bernat, Bearinger and Resnick 2008; Kohler, Manhart and Lafferty 2008; 

Jeffries, Dodge, Bandiera and Reece 2010; Boonstra 2011; Carter 2012; Curvino 

and Fischer 2014; Labban 2015). Similar to the 2017 debates about CSE in 

Barbados, Kirby (2002), in a review of multiple studies done in the United States, 

notes that the controversy around sex education tends to be about the content to 

be taught and emphasised, rather than on whether or not such programs are 

necessary. He states that: 

 

                                                 
8 Moral Panic, in this sense is being thought of as “a condition [that]… emerges to become defined 

as a threat to societal values and interests… [A]t times… it has… serious and long-lasting 

repercussions and might produce such changes as those in legal or social policy or even in the way 

society conceives itself” (Stanley Cohen 1972, 9 as quoted in di Mauro and Joffe 2007, 68). 
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Some groups believe that only abstinence, or only abstinence until 

marriage, should be taught, whereas other groups believe that condoms 

and contraception and other topics related to sexuality should be covered 

in a medically accurate manner (Kirby 2002, 30). 

 

As implied in Kirby’s observations, both approaches are often represented as 

polar opposites; “despite abstinence being a fundamental component of 

comprehensive education” (Jeffries et al. 2010; Williams 2011; di Mauro and 

Joffe 2007). Take as a case in point the common critique that comprehensive 

approaches are in actuality not ‘comprehensive’ because of the disregard for 

abstinence. This is astutely expressed by Curvino and Fischer (2014), who argue 

that, 

 

[…] the term ‘comprehensive’ is a misnomer- comprehensive 

programmes do not give a complete picture of human sexuality. Rather, 

comprehensive sex education is a pedagogy whereby institutions like the 

International Planned Parenthood Federation (IPPF) and the Sexuality 

Information and Education Council of the United States (SIECUS) 

emphasise sexual fulfilment and pleasure. Because they are grounded in 

the premise that teens will not wait to have sex, comprehensive 

programmes spend substantial time and material describing various types 

of contraceptives, helping students to ‘explore their attitudes towards 

condoms’ and ‘discussing methods of overcoming… barriers’ to 

contraceptive use (72-3). 

 

Similar constructed polarisation, especially in the opinions of conservative 

Christians, surface in the Barbadian and wider Anglophone Caribbean context. In 

an April 2017 televised debate on CSE between conservative religious leaders 

and activists and proponents of sexual and reproductive health and rights, 

Ambrose Carter, founder of the Pure Sex Centre, noted that research conducted 

in Barbados by his organisation showed that “87 per cent of 11-plus students 

preferred to wait until marriage to have sex” (Joseph, Barbados Today, April 04, 

2017) and as such he questioned whether “CSE covered this ‘full circle of truth’” 

(ibid.): 

 

So, they want to wait for marriage, who is teaching them that? You asked 

about the real life practices? I am asking about the way of teaching. You 

hearing about all the sub-cultures and these things and the things that are 

bad that are happening. So what is bringing the positive? If the Barbados 

Family Planning Association is charged with the responsibility of 

teaching health and sexuality education to our children… is the Barbados 

Family Planning Association also encouraging children, or telling them 
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that sex in marriage is also an option (Joseph, Barbados Today, April 04, 

2017)? 
 

Carter’s skepticism about the content of CSE and his implicit accusation that 

abstinence may not be included is similar to the concerns raised by other 

conservative Christian NGOs in the region. In a pamphlet prepared by the very 

vocal Jamaica Coalition for a Healthy Society (JCHS), the polarisation between 

traditional abstinence-based education and CSE is summarised, with the latter 

being framed as dangerous (JCHS 2016a). 

 

In response to Carter’s concerns, Kerriann Hurley, the representative of the 

Barbados Family Planning Association (BFPA), which is one institution charged 

with implementing CSE, stated that, “we do give the full circle of truth and we 

do definitely make sure that all of the information allows every person whether 

you are religious or not to be able to make an informed decision and be able to 

stick to your personal value system” (Joseph, Barbados Today, April 4, 2017). 

This carefully crafted response dispels the common assumption of a polarisation, 

at least highlighting that whilst an abstinence approach may omit certain content, 

CSE includes a range of content including a discussion of abstinence. Similar 

inclusion of abstinence also existed in the Dance4life Barbados’ curriculum, as 

emphasised by the group’s two directors in an interview with this author.9 

 

Besides a perceived polarisation in content, it is also worth noting that the two 

approaches are also represented as reinforcing opposite values. That is, 

abstinence is constructed by conservative Christians, and like-minded people, as 

                                                 
9 Interviews with representatives from Dance4Life Barbados were invaluable to this study as one 

was able to hear viewpoints that were not represented in the public debates unfolding in the local 

televised and print media. This was crucial as this group, by their own account, is responsible for 

delivering a comprehensive sexual education programme to a large number of schools in the island. 

Additionally, the interviews allowed the researcher to also gain further insight on the transnational 

flow of ideas and discourse. Specifically, the formation of this group, like BFPA, speaks to both the 

realities of local sexual politics but also to the specific local manifestations of global influences. In 

such discussion, the focus tends to be on the influence of the larger global entity on the happenings 

within individual nation-states; however, the interplay is frequently far more complex. The 

directors of Dance4life proudly stated that though they are a part of a wider organisation that 

started in the Netherlands, South Africa and Indonesia, they have managed to also exert an 

influence. Namely, through the creation of a manual that seeks to provide a framework for the 

teaching of sexual and reproductive health, which surpassed the larger group’s initial focus on HIV 

and AIDS. According to the directors, the manual was embraced and exported elsewhere when the 

larger group broadened its focus from HIV and AIDS to reproductive and sexual health. The 

Barbadian directors thus saw their initiative as not only contributing to the needs of the specific 

local environment, but to a wider global community that is served by Dance4life. Indeed, they 

noted that Barbados is not only influenced from the outside, but is also used as a case study to 

shape events outside of its geographical space (Personal Interview, February 20, 2018). 
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representing the “healthy and moral choice” (Williams 2011, 417). It is aligned to 

local tradition, whilst the comprehensive approach is seen as a means of 

deceptive re-wiring of young people, a further erosion of culturally held values 

and institutions. As noted in the JCHS’ pamphlet, CSE is in fact dangerous to 

youth development, the moral fiber of the society, infringes upon the rights of 

parents to educate their children and seeks “[…] to separate children from their 

parents’ conservative/religious views on sexuality and indoctrinate them in 

various liberal worldviews” (JCHS 2016a). Moreover, it is not concerned with 

fostering “[…] sexual health but illicit and inappropriate sexual freedom and 

obsessive sexual pleasure” (ibid).  Similarly, Ambrose Carter passionately 

argued, as presented on the front page of the Barbados Nation, that the CSE, 

namely in the form of the Health and Family Life (HFLE) curriculum that is 

being taught in secondary schools was turning children into homosexuals 

(Evanson, Nation News, April 03, 2017; Mounsey, Barbados Today, April 20, 

2017). According to Carter, CSE 

 

promotes sexual immorality and promiscuity. Comprehensive Sexuality 

Education will undermine traditional Bajan morality, and destabilise the 

family as we know it. Comprehensive Sexuality Education will erode 

traditional Bajan family values, those that kept us safe these past 300 

years and we cannot afford to let that happen, we must put a stop to CSE 

(Barbados Advocate, April 03, 2017). 

 

Similar sentiments were expressed by the Evangelical pastor and former 

government Senator Dr. David Durant, who also repeatedly denounced CSE in 

various public spaces; for example, in the previously mentioned televised debate, 

a town hall meeting and in a Parliament debate on the ‘2017/2018 Estimates of 

Revenue and Expenditure.’  In the latter context, Durant argued that, 

 

I am appealing to the Ministry of Education and the PTA not to allow 

comprehensive sexuality education to enter our school system. It should 

not be embraced here because comprehensive sexuality education is one 

of the greatest assaults on the health and innocence of children. This is 

because unlike traditional sexual education, comprehensive sexuality 

education uses explicit material to promote promiscuity and high risk 

sexual behaviour to children as healthy and normal (Clarke, Barbados 

Today, March 24, 2017; see also Barbados Advocate, April 03, 2017). 

 

The sentiments expressed by Durant, Carter and JCHS bear striking 

commonalities to anti-CSE discourses that emerge out of quite different contexts. 

For example, one can detect commonalities with the arguments professed by such 

Christian Rights groups as the Family Research Council and on websites such as 
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StopCSE.org (Family Watch International and Protect Child Health Coalition 

n.d.). This similarity sheds light on the intermingling of the ‘international’, 

‘local’ and ‘regional’ in knowledge construction and in the creation of regimes of 

truth about sex and sexuality.  

 

Ironically, though there is an obvious ‘borrowing’ of discourses by the above 

mentioned, CSE, like much discussions around sexuality, gender and human 

rights, is being politicised and rooted in broader debates about ongoing 

coloniality and transnational biopolitical control of bodies. Indeed, groups for 

instance, the BFPA are accused by opponents such as Carter and Durant for 

importing unwanted and dangerous ideologies and practices into Barbados. In 

such accusations, the United Nations, at times, is represented as supportive of an 

ongoing imperialist agenda. Similarities are seen in the anti-CSE discourse 

forwarded by JCHS, which asserts that this curriculum was developed in the 

United States, but now “intentional and vigorous attempts are being made to 

[have] it implement[ed] in countries around the world” (JCHS 2016a). The power 

to control, in these accusations, is thus not only relegated to sovereign states but 

also to intergovernmental bodies such as the United Nations and other 

organisations such as the International Planned Parenthood Federation (IPPF) 

and the Sexuality Information and Education Council of the United States 

(SIECUS), which are also accused of seeking to exert control over processes of 

life, birth and death in their strategic advancement of the notions of rights that 

support their liberal or rather radical ideological viewpoints about gender and 

sexuality. Whilst such accusations point to certain ongoing unequal power 

relations embedded in transnational development endeavours, which reproduce 

and reinforce certain hegemonic colonial power relations, they nonetheless also 

distort realities. Specifically, they downplay local and regional led initiatives that 

are informed by Caribbean social realities, thus reducing if not all together 

undermining the work of social actors who have long given serious attention to 

this area of Caribbean development in their research and activism. Moreover, 

they give lower profile to the local/global production of knowledge that supports 

the development and implementation of more comprehensive approaches to 

sexual health.  

 

The idea that CSE and an abstinence only approach represent opposing values 

and ideological positions is not unique to the discourse of conservative groups 

nor is the claim that CSE is aimed at changing social norms (Heidari 2015). In 

other words, the accusation that CSE is aimed at changing social norms is not an 

unwarranted suspicion by conservatives. Indeed, CSE has been described as:  

 

instrumental in offering a safe and supportive environment for young 

people to explore their sexual orientation; empowering girls (and boys) 

to embrace and demand equal respect for their sexual choices, 
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preferences and behaviours, and equal protection from sexual coercion 

and violence; and finally in helping them to make informed decisions on 

responsible and healthy sexual relationships (Heidari 2015, 5). 

 

Talk of changing social and cultural values also surface in a number of local and 

regional discussions. Notably, supporters of CSE, as will be highlighted with 

examples below, envision a positive change in mores and values that will pave 

the way for the realisation of gender equality, the empowerment of girls and 

women as well as an overall respect of all people’s sexual health and human 

rights.  

 

In sum, one can detect oppositional ideological concerns by those who resist this 

type of curriculum. For them, CSE is seen as being deceptively or forcefully 

imposed in the region, which will result in the sexualisation of children and 

youth, gender and sexual chaos, social and moral decay and ultimately literal and 

figurative death (Barbados Today, April 07, 2017). One can further argue that 

‘old-new’ anxieties about social change and what it means for nationhood, 

culture, selfhood and progress are embedded in the discourses around CSE. 

Specifically, on one hand, CSE is aligned with further underdevelopment of the 

region, particularly around values, morality and self-determination. On the other 

hand, however, for those who are more focused on CSE’s potential to aid the 

kinds of social changes that Heidari notes, ideas of civility and an evolution from 

an anachronistic space, especially where gender, sexuality and sex are concerned, 

are implicitly invoked. Interestingly, whilst, ideas about gender equality, 

protection from sexual coercion and violence, responsible decision-making, 

empowerment of girls and boys, combating disease and forming healthy 

relationships are commonly explicitly referred to in local and regional pro-CSE 

discourses, minimal explicit focus is placed on sexual desire and pleasure or to 

sexual freedoms and the freedom to express a range of sexual identities, 

especially in official communication by groups such as CARICOM, that tend to 

focus on sexual risk and disease control in their prioritisation of the reduction of 

HIV and AIDS and teenage pregnancy.10 A recent case in point is the 2015 

Integrated Strategic Framework for the Reduction of Adolescent Pregnancy, 

which was developed by a “multi-sectoral and multidisciplinary Regional Task 

Force led by UNFPA in collaboration with…the CARICOM Secretariat” (Staff 

Writer, CANANEWS Online, December 1, 2015). The explicit primary objective 

is a reduction in adolescent pregnancy, with issues of violence, access to quality 

                                                 
10 Interestingly, in the pamphlet produced by JCHS, sexual pleasure is mentioned, though it is 

marked by disparaging commentary around it: “CSE aim is not sexual health but illicit and 

inappropriate sexual freedom and obsessive sexual pleasure” (JCHS 2016a).   
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sexual and reproductive health services and commodities, laws pertaining to ages 

of consent, marriage, prosecution of perpetrators of sexual violence also being 

addressed. The United Nations Population Fund (UNFPA) notes that addressing 

the primary goal of reducing teenage pregnancies through a range of steps, 

including the implementation of ‘age-appropriate’ CSE are crucial, as this “will 

allow adolescent girls to fully exercise their rights, especially their sexual and 

reproductive rights, and to grow to their full potential…. This will contribute 

increased opportunities for income generation and therefore to the reduction of 

poverty” (ibid.). 

 

CSE and Human Rights 

 

As follows, CSE is frequently constituted as both a matter of sexual and 

reproductive health as well as one relating to youth’s human rights, particularly 

their sexual and reproductive health (SRH) rights.11 Indeed, one director of 

Dance4Life Barbados stated emphatically that it was absolutely about young 

peoples’ rights, and she will make no apology for this, echoing somewhat the 

sentiments expressed in the article, “CSE- A Children’s Rights Issue” (Griffith, 

Barbados Today, March 28, 2017). A 2015 global review by the United Nations 

Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation (UNESCO), for example, 

stressed that CSE is firmly grounded in human rights principles including those 

dealing with “the rights of the child, and the empowerment of children–and a 

reflection of the broad concept of sexuality as a natural part of human 

development” (UNESCO 2015, 3). 

 

There are however, those who contest the linking of CSE with the State’s 

fulfilment of human rights responsibilities to children and women. Notably, 

Curvino and Fischer (2014) argue that though some international organisations 

                                                 
11 Sexual and reproductive health rights (SRHR) is largely a contested concept, in that there is no 

one agreed upon definition of what this includes. SRHR encompasses 

the right of all individuals to make decisions concerning their sexual activity and reproduction 

free from discrimination, coercion, and violence. Specifically, access to SRHR ensures 

individuals are able to choose whether, when, and with whom to engage in sexual activity; to 

choose whether and when to have children; and to access the information and means to do so 

(Universal Access Project n.d, 2).  

Specifically, SRHR includes the right of every person to:  

Seek, receive, and impart information related to sexuality; receive sexuality education; have a 

respect for bodily integrity; choose their partner; decide to be sexually active or not; have 

consensual sexual relations; have consensual marriage; decide whether or not, and when, to 

have children; and pursue a satisfying, safe, and pleasurable sexual life (ibid., 1).  

There is an increased recognition, in part due to a number of international agreements and the 

activisms by feminists and various non-governmental organisations, that these are indeed human 

rights and are “an end in themselves as well; as being central to health and well-being” (IDS Health 

& Development Information Team 2006, 1). 
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such as UNESCO go to great lengths to urge States to adopt and implement CSE, 

this particular form of sex education is not mandated by international law. 

Specifically, they argue that, “No International human rights treaty mentions sex 

education, and, although international consensus documents do address it, they 

leave States the option to implement the programmes that best serve their 

populations” (74). As such, these authors caution that States should resist the 

current trend, by some treaty monitoring bodies and non-governmental 

organisations, to insist that the implementation of CSE is in fact necessary for 

fulfilling one’s international obligations to safeguard the rights of women and 

youth. This warning may be understood in relation to the previously mentioned 

accusations of ongoing coloniality that surface in debates within Barbados and 

elsewhere in the Anglophone Caribbean. Take as another case in point JCHS’ 

declaration that there is no such thing as sexual rights, which was reiterated in a 

letter submitted to CARICOM in 2016 on the International Day of Families: 

 

We reject these attempts, as well as attempts to introduce new concepts 

such as ‘sexual orientation’, ‘gender identity’, ‘comprehensive sexuality 

education’, ‘sexual and reproductive rights’ and other terms that 

undermine the well-being of the natural family. These terms are neither 

referenced in the internationally agreed human rights legal framework 

nor are they subject to international agreement, definition or consensus 

and have been proven to result in the suppression of existing 

fundamental freedoms of conscience, speech, parental rights and 

religious liberty, wherever these terms are implemented in law or policy. 

 

We embrace with utmost conviction, the sovereign right to base our 

laws, holistic public health policies, educational curricula and other 

public policies on accurate and verifiable principles of healthy and 

responsible human sexuality, and to endorse behaviours and lifestyles 

that benefit the common good and ensure a healthy future for Caribbean 

societies (JCHS, 2016b).  

 

Though this letter was prepared by JCHS, it was endorsed by a number of other 

“CARICOM pro-family (Christian-based) organisations,” including two from 

Barbados. 

 

Such views are perhaps not surprising considering the wider inconsistent 

embrace of CSE, which in part attest to the contested nature of what constitutes 

SRH rights. Heidari (2015) asserts that the UN’s Sustainable Development 

Goals, unlike the previous Millennium Goals, do give greater prominence to 
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sexual and reproductive health and even, to some extent, reproductive rights 

under the health and gender equality goals.12 Indeed, a number of United Nations 

institutions have interpreted the goals to include SRH rights. As a case in point, 

UNFPA, interprets goal one (No Poverty) to entail: 

 

Reproductive health care – which includes maternal health services and 

family planning – enables women to protect their health and choose the 

number, timing and spacing of their children. This empowers them to 

study, work, and raise their families out of poverty.13 

 

Likewise, under goal three (Good Health and Well-being) UNFPA notes at some 

length that: 

 

This goal calls for achieving universal access to sexual and reproductive 

health care, reducing global maternal death rates, and ending the AIDS 

epidemic by 2030. Reproductive health problems are a leading cause of 

ill health and death for women and girls of childbearing age in 

developing countries. 

 

Impoverished women suffer disproportionately from unintended 

pregnancies, unsafe abortion, maternal death and disability, sexually 

transmitted infections (STIs), and related problems. Young people are 

also extremely vulnerable, facing disproportionately high HIV rates as 

well as barriers to reproductive health information and care.14 

 

Whilst institutions such as UNFPA support broad interpretations of SHR rights 

and endorses such things as comprehensive sexuality education as crucial in 

ensuring these rights, Heidari (2015), nevertheless argues that the Sustainable 

Goals, more broadly, only still provide a conservative or “narrow” interpretation 

of SRH rights: “One of the most important elements conspicuously absent in this 

agenda is explicit and progressive language on sexual rights, with respect to 

many aspects of sexuality and sexual health, including sexual orientation and 

gender expression, access to comprehensive sexual education or safe and legal 

abortion” (Heidari 2015, 1).  

 

 

 

 

                                                 
12 Goals 3 and 5, respectively. 
13 See: https://www.unfpa.org/sdg (Accessed February 15, 2018) 
14 ibid. 

https://www.unfpa.org/sexual-reproductive-health
https://www.unfpa.org/sexual-reproductive-health
https://www.unfpa.org/node/359
https://www.unfpa.org/sdg
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CSE as Evidence-based 
 

Despite the incremental global recognition of sexual rights, in general, and of 

CSE as aiding the fulfilment of such rights, the emphasis on rights combined 

with a concern over the present and future health and well-being of children and 

young people is captured in definitions of CSE as advanced by groups such as 

UNESCO. This definition, which was frequently referenced in Barbadian 

newspaper reports and public debates, states that CSE is a: 

 

curriculum-based process of teaching and learning about the cognitive, 

emotional, physical and social aspects of sexuality. It aims to equip 

children and young people with knowledge, skills, attitudes and values 

that will empower them to: realise their health, well-being and dignity; 

develop respectful social and sexual relationships; consider how their 

choices affect their own well-being and that of others; and, understand 

and ensure the protection of their rights throughout their lives (UNESCO 

2018, 16).  

 

Notably, though CSE is embedded in an ideological discourse of rights or rights 

talks, it is not isolated from the academic and research driven focus on 

establishing evidence of its need and benefits (UNESCO 2018, 28-31). In other 

words, an integral part of a pro-CSE framing constitutes not only an emphasis on 

rights but also on creating a curriculum that reflects social realities around 

youth’s actual sexual activities, risks and, therefore, needs. Consequently, an 

abstinence only approach is constituted as being out of touch with everyday 

sexual realities. For example, in July 2016 youth activist Tamaira Rowe, 

appealed to the audience at a roundtable discussion addressing “Investing in 

Adolescents - Advancing Adolescent Sexual and Reproductive Health Care in 

Barbados” to: 

 

Imagine, if you will, an adolescent girl, just transitioning from primary to 

secondary school, who is very new to the feelings and sexual urges she 

may be experiencing due to her start in puberty. Also imagine that the 

school which she attends does not provide a safe space for girls to 

discuss these perfectly natural and normal but very new and ‘foreign’ 

feelings, her body and the changes she’s experiencing – far less sex, 

sexual health and rights. This may sound crazy but unfortunately, this is 

the reality of many teenage girls across the Caribbean who are left to 

navigate our adolescence basically on our own (Barbados Advocate, July 

23, 2016). 
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Consider as another case in point, the views expressed by nationally renowned 

retired social worker and past director of the Barbados Family Planning 

Association, George Griffith. During the previously mentioned televised debate 

as well as in an article, which was published in response to the conservative 

religious outcry in the media, on “CSE-A Child’s Rights Issue,” Griffith argues 

that CSE: 

 

[…] does not lead to earlier sexual activity or to riskier sexual behaviour. 

In fact, the opposite is true since credible research has consistently 

shown that children exposed to this education have avoided premature 

sexual activity, experience less sexually transmitted infections, less 

teenage pregnancies and have demonstrated higher levels of self-esteem.  

 

Information on almost every subject under the sun is no more than a 

click away and our children routinely access such information with or 

without parental knowledge or consent. In my view, it is far better for 

them to be exposed to good quality information and education taught by 

competent, highly skilled professionals in an age-appropriate format and 

which take their evolving capacities into consideration than for them to 

have to learn through the same bitter experiences of children of a bygone 

era when blissful ignorance of their sexuality was the order of the day15 

(Griffith, Barbados Today, March 27, 2017). 

 

Comparable arguments about the urgent need to respond realistically to youth’s 

realities are advanced in academic and policy-oriented literature within the 

Anglophone Caribbean.16 For example, as previously mentioned, the developers 

of the HFLE curriculum argued that “research coming out of the region in the last 

decade” highlighted the need for this ‘comprehensive’ programme,  which will 

address the “health and well-being” of Caribbean children and youth, with a 

focus on “reshaping values and promoting positive behaviours”  (Rampersad 

2003, under second para.). The HFLE curriculum was intended to assist in 

“ensuring that children and adolescents had the knowledge and skills required to 

make positive decisions about their health” (UNICEF 2006, 3). Although, this 

                                                 
15 This was not the first time George Griffith expressed such sentiments to the public. Miller (2013, 

76) records that in 2008 and in his role as director of the Barbados Family Planning, Griffith also 

publicly advocated for the implementation of CSE.  According to Miller, such persons represent the 

lone voices that not only “defy conventions within Barbadian society, and recognise that children 

are ‘sexual beings’” (ibid.). She further notes that he not only problematises teen sexuality but 

dares to offer some solutions for dealing with issues relating to this subject (ibid.). 
16 The benefits of a more comprehensive approach to sex education for delaying sexual activity and 

teen pregnancy as well as for promoting sexual health in general have also been reported in a 

number of academic studies from outside the region (see: Kirby 2002; Braeken and Cardinal 2008; 

Kohler, Manhart and Lafferty 2008; Carter 2011). 
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curriculum includes a thematic focus on self and interpersonal relationships, 

sexuality and sexual health, eating and fitness, and managing the environment, its 

emphasis, however, according to Rampersad (2003), is still primarily on 

abstinence and as such may not be as comprehensive as initially intended. This 

provides a contrasting critique to that offered by Carter and other regional 

conservative Christian based groups such as JCHS.17  

 

Rampersad (2003) notes that the emphasis on abstinence is a shortcoming, in 

that:  

Research from other countries indicates, however, that young people are 

often disappointed by education that teaches only about the physical and 

medical aspects of sex. They are more concerned about social issues, 

about relationships, about body image and self-confidence, about their 

feelings and their emotions. They therefore need to be taught how to 

manage intense and unpredictable emotions, how to cope with sexual 

feelings, how to form healthy relationships with members of both sexes, 

how to recognise or avoid situations that are potentially harmful, how to 

make good decisions, how to be assertive, how to refuse, and how to 

clarify their own values […]. Sexual health education, therefore, is about 

providing young people with the knowledge, skills, and attitudes that will 

empower them to make the right choice about their sexual health. (under 

third para.) 

 

Drawing on a combination of local realities and international case studies, 

Rampersad (2003), like Griffith (2017), calls for a revisiting of the HFLE 

curriculum to ensure that it is able to deliver on a more comprehensive approach. 

It is worth noting, that to date, there are very few studies assessing the 

effectiveness of the various ‘CSE programmes’ in the Anglophone Caribbean, as 

such, much of this research that is being referred to as evidence of CSE 

effectiveness originates from outside the region. However, a number of existing 

                                                 
17 JCHS (2016a) emphasises what it believes to be the deceptions around this approach to 

education: CSE is often disguised by being called positive sounding names such as: “Health and 

Family Life Education” or “Sexual and Reproductive Health Education” or “Gender Equality 

Education, or HIV/AIDS Prevention Educations”. Its stated goals are often those that every society 

would see as valuable, such as: the “prevention of an early start to sexual activity, reduction of teen 

pregnancies and STD infections, prevention of HIV/AIDS, to increase young people’s ability to 

make responsible decisions, to provide a positive environment in which children can make healthy 

life choices etc.” CSE programs appear attractive as they incorporate many positive elements such 

as decision-making skills, the building of life skills, anti-bullying and self-esteem building skills, 

gender equality between men and women, with even a mention of abstinence (although the overall 

program promotes just the opposite). 

(http://www.jchs.org.jm/uploads/1/3/4/4/13441454/jchs_comments_on_cse_apr_2016.pdf) 

http://www.jchs.org.jm/uploads/1/3/4/4/13441454/jchs_comments_on_cse_apr_2016.pdf
http://www.jchs.org.jm/uploads/1/3/4/4/13441454/jchs_comments_on_cse_apr_2016.pdf
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studies have commonly identified a number of obstacles hindering HFLE from 

operating as an effective comprehensive approach. These include the lack of 

appropriate training of educators, the discomfort with certain topics and the lower 

professional status that is given to such subject matters in the school system. 

Additionally, there is a real and perceived resistance from various communities, 

as well as negative attitudes, misconceptions and distrust of the purpose and 

content of the curriculum (see Plummer 2010; Labban 2015; Allen and Maughan 

2016). At present, these obstacles still need addressing. 

 

In Barbados, more comprehensive approaches are currently offered by non-

governmental groups such as Dance4life and BFPA. Indeed, a 2016 evaluative 

report on Dance4life Barbados concludes that the group’s more comprehensive 

approach to sex education effectively supplemented the existing Health and 

Family Life Education (HFLE) that was inadequately and inconsistently being 

delivered in the secondary schools (Allen and Maughan 2016, 13).18 Unlike, the 

2017 debate within the media, this report highlighted the voices of the targeted 

school aged youth, noting that: 

 

Adolescents explained that Dance4life achieves changes in knowledge, 

attitudes and behaviours by helping them understand the consequences of 

their actions for themselves and others and by letting them know that it is 

within their power to choose. They believed the programme was 

effective in achieving positive health outcomes such as raised self-

esteem, reduced pregnancies and HIV rates. These were achieved not just 

by sharing information but by providing sympathetic support for young 

people.  

 

Beyond immediate health outcomes, adolescents emphasised the 

developmental benefits of Dance4life and how it would empower them 

in future. […] Participants stressed that benefits extended beyond 

themselves, in that they shared the information provided by Dance4life 

with their family and peers (Allen and Maughan 2016, 11-12). 

 

Unsurprisingly, support for a more comprehensive approach to sex education as 

well as the critiques of the HFLE curriculum have taken place concurrently with 

a number of noted developments. In 2010, for example, there was a Ministerial 

                                                 
18 This group also experienced some obstacles, which they overcome by shear creativity and will 

power. For example, the directors noted that their curriculum and manual must be approved by the 

Ministry of Education, they are prevented from engaging in certain practical activities such as 

demonstrating the correct way of putting on a condom. To overcome this, they have resorted to a 

pictorial demonstration of each step. They also spoke of experiencing some opposition to their 

approach by a few members of staff in different schools (Personal Interview with this author). 
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Declaration on “Preventing through Education”, an agreement deriving out of a 

meeting of Ministries of both Health and Education from a number of 

Anglophone Caribbean and Latin American nations in Mexico City. This 

framework included two main goals to be reached by 2015: to increase the 

institutionalisation of comprehensive sex education in schools and “to reduce by 

50% the number of adolescents and young people who are not covered by health 

services that address their sexual and reproductive health needs appropriately” 

(UNESCO 2010, 1). Notwithstanding this agreement and its stated goals, in 

December 2015 the accessibility of comprehensive sexuality education was once 

again put forward in the previously mentioned “Integrated Strategic Framework 

for the Reduction of Adolescent Pregnancy in the Caribbean.”  Here, CSE is once 

again being presented as a possible solution to addressing an array of ‘problems’ 

resulting from children’s sexual engagement. Besides, this Strategic Framework, 

a number of non-governmental bodies concerned with matters of reproductive 

health and rights within the region have also voiced their commitment to the 

institutionalisation of CSE as a means of reducing HIV and AIDS, teenage 

pregnancy, but also “as an essential building block for a person’s effective 

negotiation of his/her life as a sexual being” (The Anguillian, December 26, 

2016).  

 

Despite the repeated recommendations for widespread implementation of CSE 

across the region, there still appears, based on this preliminary research, to be a 

lack of consistent and concerted implementation of this form of education in 

Barbadian schools. This may be reflective of the scarcity of necessary resources 

and training; arguably, the absence of sustained political and personal will by 

various stakeholders to actually follow through with the execution of such 

recommendations and commitments has also been a key factor. Whilst further 

research is needed in this area, it would seem a plausible inference that any such 

lack of will is at least in part influenced by certain conservative, including 

religious, discourses that inform understandings of gender and sexuality in rigid 

ways. That is, a continuous linking of national progress with notions of 

respectable Christian living, which entails, amongst other things, the disavowal 

or at best problematisation of the sexualities of women, youth and same-sex 

people (see also Miller 2013).19    

 

 

 

 

                                                 
19 Miller (2013) in her study on sexual intercourse and Barbadian teenagers note the prevalence of 

those who espoused hegemonic ideologies that are dissonant to the everyday life realities.  
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Conclusion 

 

The discursive framings of CSE within Barbados reflect the intermingling of the 

global with the local/regional and at times a blurring of these geopolitical and 

socio-economic framings. Ironically, though the divide may frequently be 

blurred, it is often strategically reaffirmed in appeals to culture and traditions and 

accusations of imperialism as well as biopoltical interventions in the sexual and 

gender politics of the region. Moreover, the differential discursive framings that 

have been discussed in this paper, as well as an attention to those sanctioned to 

publicly speak, shore up ongoing attempts to both politicise and religionise 

matters relating to sexuality. This reaffirms the complex and at times muddled 

connections between sexuality, religion and notions of national progress and 

cultural self-determination.   
 

The current analysis also points up some contradictions in what is considered as a 

comprehensive approach within the local context. Namely, the CARICOM’s 

HFLE curriculum is identified as comprehensive by both conservative Christians 

and the curriculum founders, but others readily identify its practical shortcomings 

in achieving this goal. Factors such as low academic prestige, ineffectual 

training, time constrains, discomfort with teaching topics that are traditionally 

seen as taboo and lack of interest by educators have been identified as common 

obstacles. However, minimal in-depth focus is given to the ways in which 

oppositions based on religious and connected ideological grounds (for example, 

about the “appropriate” expressions of sexuality and the disavowal of children as 

sexual beings) may inform not only some of the existing misconceptions about 

the program and hence fuel distrust of its content and intentions by teachers and 

parents but also by those charged with implementing regional strategies in the 

local context. Research coming out of the United States have shown, for 

example, that reproductive rights and sexuality education can be undermined 

with “political meddling and moral proscriptions, disregard for scientific 

evidence, and the absence of a coherent approach regarding sexual and 

reproductive health rights” (di Mauro and Joffe 2007, 67).20 Such concerns were 

raised in the Barbadian context by those who believed that the increasing 

conservative Christian presence and discourses may serve to hinder but also undo 

past progresses made regarding sexual and reproductive health and rights. One 

only needs to think of the ways in which access to legal and safe abortions have 

been made difficult in a number of contexts within the Anglophone Caribbean, 

due to the influence of pro-life religious discourses (Collins 2016). However,  

                                                 
20 Admittedly the US has a longer history of having more powerful and politically organised 

religious right campaigns. 
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lessons from the global North show that these kinds of mobilisations are most 

effective when they are well funded, effectively organised and are able to garner 

political support (Williams 2011). 

 

This article presents a broad stroke of some of the common discursive framings 

of CSE, thus providing useful insights into some pertinent areas of concerns and 

instances of moral panic amongst various interest groups. However, it also raises 

a number of questions that may be used to guide further research in the region. 

Namely, what is the political will amongst the ruling governments for 

implementing CSE in public schools? And, how effective is the mobilisation of 

various interest groups in shaping this political will, in terms of legal and policy 

developments? Put differently, how is CSE viewed by relevant members of 

government and what factors inform their views? Additionally, do conservative 

Christians’ anti-CSE discourses actually have any effect on the implementation 

of sex education in the region and if so, in what ways? Moreover, the present 

article focuses on the viewpoints of a select group of people within the national 

context. As such, certain voices are silenced or rendered as agent-less in the 

debate. Going forward, it would be beneficial to seriously consider, much like the 

2016 report on Dance4life and research from outside the region, the opinions and 

experiences of the targeted youth populations. The experiences of those who 

implement this service should also be given additional attention in research. In so 

doing, we can critically examine the understanding, relevance and 

implementation of this approach to sex education within our region. Thus, 

possibly gaining insight into the negotiations that take place in drafting and 

implementing these curriculums to reflect a range of specific socio-cultural 

realities and needs, whilst seeking to advance some of the core principles 

associated with CSE, namely those pertaining to the advancement of sexual and 

reproductive health and rights. 
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Abstract 

 
This paper examines how race and gender are integrally linked in 

domestic violence social support services in the Caribbean. This 

analysis is drawn from twenty-eight (28) semi-structured interviews 

with domestic violence social support workers from Trinidad and 

Tobago. I argue that domestic violence social support work is a site of 

racialisation, illustrating how praxis draws on interlocking ideas about 

gender and race embedded in Trinidad and Tobago’s postcolonial 

context. I suggest that race can be traced in support workers’ narratives 

in three key ways: through the dichotomisation of Indian and African 

gendered experience and performance, the significance of the domestic 

sphere as a site of this dichotomisation, and the culturalisation of 

domestic violence.   
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Introduction  

 

I sat with Minal, a counsellor, in a small café on a hot and bright Wednesday 

morning in Central Trinidad. We first met at one of the many events held to mark 

the International Day Against Violence Against Women a few weeks earlier. We 

talked for more than two hours, with Minal reflecting on her experiences of 

working with domestic violence and within the feminist movement in Trinidad 

and Tobago. She said:  

 

There is still competition [among differently racialised groups in 

Trinidad and Tobago] so you always feel threatened. So, there isn't that 

culture... with the women's groups... Indian women didn't venture into 

this space, they felt this space was alien space, was African space, 

whereas I got up and I went in […] it was just like crossing, somebody 

has to cross it (Personal communication with the author). 

 

Over the past three decades, there have been fundamental shifts in approaches to 

domestic violence in Trinidad and Tobago. The introduction of the country's 

domestic violence legislation in 1991, an increase in public awareness about 

violence against women, and the production of legitimised space for exploring 

these issues has been accompanied by a proliferation of a social support 

infrastructure developed to assist those in domestic violence situations. A range 

of social support services including counselling, shelters, helplines, and social 

work services have emerged to assist women as they negotiate violent 

relationships and navigate the systems designed to provide relief and protect 

them.  

  

Scholars note that concordant with the emergence of such domestic violence 

interventions is a field of domestic violence knowledge and practice informed by 

diverse conceptualisations of domestic violence, and enmeshed with power 

related to socio-historical understandings of gender, race, class, and sexuality 

(Ferraro 1996, 77-78; Lazarus-Black 2007, 92). Given that these power dynamics 

have been linked to the outcomes of domestic violence interventions and are 

critical to social relations in the Caribbean’s postcolonial context, it is thus 

significant to examine how these notions of difference inform domestic violence 

knowledge and practice within the sphere of social support work. 

 

Minal’s account above gestures to how understandings of race and gender are 

negotiated and even reproduced through particular forms of domestic violence 

praxis, giving form to the terrain upon which this praxis proceeds. Her 

commentary is predicated on an assumption of separateness. She imagines these 

racialised and gendered spaces as bounded yet rupturable, as distinct but not 
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irreconcilable. Reflections on the domestic violence movement in the Caribbean 

suggest that the challenges to domestic and sexual violence in the region served 

as a unifying force for women across racialised and classed difference, as these 

issues affected all women and consequently were a mobilising force for women 

to band together in order to contest them (Mohammed 1991, 42;  Reddock 1998, 

3).1 What these reflections on domestic violence work do not do, is to actively 

attend to the ways that racialised difference in Trinidad and Tobago (and the 

wider Caribbean) informed this movement, women’s negotiations within it, and 

the burgeoning field of knowledge and practice related to domestic violence.2 

 

This paper uses race as an entry point to address this absence, turning to domestic 

violence social support work as a means of examining how interlocking relations 

of race and gender inflect domestic violence praxis in the multiracial context of 

Trinidad and Tobago. I track the emergence of notions of race in support 

workers’ narratives as a means of considering how socio-historical 

understandings of racialised difference populate domestic violence praxis.  What 

comes to the fore is that while workers often suggest that race is of no 

consequence to their work, understandings of domestic violence and those 

embroiled in domestic violence relationships are saturated with racialising 

narratives which are in turn gendered. Highlighted through these narratives is the 

enduring dichotomisation of Indian and African gendered experience and 

performance, the significance of both the domestic sphere as a site for this 

dichotomisation, and the culturalisation of domestic violence in Trinidad and 

Tobago. This analysis illustrates the persistence of race mythologies in the 

region, illuminating how even for those committed to this critically important and 

challenging work, these scripts, rooted in our colonial histories, become part of 

the discursive field through which domestic violence is conceptualised. 

 

I come to this work as a social worker educated in the Caribbean who is acutely 

aware of the importance of the domestic violence work that is engaged by social 

care workers at various sites of practice. I have been preoccupied with the 

questions explored here given race’s centrality to the historical and contemporary 

structuring of Caribbean life; the politicised nature of how we come to know 

ourselves and others through discourses of race; the interconnections between 

discourses of race and violence in the region and their material implications; and 

the silence around these discussions during my social work education. I recognise 

my own location within such discourses and also acknowledge my complicity in 

and mobilisation of racial mythologies. As such, I do not imagine myself as 

existing or operating outside of them, but rather I suggest that we are all steeped 

                                                           
1 See also Andaiye (2002). 
2 While some of these issues are attended to in relation to the wider women’s movement (Baksh-

Soodeen 1998; Haniff 1999; Wells 2000; Reddock 2007) they are largely absent in examinations of 

violence. 
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within and must navigate these histories in the present. The exploration engaged 

here is in no way meant to undermine or overlook the significance of the 

contributions of support workers. This form of labour, like much ‘helping’ work, 

is highly gendered. It is more often than not performed by women whose efforts 

facilitate necessary responses to the domestic and other forms of violence that 

communities contend with each day. The purpose of this article is to provoke 

challenging conversations about how race and racialisation have come to inform 

what we understand about gender and violence and how we might re-imagine our 

social and political relationships in ways that facilitate fundamental social 

transformation in spite of these colonial inheritances. 

 

Conceptualising Race in Trinidad and Tobago, Conceptualising 

Racialisation 

 

Trinidad and Tobago’s 2011 census notes that of a population of 1.3 million, 

35.4% identified as Indian, 34.2% as African, 22.8% defined themselves as 

Mixed, and the remainder of the population identified as White, Chinese, 

Indigenous, Syrian/Lebanese and Portuguese (Ministry of Planning and 

Sustainable Development 2012, 15).3 These statistics only begin to tell of the 

country’s complex history–marked by Indigenous genocide, African 

enslavement, Chinese, Portuguese and Indian indentureship–all as a consequence 

of European colonisation. This history has laid the foundation for resilient yet 

shifting hierarchies of race that inform everyday life in Trinidad and Tobago. 

Scholars have noted that while there is a dominant post-independence narrative 

that espouses national unity through racial harmony, dominant discourses of race 

have and continue to define the two largest racialised communities–Indian and 

African–in oppositional ways, characterised by lateral tensions between the two 

groups (Khan 2010, 64).  As such, while racial tensions in Trinidad and Tobago 

may not be expressed through overt acts of physical violence as has occurred for 

example, in Guyana (see Trotz 2014, 290), they continue to be expressed at 

multiple sites–through struggles for political and economic dominance, racial 

voting and questions of cultural representation (Hintzen 2002, 102; Tanikella 

2003, 3). It is within this context that I explore understandings of gender and 

racialisation in domestic violence praxis. 

 

In arguing that domestic violence narratives are racialising, I suggest that such 

narratives play a crucial role in (and reflect) how knowledge about race is 

reproduced.  Yasmin Gunaratnam (2002), in her examination of the significance 

of whiteness in social care work, describes racialisation as a process which 

                                                           
3 Approximately 6% of the population did not report. 
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“generates and is produced by its reliance upon (either explicitly or implicitly) 

biological or cultural categorisations of difference” (159). There are a series of 

key points that are relevant for framing my analysis here. First, this process of 

racialisation is reliant on notions of race which circumvent biological definitions 

and are predicated on understandings of race as socially constructed and 

produced. Second, it addresses the potential elision of understandings of race and 

culture, asserting that racialisation can both take the form of fixing and 

reinforcing biological and cultural understandings of difference. It is a critical 

point, as there persists a slippery overlap between culture and race, where the 

essentialising character associated with racialisation is identified as occurring 

through reference to culture. Finally, that this process can be mobilised through 

both implicit and explicit means, in ways that are both overt and covert, speaks to 

the idea that it is not always intentional. Consequently, tracing this process of 

racialisation requires attending to moments where race might be inferred, even 

when not definitively named.   

 

Theorising Domestic Violence Interventions: Race, Gender and Difference 

 

This work relies on the contributions of feminist scholars who track and examine 

how social axes of difference are implicated in the development and articulation 

of domestic violence praxis. Domestic violence interventions are often framed as 

offering protection, as signalling commitments to redress gender inequities, and 

consequently, as progressive and transformative praxis. However, researchers 

have complicated these claims, illuminating the discursive character of domestic 

violence interventions, and illustrating how inequitable social relations of gender 

and race (among others) can be reproduced. The assumed innocence of these 

interventions–whether they be legislation, support services or policy–is 

undermined if analysed in relation to the frameworks of power and knowledge 

that inform their expression. This section will illustrate that these sites of 

intervention delimit what is known about violence and those within violent 

relationships (see also Westlund 1999, 1046; Bumiller 2010, 174; Peckover 

2014). How then, are logics of race entangled within these frameworks and with 

what effect? How has racialised knowledge been mapped through domestic 

violence praxis? And, how does this racialised knowledge intersect with ideas 

about gender, sexuality, and class? 

 

Discourses of (domestic) violence are grounded in the socio-historical contexts 

from which they emerge, indicative of how understandings of violence are 

embedded in evolving relations of power within and across communities (Ferraro 

1996, 77; Collins 1998, 919-920). The implications of these complex power 

relationships have been identified as critical for thinking about how domestic 

violence interventions are inflected by race, as they mediate the in/visibilty of 

this violence and its discursive constitution within domestic violence praxis. 
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Kimberlé Crenshaw’s (1991; 1994) pivotal work on intersectionality highlights 

how women of colour in the US are positioned in ways that can render the 

violence they experience invisible. In the context of domestic violence, she notes 

that women of colour’s subordinate position within their racialised communities 

and in relation to non-racialised women can result in the violence they experience 

being overlooked within each of these constituencies. Other feminist scholars 

have extended these analyses noting that dominant scripts of domestic violence 

are often characterised by an archetypal victim, and women occupying non-

dominant social locations are often positioned as secondary concerns, or are 

subject to further violence due to historically rooted oppressive conditions 

(Mama 1989, 92; Sokoloff and Dupont 2005, 2). The erasure of women of colour 

in such circumstances results from the centring of women with relatively more 

social power (Richie 2000, 135). DeShong’s (2018, 127) decolonial feminist 

reading of domestic violence in the Caribbean reflects on similar concerns. The 

author suggests that the implications of the pervasive notion of the White 

bourgeois woman as the archetypal woman is one that ought to be examined in 

relation to gender and violence for differently racialised women in post-colony 

societies. Using a decolonial framework to examine narratives of domestic 

violence, DeShong asserts that colonial/modern logics defining the White 

bourgeois male as ‘the Human’ are central to how violence between intimate 

partners is narrated.  Interventions to address issues of domestic violence do not 

evade these politics of race but rather, are informed by them. 

 

Politics of race and their associated social histories also affect how violence, and 

those who experience it, are made visible within domestic violence praxis as 

women who experience violence are rendered through discourses of race. 

Sherene Razack (1998, 88-129; 2003, 80-104), analysing experiences of 

domestic violence survivors seeking asylum in Canada, argues that women who 

come into contact with these immigration processes, become perceptible to 

officials through a racialised and gendered gaze. This gaze mediates whether 

violence is discernible to decision makers and informs survivors’ viability as 

victims of violence requiring protection. Survivors, who can be framed as 

sympathetic victims of excessively patriarchal and dysfunctional cultures, are 

more likely to have success in this process. These women easily reconstitute 

imperial relations that configure the West as modern and civil in juxtaposition to 

the assumed incivility of Others. By extension, the process is less favourable for 

women who are not readily represented in this way. In this context, racialised and 

gendered hierarchies–which operate transnationally–are mobilised in construing 

if and how women are conceived as viable victims of violence.   
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Other scholars echo the significance of these themes of civility and modernity, 

purporting that they inflect understandings of violence. Colonial and imperialist 

discourses render differently racialised women and men in ways that ultimately 

determine their intelligibility through discourses of violence. Examining these 

issues in the North American context where whiteness is normalised, violence is 

dominantly presented as an indelible feature endemic to errant cultures associated 

with racialised Others (Narayan 1997, 83-117; Volpp 2000, 89-106; Jiwani 2005, 

851). Similarly, writing from Guyana, Parsad (1999) turns to cultural 

explanations in her discussion of domestic violence among East Indians. The 

author argues that while Indians in Guyana share in and have adopted some 

Guyanese-creole values, they retain a cultural identity which places a high value 

on the maintenance of family and marriage. She notes that although East Indian 

women are more economically independent than in the past, they have 

experienced a “cultural lag” (56) with regard to societal changes in the status of 

women, as they have actively resisted confronting women’s issues (58). The 

author further supports her argument by asserting that “[t]he East Indian male 

immigrant came to Guyana with an acquired orientation to dominate and abuse 

his wife” (53). Ultimately one of Parsad’s key critiques is that the scope of 

mainstream feminist approaches to domestic violence offer insufficient analysis, 

as they focus solely on men and women's differential access to power and the 

persistence of patriarchy in an “ideological [context] of individual rights” (40). 

While this critique is significant, it relies on monolithic, stable, and hierarchising 

conceptualisations of culture that I suggest operate in racialising ways.   

 

Prabhu Mohaptra (1995) offers a historical analysis of such framing and the 

resulting domestic violence interventions as he examines the power-laden 

representations of Indian indentured labourers in the post-emancipation West 

Indies.  Mohapatra explores the interventions developed in response to the high 

incidence of “wife murders” in Trinidad and British Guiana in the 1860s.4  One 

dominant explanation at the time was the imbalanced sex ratio, as throughout 

Indian indentureship, men greatly outnumbered women. The murders were 

viewed as men's naturalised response to this disparity. The other explanation 

drew from racialised representations in colonial discourses and proposed this 

violence to be a result of the inherent degeneracy of Indian culture and the 

depraved men and women it produced (Mohaptra 1995, 236).  

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
4 Mohapatra (1995, 233) questions the use of the term “wife”, proposing that many of the women 

who were killed were not wives or even long-term partners, but were casual sexual partners.  
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Colonial commentators relied on Orientalist representations of 'the Indian' to 

produce these explanatory narratives. As such, this violence was attributed to the 

questionable morality of Indians–fiercely jealous, uncontrollable and violent men 

responding to their immoral and loose women.  

 

The violence that women experience in this context is read through Orientalist 

discourses and dominant understandings of ‘the Indian’. At the same time, the 

extreme violence of the plantation and the indentureship system disappear (as do 

those who perpetrate it), while the larger context of violence within which these 

murders are situated is muted in its dominant commentary. Prevailing racialised 

and gendered tropes inform the (in)visibility of violence as understandings of 

race fix how differently racialised women and men can be and are legitimately 

represented in discourses of violence. This becomes a critical moment for the 

production of dominant narratives of (domestic) violence and race in both 

Trinidad and British Guiana. Mohapatra (1995) notes that the legislative 

responses to this violence, a series of marriage laws solely applicable to Indian 

indentured labourers, “were formulated to ensure orderly access to women’s 

bodies, by curbing the ‘immoral’ nature of the women and by [channelling] the 

violent instincts of the men” (250). The colonial government’s intervention here, 

is reliant on gendered Orientalist notions of ‘the Indian’, while simultaneously 

working to maintain stable access to plantation labour through managing 

‘domestic’ relations. It is a form of “moral governance” (Wahab 2008, 9) 

predicated in part on understandings of aberrant Indian culture.   

 

Illuminated here, is how discourses of domestic violence are co-constituted 

through others, as knowledge about violence is produced through dominant 

discourses of race, gender, sexuality and colonialism which operate locally and 

across borders. These processes here bear upon how and if violence is perceived; 

and ultimately, the ways in which it is attenuated or confronted. They also 

function to mask other forms of violence and the structural conditions that 

produce violence. The predominant patterns of power relations producing this 

knowledge further mediate this process, informing the anti-violence interventions 

developed. 

   

Analyses of domestic violence also emphasise how interventions reproduce 

hegemonic social relations, reconfiguring social inequities along with practices of 

exclusion and marginalisation–often in obscured ways. In her examination of 

anti-violence legislation in Trinidad and Tobago and the Bahamas, M. Jacqui 

Alexander (1994, 11-15) argues that the production and dominance of hegemonic 

Black, middle-class, masculinity from colonial through to postcolonial periods, 

legitimises the exclusion and criminalisation of non-heteronormative bodies 

within the Sexual Offences and Domestic Violence legislation in these countries.  
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This legislation, widely framed as safeguarding women, is shown to actively 

rearticulate social divisions and exclusions by legitimising the dominance of the 

heteronormativity that underpins representations of worthy citizens. This ‘worthy 

citizen’, is predicated on a racially coded respectability and Alexander (1994) 

tracks its mobilisation and instantiation through the introduction of anti-violence 

legislation. The legal codes succeed in disavowing those who do not fulfil the 

heteropatriarchal scripts of ideal citizenship. Those who fall outside of the 

boundaries of this raced, classed, sexualised civility are distanced from the trope 

of respectability, and are sanctioned for this deviance through their 

criminalisation by the law. For Alexander (1994) this anti-violence legislation, an 

arm of state practice, is an attempt to “propagate fictions of feminine identity” 

(14) while reconstituting dominant social relations.  

 

This reconstitution of social relations has been explored by others examining 

domestic violence in the Caribbean though not always with explicit reference to 

race. Lazarus-Black's (2007) work on the efficacy of Trinidad and Tobago's 

domestic violence legislation, points to how the law becomes animated by the 

various actors who operationalise it throughout the legal process—including 

judges, police officers, lawyers, probation officers as well as domestic violence 

survivors. While the law is represented as pursuing gender equity, it does not 

necessarily result in fundamental shifts in gendered relations as court processes 

in domestic violence cases continue to “promote and protect prevailing gender 

and class hierarchies” (Lazarus-Black 2007, 96). Gender and class relations, 

already embedded in the law, are also activated through its articulation and can 

preclude the success of applications for protection orders, the legislation's 

primary instrument. Similarly, Pitt (2017, 9) illustrates how amendments to 

Trinidad and Tobago's domestic violence act in 2008 reinforce heteropatriachy 

by excluding same-sex partners from accessing the law. Such ‘progressive’ 

manoeuvres which importantly allow individuals to use the legislation based on a 

wider range of kinship structures, simultaneously normalise heteronormativity, 

mark the boundaries of a legitimised domestic sphere and reproduce inequitable 

social relations of power.  

 

Thus, understandings of race, gender and other axes of social difference inform 

domestic violence praxis. Knowledge about domestic violence and its subjects is 

enmeshed with these historically based conceptualisations. Further, they are 

operationalised in the interventions mobilised to address domestic violence in 

various contexts informing if and how violence is perceived, how differently 

racialised and gendered individuals are rendered in relation to violence and 

contributing to the reproduction of inequitable social relations. I expand on this 

literature by exploring how interlocking ideas about race and gender are 

implicated in domestic violence social support praxis in the context of Trinidad 

and Tobago. I intervene by illustrating the resounding effects of colonial 
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discourses of race, tracing their emergence in knowledge about domestic 

violence in the contemporary period. I argue that domestic violence support work 

does not evade these discourses, demonstrating how it operates as a site of 

racialisation, as domestic violence knowledge is intricately linked with the socio-

historical context it emerges from, and is informed by gendered and racialised 

tropes in the postcolonial Caribbean.   

 

Methods  
 

The data analysed in this article is drawn from semi-structured 

interviews conducted with domestic violence social support workers in Trinidad 

and Tobago. These interviews were a component of fieldwork conducted 

between 2011 and 2012, and in 2016. Along with interviews, data gathering 

methods for this research included observation and document analysis. 

Throughout this fieldwork, I participated in a series of domestic violence related 

events including meetings, workshops, marches, and public discussions. I also 

collected and analysed a range of materials including brochures, policy 

documents, and reports from meetings and conferences. Collectively these data 

gathering techniques were utilised to inform my larger research project however, 

this paper relies solely on interviews with domestic violence social support 

workers.  

 

In this paper, I define domestic violence social support work as interventions 

focused on supporting the social and emotional/psychological well-being of 

domestic violence survivors, perpetrators, and their children. Domestic violence 

social support worker is referred to as any individual who provided or 

contributed to the development of such services, including those working in both 

paid and unpaid positions in governmental, non-governmental, private and 

religious settings.  The scope of this definition reflects the diverse help-seeking 

channels that survivors turn to when navigating violent relationships in Trinidad 

and Tobago (Hadeed and El-Bassel 2006, 745-756), and further accounts for the 

fact that survivors do not always make contact with ‘specialist services’. 

Domestic violence social support workers then, held a range of titles including 

religious counsellor, social worker, psychologist and had diverse training and 

educational experience. Together, they constitute a growing infrastructure of 

domestic violence social support praxis.  

  

In total, I interviewed thirty-one people – twenty-eight women and three men. Of 

these, I defined twenty-three women and three men as domestic violence social 

support workers. The additional participants were key informants and they 

strengthened my familiarity with the history of and issues associated with 

domestic violence in Trinidad and Tobago.  I attempted to engage individuals in 



48                                  Journal of Eastern Caribbean Studies 

 

varied contexts including NGOs, government agencies and private practice. Of 

the twenty-six domestic violence social support workers interviewed, thirteen 

worked in government organisations and eight in NGOs. Two participants 

worked in religious contexts and two were in private practice. Finally, eighteen 

participants identified as African/Negro/Black, six as Indian/East Indian/East 

Indian Trinidadian, four as Mixed, one as Chinese, and one as Trinidadian. 

 

Methodologically, this research is grounded in feminist and post-structuralist 

approaches and I utilise a Foucauldian discourse analysis informed by Caribbean 

and transnational feminist frames to analyse the data. These approaches bear 

resonance with one another, each importantly stressing the significance of socio-

cultural histories to the construction of social relations in the present. Caribbean 

feminisms reckon with historically informed “colonialist, neo-colonial, racist, 

sexist, hetero-patriarchal, classist, and other discriminatory institutions and 

practices” (DeShong 2013, 2). In this work, I situate these institutions and 

practices in relation to the concept of discourse.  

 

Discourse, in this context, is conceived as extending beyond the scope of 

language (Mills 2003, 55) and instead captures how particular rules, structures, 

and practices organise phenomena and how they are perceived. Such a social 

constructionist perspective challenges positivist approaches that conceive of 

knowledge as universal and stable, instead deeming knowledge and truth as 

historically, socially, and culturally produced (Sharp and Richardson 2001, 194).  

Discourses, then, do not represent reality but are the systems through which we 

come to know what reality is (Mills 2003, 55; Jäger and Maier 2009, 36).  They 

mediate what can be known as truth within their limits. For Foucault, “there is no 

prediscursive providence which disposes the world in our favour” (Foucault 

1981, 67) as it is through discourse and its discursive rules and practices that 

truth and knowledge are produced. Power is critical here for as Young (1981) 

notes, “discursive rules are linked to the exercise of power; how the forms of 

discourse are both constituted by, and ensure the reproduction of the social 

system, through forms of selection, exclusion, and domination” (48). Valid 

knowledge, social norms, and subjectivities are constituted through the 

operationalisation of particular discursive structures within discourse.  

 

One can explore how particular meanings and representations of truth about a 

topic emerge through examinations of discourse (Nelson 2008, 16) and further, 

which come to dominate. As such, I do not approach the interviews analysed in 

this paper simply as a representation of reality but rather, I perceive them as 

propagating a range of social relations and subject positions through the limits of 

their construction.  Consequently, I am concerned with approaching the data in  
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ways that allow me to examine knowledge construction at the convergence of 

gender and race and that situate the production of this knowledge within the 

socio-historical context of Trinidad and Tobago and the wider region.  

 

Producing Racialised Gendered Boundaries: She is Everything that She is 

Not 

 

Most of the workers interviewed shared that race was not a significant factor in 

the context of domestic violence support work.5 In spite of this, there were 

occasions where participants employed narratives that were characterised by 

racialising scripts–even when they were not named as such. One of the 

significant ways that race made its appearance in the narratives was through the 

deployment of archetypal images of racialised bodies in Trinidad and Tobago. 

My interview with Rita offered an example of how these narratives were widely 

constituted.  Rita, a social worker who defined herself as African, expressed the 

idea that within Trinidad and Tobago there was a racially charged social 

environment. When I asked her how she thought this context affected her work, 

she shared that race was not important but rather it was culture that was 

significant. Rita noted that different racialised groups had different traits, 

asserting that knowledge of such traits offered cultural information that was 

significant to her work. I asked her to explain how: 

 

Rita: [O]ne of the traits in the Indo community is submission, right? 

They are more submissive so... 

Interviewer: When you say ‘they’ you mean... 

Rita: Indians  

Interviewer: On the whole? Do you mean just generally? 

Rita: Generally, and women versus men, the submission goes down 

the line. They are submissive and the women are submissive to the 

men and then the children are submissive to the adults […] And that 

comes from again, a racial trait because Indians are more 

submissive. Africans are more in your face, more brawlish, more out 

there, you know? Take no prisoners.  

 

Rita offers a description of Indian and African “racial traits” that offer cultural 

knowledge that is relevant for her work. The representation of Africans as 

brawlish and Indians as submissive bears resonance with tropes of racialised 

difference that have been prominent in Trinidadian history. The production of 

                                                           
5 I explore the ‘evasion' of race and attendant silences elsewhere (Pitt 2017), linking it to 

interconnected ideas emerging from discourses of professionalism and national unity along with 

neo/liberal assumptions of sameness.  
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such racialised and gendered subject positions through colonial discourses was 

critical to the establishment and maintenance of labour regimes during the 

colonial period. They also facilitated the regulation and policing of the social 

hierarchies of difference that supported colonial relations within the colonies and 

between colony and metropole in the post-emancipation period. This is not to say 

that these discursive positionings were fixed. Gendered and racialised subject 

positions shifted and were contradictory, however, there are specific 

representations that have had a particular resilience. 

 

When Indian women and men entered Trinidadian society at the point of 

indentureship, the existing image of Africans as uncivilised, lazy, and savage 

endured. However, the introduction of Indian labourers allowed for Africans to 

be poised in relation to another Other, particularly as justification for 

indentureship schemes hinged on this understanding of the “morally-degenerate, 

lazy” African (Wahab 2007, 295). The solution for the loss of unpaid plantation 

labour produced by emancipation lay in the “industrious, docile, cheerful, 

contented and obedient” Indian (Wahab 2007, 295).  

 

The persistence of these ideas is reflected here as the brawlishness of African 

women and men is contrasted with the submissiveness associated with Indian 

traits, which is indicative of how such narratives are reconstituted in domestic 

violence support work. Further, these traits are gendered as the overall 

submissiveness of Indians is further exemplified by women’s submissiveness to 

Indian men. Masculinities and femininities are constituted and solidified through 

these racialising tropes and become further relevant to the ways that the domestic 

sphere is imagined through the framing of conjugal and intergenerational 

relations. 

 

Other workers offered similar descriptions.  Crystal, who identified as African, 

was a social worker in a government agency. She said of her agency and its 

interactions with clients: 

 

…you see a lot of domestic violence with the East Indian family because 

the religion, and culturally, it's so subservient. Young East Indian girls, 

they are taught, you know, you have to... They subservient, right? A lot 

of things an African girl would not take an East Indian girl would, right? 

 

Priya, a social worker in a government agency who identified as East Indian 

noted: 

If I had to say which group of people are more prone to domestic 

violence, I'll say East Indian and it's a lot to do with religion and with 

how you were brought up, that the men always have to take control and 

the women have to be submissive. Like you will find in traditional East 
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Indian households even if you are very educated… your husbands still 

have some control over you… I'm not saying that Africans don't find 

themselves in domestic violence situations, but I think a lot of African 

women fight back. 

 

Both Priya’s and Crystal’s focus on racialised markers of ‘submissiveness’ and 

‘fight’ take on gendered expression in situations of domestic violence, echoing 

Rita’s suggestion that African (women) are brawlish. Additionally, these 

narratives portray how the production of gendered and racialised difference 

between Indian and African women occurs in ways that position them in 

diametrical opposition to one another. This feature of race narratives is well 

rehearsed in Trinidadian history (see Reddock 2002, 118; Mehta 2004, 72; 

Mohammed 2012, 2).6 Reddock (2002), commenting on the arrival of Indian 

indentured labourers to Trinidad, writes: 

nowhere is the differential construction [of Indians and Africans], as 

clear as in relation to women. Indian women have been defined in 

opposition to African women. “She” is everything the African woman is 

not” (118).  

 

In the context of knowledge about domestic violence, these racialised scripts 

inform how violence is explained and understood. They are utilised to explicate 

differently racialised women’s engagement in conjugal relationships and, by 

extension, serve as inroads for explaining how and why violence proceeds in the 

domestic sphere. These tropes offer historically rooted notions of gendered 

subjects in the contemporary period and become embedded in explanations of 

violence illustrating how tightly wound notions of race and violence continue to 

be in the Caribbean. It is also important to consider how this knowledge becomes 

mobilised and institutionalised within domestic violence social support praxis.  

As previously highlighted, racialised images can inform decision makers’ 

assumptions as well as services and provisions offered, essentially becoming 

incorporated and perpetuated in practice.  

 

Gender and Race in the Domestic Sphere 

 

Some interviewees explored these dichotomising ideas about Indian and African 

women (and in some cases men) in relation to the domestic sphere, with the 

descriptions and distinctions rooted in domestic conduct. Haroun, a counsellor 

                                                           
6 DeShong (2018) cites Danns and Parsad (1989) as noting that East Indian women in Guyana 

experienced “violence against women” while Afro-Guyanese women were described as “fighting 

with their partners” (125). She highlights how language communicates varied assumptions about 

differently racialised women.   
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who identified as East Indian, noted that there were differences across racialised 

groups in Trinidad and Tobago, but that this did not imply that “we must 

discriminate” in our work. Haroun shared his view of how these differences 

manifested by recounting a previous discussion: 

 

I’ll tell you there’s a lot of African men who get married to an Indian 

woman because he believes if he gets married to an African woman she 

will do nothing for him. An Indian woman will be able to save–because 

that is part of the culture. As a matter of fact, I will tell you, one said to 

me–and I will say this very [softly]–an African woman, she will pay $50 

for [a piece of clothing] and Indian woman looking to spend five dollars 

because she go save de rest of money. That is how he put it.   

 

The narrative presents women’s performance in their ‘domestic’ roles as wives as 

embedded in their cultural identities. It also illustrates how ‘talk about culture’ 

can operate and be mobilised in essentialising ways. This depiction of African 

women as less desirable conjugal partners due to Indian women’s preferred 

homemaking skills is offered as cultural difference. Gendered roles within the 

domestic sphere are measured in relation to racialising scripts.   

 

Priya’s reflections also addressed the significance of notions of race to ideas 

about domestic relations. Further, these ideas also tell us about the ways that 

ideal family is imagined. She noted: 

 

[S]omething is missing in [African girls’] relationship[s] because I 

honestly think culturally East Indian women try to build a home, a home 

life a marriage, a home life with a strong relationship and children are 

important… making a family relationship... intimate relations with my 

husband, me, my kids, my dog, my house… I think deep down they are... 

that they want their family life to work […] What I feel [about Africans] 

is that they have no real roots of family because you remember if we go 

back to history, right? A lot of white men took advantage of the African 

women slaves and African men never–this is what I heard, this is 

something I heard in work–that African men don't like to be married. 

They would rather have, they would rather live with somebody or have 

visiting relations because they saw marriage as a white man thing… 

That's why I tell you something is wrong with Trinidadian people... East 

Indian man is a different whole new ballgame.  East Indian men just so 

possessive, you can't breathe without getting permission. And African 

men just so loose. I mean for me and that is my personal opinion and I 

take responsibility for what I am saying because that is my opinion. And 

neither of them know how to treat a woman. So the women are totally 

disadvantaged (laughter).  
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Priya’s narrative provides an example of how understandings of idealised 

domestic relations constitute and are in turn constituted by race narratives, 

inflecting the context within which domestic violence is framed. Her reflections 

map how ideas of respectability, race, and gender are understood as constituting 

‘the domestic’ in Trinidad and Tobago. The articulation of respectable familial 

relations evidenced by marriage is centred as and is indicative of “making family 

work”. Successful family is exemplified through such heteronormative relations 

and performing this ideal is illustrative of women’s commitment to family.  

While East Indian women become a model for commitment and devotion to 

family, African women are construed as lacking as they are viewed as having 

something missing in their relationships. Specifically, they are understood as 

having to contend with lesser familial configurations. There is a lower status 

assigned to visiting unions and they are imagined as representative of less of a 

commitment to family and potentially impeding strong family relationships. 

African and Indian womanhood are measured both nevertheless in relation to 

family and more specifically ‘traditional’ heteronormative family structures—an 

arrangement which hosts an implied classed, gendered, and racialised figure. 

This is the ideal domestic model where “something” is not missing.   

 

Racialised masculinities are also produced in ways that can be linked with 

enduring racialised imagery as African men are represented as sexually 

uncontrollable and irresponsible. These racialised, classed, sexualised and 

gendered tropes have long circulated the Caribbean, becoming rooted in how 

family is understood and assessed (Kempadoo 2004, 15-24; Robinson 2006; 

2013; Trotz 2009). The moral assessment of loose sexuality and incapacity to 

commit to marriage among Black communities has been a thematic cornerstone 

of dominant anthropological and sociological discourses, while also being 

presented in colonial documentation including the West India Royal 

Commission’s report of 1945. Such representations served as evidence of 

pathological family organisation in the Caribbean and as justification for the need 

for government social welfare work (Pitt 2017, 108-111). While it has been 

argued that the idea of pathology associated with non-heteronormative family 

forms has somewhat waned in various fields (Kempadoo 2004, 17; Robinson 

2013, 440) its persistence is highlighted here. 

   

Also expressed, is a portrayal of the idea of the excesses of Indo-Caribbean 

patriarchy. Reflected here, is this notion of the culturally produced and 

impenetrable patriarchy that continues to dominate Indo-Trinidadian family life, 

representations that clearly draw from those proffered within colonial discourses 

during indentureship. My point here is not to overlook the articulations of 

patriarchy within Indo-Caribbean families but more specifically to draw attention 

to the ways that, “East Indian femininity as the victim of a strident and violent 
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masculinity” (Mohammed 2007, 19) is reproduced. What recedes in such 

discussions are the ways that gendered scripts have been and continue to be 

negotiated (Mohammed 2002), and how Indian women in Trinidad and Tobago 

and the Caribbean have consistently exposed the complexity of this narrative 

through such negotiations (see Danns and Parsad 1989, 62; Haniff 1999; Mehta 

2004, 72; Reddock 2008; Hosein 2012).7  

 

These narratives indicate how domestic violence social support workers gauge 

the women and men that they encounter in their work against articulations of 

respectable, racialised, sexualised imagery of the family. These ideals of family 

inform how individuals are assessed and construed as lacking. Individuals’ 

performance in the context of the domestic sphere is especially significant as the 

maintenance of ‘the domestic’ in responses to domestic violence continues to be 

underscored by idealised notions of family rooted in Euro heteronormative forms 

(Pitt 2017, 205-209). Even if implicitly, racialised and gendered perspectives 

regarding ‘the apex’ of family forms endure.   

 

Culturalising Violence: Some Bodies Have Culture… and Some Bodies 

Don’t  

 

As previously noted, the slippage between race and culture in processes of 

racialisation has been proposed as one of its identifying features. One of the 

significant points that emerged in the interviews was that reference to culture 

worked in ways that produced stabilising representations of gendered racialised 

bodies in domestic violence work.  For instance, when Crystal suggests that there 

is a lot of domestic violence in the East Indian family because “culturally it is so 

subservient”, this attribution becomes the focal point that fixes understandings of 

racialised and gendered subject positions. Similarly, when Rita describes the 

traits of differently racialised groups as important cultural knowledge, it 

illustrates how ideas about race and culture are conjoined and how descriptions 

of these characteristics offer ‘stable’ knowledge about individuals from 

differently racialised groups. 

 

One of the most consistent ways that culture was utilised was in explaining 

domestic violence in the Indian community. Jamali, a counsellor who identified 

as African, noted:  

 

                                                           
7 Danns and Parsad (1989) specifically address domestic violence among Indo-Guyanese and Afro-

Guyanese communities. They report that in spite of the prevailing imagery of Indian women in 

Guyana as submissive, these women challenge and retaliate against the partner violence they 

experience, even if in ways that are not physically violent (62). They also argue that domestic 

violence was found to be almost equally prevalent among both groups of women (103).   
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When a woman tells you that they want to stay I mean there is nothing 

really that you could do. They just want the man to change. I mean you 

just try to let them know that the man is not going to change. The person 

cannot change him. I mean if you have been going through this for the 

last nine years what says that he’s going to change now? You know... I 

think too... especially women of East Indian descent have this culture 

thing...stay in the marriage and whatever... they would more likely stay 

and hope that he would change. So, I think sometimes too is a culture 

thing and they believe that they have to do this and so they might stay 

and take de licks or whatever.  

 

In Jamali's discussion, violence is not rooted in culture, however, what is, are 

East Indian women's responses to violence. Their decisions become anchored to 

cultural readings of their lives. For Jamali this explanation of culture was applied 

only to explaining violence among East Indians. In this way, East Indian women 

become the entry point for thinking about how domestic violence is linked to 

culture. They distinctively offer a model for cultural concerns related to domestic 

violence.  

 

The propensity to create such divisions in narratives of culture and violence 

emerged in other interviews. As noted in the previous section, ‘cultures of 

submissiveness’ among Indians were cited as central to Indian women’s 

experiences of violence. One counsellor shared that while shame was an 

important rationale for women remaining in domestic violence relationships, 

culture was another substantial reason. However, the case of culture was once 

again described as an issue only related to Indian women. When I asked him how 

he dealt with culture when it presented in this way, he said he offered examples 

“to show [Indian women] they could come out too.” He also noted that he 

considered imparting knowledge as an important tool. Knowledge here is 

represented as an antidote for culture. In both of these discussions, it is not the 

confluence of gendered, economic or even spatial considerations that position 

women’s responses to violence but their confinement to culture. 

 

This act of distinguishing some individuals as ‘cultural’ is also illustrated in my 

interview with Flo, a counsellor who defined herself as African. She explained 

domestic violence by saying:  

 

I believe it is socialisation...Strongly believe so... And also this 

machoism business too. And I say socialisation because even up to a few 

days ago I heard a man saying to his son, “and yes, you must put your 

wife in her place, and don’t let her embarrass you. And yes, you are de 

man, hit her a slap and let her know her place.” And then you would hear 
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that, growing up. Growing up you would hear parents saying that you are 

the man of the house. So even though the words were not spoken 

directly, the very words- you are de man of the house- says as de man of 

de house I must take charge and taking charge also means to control you. 

I must... I could hit you.  

 

In describing her encounter with this man and his son, she illustrates how she 

perceives socialisation as the key feature in the perpetuation of male privilege 

and violence. These patriarchal mores are not explained as related to culture but 

rather, deficient socialisation. She suggests that even if these relations are not 

taught directly, they can still be transmitted and replicated by younger 

generations. She immediately moved on to say:  

 

Another man said... I was doing a workshop–same domestic violence. 

This was a Hindu man. I want to believe. I have no evidence he was 

Hindu because he didn't say he was Hindu but based on my knowledge 

and information about certain things I believe he was Hindu because he 

said that women get licks is in dey karma. How dey pronounce the word? 

Karma. It is something that they would have done in their past life and 

they paying for it now. Those were his words and I know Hindus believe 

in this Karma, he was East Indian and he made that reference, so I say he 

probably is Hindu. [...] So women who are being beaten, as a Hindu 

person, it’s their karma. They would have done something in their past 

life and therefore they are now paying for it. In the Hindu culture based 

on my intervention with East Indian women, they tend to say their 

parents would send them back into the abusive home because that is their 

husband and they supposed to be submissive, encouraging them back 

home is really a no-no. Go and face your dilemma, whatever it is... That 

is your husband and he has rights to do whatever he has to do.  

 

Initially, socialisation is identified as the means for transmitting male privilege 

and fostering acceptance of particular forms of violence against women. 

Racialised identity is not named and the patriarchy described is not connected to 

cultural practice. It is in the second portion of the narrative that culture is 

introduced as a way of explaining violence. It is Hindu East Indian men and 

women who become defined through their culture–understandings of karma and 

the transmission of submissiveness as a gendered ideal–positioning it as an 

explanation for the violence within the Indian community. In one context 

socialisation produces male dominance and privilege, while in another, it is 

culture that frames such gendered relations.  
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My argument here is not that culture is insignificant for examining domestic 

violence. Culture offers historical context for understanding if and how violence 

is defined, as well as for how it is expressed. Indeed, women who experience 

violence and those who perpetrate it exist within and are informed by cultural 

systems (Razack 2003, 101). What I wish to highlight here is how culture is 

differentially applied. Violence in the Indian community is viewed as culturally 

produced, however, violence in other communities is not necessarily framed in 

this way. Though culture, as indicated below, is invoked in certain explanations 

of violence within black working class community. However, in the context of 

Trinidad and Tobago, these cultural designations are understood as having 

specific meaning, with Indians and Africans bearing differential symbolic 

relationships to the notion of culture.  

 

When Indian indentured labourers arrived in the Caribbean in the post-

emancipation period, they were dominantly imagined as culturally saturated 

within colonial discourse (Segal 1993; Munasinghe 1997, 73; Mohammed 2009, 

66). While the culture that they were perceived as possessing was dominantly 

understood as inferior to any European expressions of culture, culture was 

nevertheless seen as a defining feature of what it meant to be Indian. Alternately, 

African women and men were read as cultural vacuums–as lacking or rather 

incapable of civility and possessing no valid or organised cultural expression. 

While this situated them as culturally empty, this void allowed them to be 

understood as capable of “acquir[ing] “respectability” (Segal 1993, 76) through 

processes of mixing with Europeans.8 It is this cultural saturation, that is 

understood as consistently reconfiguring the Indian community as culturally 

bounded within the nation.  Notions of cultural saturation and cultural lack (Segal 

1993) are deployed as East Indians become the perfect exemplar of ‘culture’, and 

violence in the Indian community widely read as a cultural feature.  

 

One of the few interviewees that referenced culture in relation to African 

Trinidadians, did so with some ambivalence, exposing the tenuous links among 

understandings of race, culture, and violence. She said: “East Indian 

descendants–they are encouraged by their relatives, their parents to stay in the 

[domestic violence] relationship and that is a part of their culture.”    

                                                           
8 Viranjini Munasinghe (1997) asserts that based on these designations, when nation-building 

projects began in Trinidad and Tobago, African Trinidadians were discursively poised to assume 

the role of cultural creators, with African Creole cultural expression becoming the hallmark of the 

nation, while the impenetrable cultural Indian remained at its borders. In this process of cultural 

creation of the new nation, African middle classes borrowed from Black working-class 

communities in order to establish national Creole cultural symbols, placing Indianness at the 

outskirts of national inclusion, while at the same time continuing to marginalise Black working 

class women and men who did not appropriately enact European inherited notions of respectability.  
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She went on to note that African women were more likely to leave abusive 

relationships. She explained:  

 

African women don't stick it out, while it may be a good thing, it may be 

a bad thing as well because then you see a lot of African women... 

basically the culture in the Caribbean where they have women who have 

like different children from different relationships and different fathers 

and... the absentee fathers, stuff like that... and because [young men] 

don't have the role model and that's why you see lots of these young men 

turning to gangs and things like that... to provide that role model for 

them.  

 

When I asked that she tells me more about her thoughts on African culture she 

said: 

 

Yvonne: African... it... people of the diaspora don't really have so much 

of a culture to say or probably that is our culture now.  

Interviewer: No culture has become a culture?  

Yvonne: Because our culture was stripped from us when we came over 

through slavery and all of that ...  

 

In this narrative, Yvonne clearly articulates that remaining in abusive 

relationships is a part of East Indian culture. In contrast she asserts that often, 

African women do not “stick it out” but instead choose to leave. This break in the 

conjugal relationship, however, is not solely assessed as positive because it may 

reinforce Caribbean cultural expressions of family that are defined by single 

parent households where women bear multiple children from multiple 

relationships and fathers are absent. The Caribbean culture that Yvonne identifies 

reflects the kinship patterns widely associated with working class African 

families in the region, also highlighting the way that Indian culture is framed as 

separate from Caribbean culture.  

 

This narrative also links young Black men’s gang activities–violence understood 

as occurring outside of the domestic sphere–to women’s conjugal practices, and 

more specifically, to whether they stay or leave their relationships. There is a 

discursive linking between the domestic sphere and the potential gang violence 

that she identifies, as these domestic relations–female-headed households, 

women having multiple children of multiple fathers, and the absence of 

‘appropriate’ role models for boys–are centred as producing violence within the 

larger community. The family patterns of Black women continue to perpetuate 

social instability (see Rowley 2011, 34) and these women are understood as 

leaving one form of violence and perhaps creating another. As Yvonne goes on to 

reflect on African culture, an ambivalence regarding whether these patterns are 
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actually ‘cultural’ emerges. Further, the African women that Yvonne references 

are class coded as she evokes both spatial and racialised references to describe 

their children–young, urban, Black males.  

 

The ambiguity relayed in this narrative mirrors the evolution of culturalist 

arguments about differently racialised groups in Trinidad and Tobago. As 

highlighted earlier, paradigms of cultural deficit and/or defect have been utilised 

to explain violence in the Caribbean and these cultural designations have 

differential meaning, with Indians traditionally viewed as culturally saturated and 

Africans as cultural vacuums. ‘Culture of violence’ explanations have gained 

prominence to explicate criminality, particularly among working class African 

Trinidadians, a development that has been linked to earlier assumptions of 

Africans in Trinidad being culturally void (Crosson 2014, 22). Such arguments 

suggest that violence in these communities is a result of ingrained and defective 

cultural patterns.9 As Thomas (2009) notes, in such contexts “culture itself […] 

becomes reified, a static term that is seen to determine the behavior, outlook, and 

potential of entire groups” (84), having a racialising effect. Without being steered 

by an enduring culture that has offered strong moral traditions, kinship structures, 

and economic mores, nor having transitioned to middle class respectability, 

Black working-class communities are understood as prone to criminality, gang 

activity, and violence (Crosson 2014, 22). As a result, long standing assumptions 

of social dysfunction converge with culturalist arguments as a means of 

explaining this violence in working class Afro-Trinidadian communities.  

 

While the roots of the cultural explanations for violence among African and 

Indian communities in Trinidad may be divergent, binding violence to culture 

achieves similar ends. It bears an essentialist quality and biological character, 

positioning it “as a primordial aspect of […] culture” (Thomas 2011, 55).10  

 

Consequently, violence remains unhistoricised, truncated from structural 

conditions that produce it, and there is a recirculation of perspectives that 

pathologise differently racialised groups in gendered and classed ways. 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
9 Such ‘culture of violence’ explanatory models are linked to the structural functionalist arguments 

that theorised the culturalisation of poverty among working class racialised families in the 

Caribbean and North America in the wake of the Second World War (Thomas 2011; Crosson 

2014).   
10 See also Scott (1997) 
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Conclusion 

 

In this paper, I foreground race in my analysis of domestic violence social 

support work as a means of interrogating the interlock between race and gender 

in the production of dominant scripts of domestic violence in Trinidad and 

Tobago. I have argued that domestic violence social support work operates as a 

site of racialisation, relying on and reproducing conceptualisations of racialised 

gendered difference that are hinged to ideas about the violence support workers 

respond to in their praxis. This idea is explored by highlighting the dichotomised 

way that Indian and African women are portrayed in relation to domestic 

violence, how this dichotomisation is framed in relation to the domestic sphere, 

and how violence is (and is not) understood through ideas of culture. I illustrate 

how these narratives are deeply embedded in historically produced imagery that 

is linked with colonial constructions of race, gender, sexuality, and class.  These 

scripts become a necessary site of analysis as they deepen our understandings of 

the enduring connectedness of discourses of race, gender, and violence in the 

region–discourses which have readily relegated colonised people of colour to the 

borders of effective social and cultural functioning. Further, these narratives 

expose the obscured ways that these colonial discourses continue to have bearing 

in the contemporary moment, potentially foreclosing examinations of and 

responses to violence (domestic and otherwise) which attend to the structural 

conditions that underscore gendered violence. Conceiving of violence in this way 

allows the work of structural violence to disappear (Haque 2010, 89-90; Thomas 

2009, 90; 2011, 10), and shifts our gaze from the complex social, political, and 

economic factors that in part constitute the violence women experience. Also at 

stake here, is the naturalisation of racialised difference predicated on colonially 

rooted racialised gendered precepts. That such precepts become embedded and 

veiled within these discourses of violence serves as an urgent reminder to 

interrogate how even the most radical forays into establishing social equity 

potentially draw on discursive frames that undermine and erode it.   
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Abstract 

 
This article challenges androcentrism in Caribbean political 

anthropology and political science, highlighting how it invisibilises 

masculinist hetero-patriarchal resilience in Anglophone Caribbean 

statehood. It argues for regendering both Caribbean political science 

and political anthropology to a greater extent than undertaken to date in 

order to counter the misrecognition, of what politics is and how it is 

constituted, that comes from gender blindness. Drawing on approaches 

foundational to both feminist political anthropology and Caribbean 

feminist scholarship on politics, it highlights the themes and analytical 

intersections as well as key critiques of the state and citizenship that 

become visible through such a regendered lens. The article then 

outlines an example of Caribbean feminist political anthropology 

thematically defined by transnational Caribbean feminist struggles in 

relation to elections and campaigning, policy-making and 

implementation, constitutional law, state bureaucracy, and civic and 

political leadership. Methodologically, these themes were treated, not 

as ‘different parts of the elephant’, but as connected instantiations of 

contemporary masculinism governing the multi-issue lives of 

Caribbean women. Drawing on the study, Negotiating Gender, Policy 

and Politics in the Caribbean: Feminist Strategies, Masculinist 

Resistance and Transformational Possibilities, the article therefore 

presents both a critique of and an alternative to the paucity of 

approaches which are blind to the elephant in the room in Caribbean 

politics and therefore fail to regender the androcentrism and 

masculinism in thought and power to which Caribbean feminists have 

been pointing all along.  

 
Key Words: Caribbean feminist political anthropology, ethnography, 

elections, policy making, constitutional law, state bureaucracy, 
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And so these men of Indostan 

Disputed loud and long,  

Each in his own opinion 

Exceeding stiff and strong,  

Though each was partly in the right,  

And all were in the wrong! 

Godfrey Saxe 

 

But in all the telling of the tales, and in the discussion and 

argument about the social contract, we are told only half the 

story. (Carol Pateman 1989, 33) 

 
Introduction  

 

The Indian parable of blind men and an elephant highlights problems regarding 

the production of truth whether in relation to the limitations of data collection, 

biases in the frames offered by theories, concepts and metaphors, or failure to 

collaboratively connect different sources of knowledge to reveal more about the 

whole. In the parable, six blind but apparently wise men, touch different parts of 

an elephant, and from this limited perspective each decide it is alternately a wall, 

snake, spear, cow, carpet and rope. A noisy argument concludes with them 

realising that seeing the truth of the whole elephant requires acknowledging the 

threshold of their partial perspective. This old parable provides a guiding 

metaphor for this article on androcentric partiality in the study of Caribbean 

politics and its insufficient acknowledgement of masculinism as Caribbean 

politics’ central feature. 

 

Understanding ‘politics’ as a concept to refer to wide ranging conflict, 

negotiation and cooperation, the study of Anglophone Caribbean politics, 

specifically regarding elections and campaigning, policy making and 

implementation, constitutional law, electoral quota systems, state bureaucracy, 

civic and political leadership, and ideologically-based organised social 

movements, to name the key foci of this article, can be compared to such blind 

men.  

 

This literature, mainly by political scientists, has tended to examine limited 

aspects of citizenship, for example largely ignoring the substantial implications 

of twentieth century women’s movements and feminist activism, as if, 

metaphorically (and playfully) speaking, the phallus is more representative than 

the elephant’s trunk, or as if an elephant without a phallus does not provoke 

pursuit of new epistemological and methodological considerations. The literature 

is therefore also largely gender-blind, failing to sufficiently interrogate 

experiences of sexual difference and sexuality as it feels around the topic of  



                           What Caribbean Feminist Political Anthropology Does?                      67                           

 

citizenship and state politics (Stone 1986; Knight and Palmer 1989; Meeks 1994, 

2000, 2014; Ryan 1999; Ryan and Bissessar 2002; Henke and Reno 2003; 

Campbell and Niblett 2016). 

 

On the other hand, political anthropology in the Anglophone Caribbean has given 

less ethnographic attention to these very foci, and what they reveal as arenas for 

the lived connections among masculinities and masculinist resistances, 

transnational and regional feminist movements, gender mainstreaming, and the 

tense alliances between states, international organisations and NGOs in the 

Caribbean as sex, sexuality and gender are negotiated at expanding and highly 

networked scales (Malik 1971; Slocum and Thomas 2003, 2007; Gray 2004; 

Thomas 2004, 2011; Horst 2008; Thomas and Slocum 2008; Jaffe 2013, 2014, 

2016; Jobson 2018).  

 

Therefore, as far as both Caribbean political science and political anthropology 

go, there is indeed an elephant in the room, and it is the under-tackled topic of 

how such politics is gendered, and a fundamental androcentrism (male-

centredness) which has stopped short of piecing together the masculinism of 

Caribbean states.  

 

As Trinidadian scholar Keith Nurse (2004, 7) has aptly described, masculine 

values “are taken as the prototype for human behaviour”. Masculinism, as the 

hegemonic ideational construct, achieves a logocentric posture and thus becomes 

“a pervasive, familiar and powerful narrative by which we organise our 

understanding of social reality” (Johnson 1991). This institutionalises “an 

ideology which justifies and naturalises male domination and power, accepts 

heterosexuality and the existing sexual division of labour as normal, and is 

resistant to change” (Reddock 2004a, xxiii). 

 

Thus, there is disconnection and misrecognition. Significant anthropological 

literature has a feel for the Anglophone Caribbean, but includes little 

ethnography of elections, policy-making, law, bureaucracy, political leadership 

and women’s movements. A tradition of political science on these specific areas 

is discursively blind to masculinist values and power, preventing a more truthful 

view of ruling relations. From a gender mainstreaming perspective, democracy 

cannot be justly imagined or achieved without a grasp of how policy, advocacy, 

law-making, and state machinery, and research on them, reproduce gender 

inequities - and how these are lived, interpreted and challenged.  

 

Caribbean feminist Eudine Barriteau (1998a, 196) puts it bluntly, “Caribbean 

scholars have not questioned whether the state is gendered” and “androcentric” in 

their focus on these hegemonic practices and spheres. This leaves unquestioned 

the extent to which the “postcolonial Caribbean state is not only masculinist in its  
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personnel but also in its orientation and policy formulation” (Lewis 2002, 518). It 

also hides “the ways women’s economic, political, social and personal activities 

are perceived and constructed” (Barriteau 1998a, 196). For this reason, Barriteau 

(2003c) encourages us to examine the state as a player in gender relations and the 

way that sexual difference is constructed and valued. Thus, she writes, “We fail 

to view economic or political relations between women and the state, or men and 

the state as also relations of gender. Instead discussions of gender are often 

confined to the private sphere. This reflects a deep-seated desire to view relations 

of gender as outside the scope of a state’s relations with its citizens” (1998a, 190).  

 

Of course, the state, law and public life should not be reproduced as the dominant 

site of political analysis, for they are no more or less political than sexual desire, 

family relations or informal leadership, and none of these are autonomous of the 

others. In this article, emphasis on specific areas of politics is meant to support an 

argument for study of the distribution, exercise and consequences of public 

power (Hay 2002, 3) from the perspective of Caribbean feminist theory and 

activism. How else to bring into sharp relief the ideological and institutional 

contexts of establishment politics within and against which gender is negotiated 

as part of daily life in the region? 

 

To make this argument in relation to the Anglophone Caribbean, the article first 

argues for regendering both masculinist politics and androcentric political 

science. It then reviews Caribbean feminist scholarship on politics, citizenship 

and the state. This illustrates that gendered statist and civic politics have long 

been theorised in the region. Third, it briefly surveys concerns, questions and 

contributions associated with a feminist approach to political anthropology, and 

the extent to which Caribbean political anthropology has engaged this 

scholarship. It then describes how feminist ethnography conceptually grounded 

in such literature, can bring together both anthropological and feminist 

approaches in its methodology, or theory about how research data should be 

gathered, and in its epistemology, or knowledge critiques and claims, to create a 

gendered, regional picture. The methodology outlined in the final section is an 

example of how feminist political anthropology can produce less gender-blind 

truths. This article therefore exemplifies a methodology for Anglophone 

Caribbean feminist political anthropology which is centered in transnational 

feminist social movements, and presses for the overdue transformation of both 

masculinist politics and androcentric political scholarship. As DeShong and 

Kempadoo (2013, 7) have written, “By treating methodologies as ‘conscious 

engagements with knowledge production,’ we can expand the content of our 

knowledge while also making it more reflective of the Caribbean region”.  
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Making Masculinist Politics Visible 

 

Gender-blind scholarship is not gender-neutral. Rather, it is already engendered. 

Its bias is profoundly androcentric, invisibilised and unjust. In the contemporary 

Anglophone region, it is also palpably resilient. Judith Squires (2004, 124) puts it 

plainly,  

 

…a central task in any feminist consideration of politics must therefore 

be to explore why and how politics has come to be associated with men 

and masculinity; how and why it has excluded women and femininity; 

and how this state of affairs might be changed. The means that a central 

element of any feminist engagement with the nature of politics will entail 

first and foremost an exploration and critique of existing assumptions 

regarding the boundaries of the political. Only once these presumed 

boundaries have been unsettled, and their androcentric nature understood, 

can we begin to develop conceptions of politics that are less gendered. 

 

Political right was fundamentally established in Enlightenment social contract 

theory in terms of “patriarchal right or sex right, the power that men exercise 

over women” (Pateman 1988, 1). When contemporary democratic processes, and   

study of them, assume equality of women and men in law, this reproduces “a 

gender blind or virtual equality” which advances “speculative claims to equality 

but fails to adequately address that which exists – the substantive inequality 

women face” (Robinson 2000, 4). Such partiality is scarcely innocent, for as 

Mindie Lazarus-Black (2007) points out, law is not gender-neutral. It does not 

need to be engendered, but “regendered”. As Lazarus-Black defines, this “refers 

to the process of bringing to public and legal attention categories and activities 

that were formerly (and formally) without name but that constituted harm to 

women, denied them rights, silenced them, or limited their capacity to engage in 

actions available to men” (2003, 980). Tracy Robinson further highlights that 

when Caribbean states actually take up gender, for example in domestic violence 

or sexual harassment legislation, the effect is a flattening into false neutrality that 

denies the social, economic and political inequalities between the gendered 

categories and bodies which provoked such law-making in the first place.  

 

This is an example of how Caribbean feminist scholarship has been and can 

continue to contribute to challenging androcentric political analysis. Certainly, 

with reference to Trinidad and Tobago, Mindie Lazarus-Black’s (1997) 

ethnography of women’s experience of magistrates’ courts is one of the earliest 

legal anthropological studies to make visible how the state’s power and meanings 

come to life, and how it systematically reproduces “rites” of masculine 

domination (1997).  
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Robinson uses citizenship “to connote both a status with a notion of personhood 

in the legal and bureaucratic sense and carrying a set of rights with it, and as a 

practice implying participation in public institutions broadly defined” (2003, 232). 

She accurately continues, “Theorising citizenship in the Caribbean today, seeing 

what roles we expect men and women to play in the life of the nation, provides a 

way of understanding the contentious front lines of gender politics” (2003, 232) 

which are “anchored within a desire for decolonisation, imagined simultaneously 

as political, economic, psychic, discursive, and sexual” (Alexander 1997, 99). As 

Kamala Kempadoo further clarifies, “In this structure (heteropatriarchy), coupled 

with a discourse of hypersexuality, lesbians, gays, transgender, prostitutes, and 

other ‘sexual deviants’ are cast not only as oversexed Caribbean subjects but as 

outlaws and noncitizens” (2004, 2). 

 

To return to my opening metaphor, gender-blind Caribbean scholarship is unable 

to grasp the whole elephant unless those men are in conversation with Caribbean 

feminist analyses of the socially constructed dichotomies between: 

 

 public and private spheres;  

 the influence of the sexual division of labour on ideals of and campaign 

battles regarding leadership;  

 the power of ideologies of patriarchal conjugality on policy- and law-

making and implementation; 

  the centrality of respectability politics to demarking citizens and non-

citizens;  

 the impact of feminist and sexual rights movements and the backlash to 

them on contemporary public discourse; and 

 the value of women’s narratives as a source of subjugated knowledge 

about political life.   

 

The alternative is epistemic violence; knowledge which disguises and legitimises 

persistent masculinist authority, and constitutive gender and sexual injustices, as 

unintelligible and unremarkable. More than twenty years ago, Eudine Barriteau 

(1998a, 192) noted this, concluding that, “To move towards gender neutrality the 

state must confront the hierarchies created with the construct of the masculine 

and the feminine…If states refuse to do this then state policies are gendered, and 

will involve gendered power relations”.  

 

I therefore argue that continuing gender-blindness in Caribbean study of state 

politics results in remarkably partial grasp of citizenship and statehood. Second, I 

advocate for a feminist anthropological approach to Caribbean state politics and 

for its necessary mainstreaming in Caribbean political science and political 

anthropology. This will “regender” citizenship studies in the region, highlighting 

the fraternal contract as constitutive of Caribbean politics, and the processes 
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through which individuals and groups know, claim, expand or lose social, civil 

and political rights (Isin and Turner 2002). This occurs in an order in which 

women’s subordination, invisibility and peripheralisation, as well as 

heteropatriarchal and racialised sexual and gender relations, are considered 

natural and immaterial (Pateman 1989).  

 

Caribbean Feminist Scholarship on Politics and Citizenship 

 

By contrast, Caribbean feminist scholarship has long put gender and sexualities 

in intersection with other identity categories, as well as masculinism and 

heteropatriarchy at the heart of Anglophone Caribbean nation-statehood as it was 

constituted through colonisation and, later, post-independence politics. As Judith 

Squires (2004, 123) describes for feminist political analysis, this writing pushed 

the boundaries of political discourse by establishing women (and men) as classed, 

racialised and sexualised political actors engaged in changing laws and state 

practices, as well as by centering empowerment of women to determine their 

own futures. 

 

Across the Anglophone Caribbean, feminists have used the concepts of sex and 

gender to highlight who exerts authority, what makes it legitimate, how women 

and men are differentially included, what gender ideologies shape negotiations 

over power, how the personal is political, women and men’s unequal experiences 

of public and private divisions, and what constitutes politics. Indeed, a span of 

issues that include family and conjugal arrangements, and socialisation and care, 

have been brought into development studies and advocacy in the region. The 

literature has therefore highlighted overlapping categories through which 

material and ideological relations of gender (Barriteau 2003b) can be examined.ii 

These include, but are not limited to: state policy-making and implementation 

(Rowley 2011; Mohammed 2015; Thame and Thakur 2016); elections and limits 

on women’s political participation and leadership (Peake 1993; Beilstein and 

Burgess 1996; Wells 1999; Vassell 2000; Barriteau 2004a, 2004b; Barriteau and 

Cobley 2001, 2006; Figueroa and Mortley, 2008, 2009a, 2009b; Andaiye 2009; 

Barrow-Giles 2011; McAlmont 2011; Thame 2018); patriarchal conjugality, 

respectability and legal discipline of morality as key to state making (Reddock 

1998, 2002a, 2002b; Peake and Trotz 1999; Henry-Wilson 2004); the 

significance of ethnicity and gender in establishing symbols, contestations and 

discourses regarding citizenship (Williams 1996; Robinson 2003a; Puri 2004; 

Reddock 2008); and women’s activism and feminist visions regarding regional 

and national peace, equality and justice (Reddock 1994, 2004; Vassell 2003a, 

2003b; Trotz 2004, 2007).  
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Feminist engagement with the state has also included influencing and assisting in 

the drafting of legislation and national gender policies; bringing pressure to bear 

on governments to adhere to international conventions and instruments to which 

they are signatories; challenging governments on issues such as structural 

adjustment policies and the setting up of free trade zones; and delivering services 

to improve women’s lives in their families and communities (Baksh-Soodeen and 

Vassell 2013). Caribbean feminists have therefore also stretched and redefined 

the boundaries of what constitutes ‘politics’. Yet, little of this appears in 

Anglophone Caribbean political science or political anthropology. 

 

Barriteau (2003) and others reflect one trajectory in Caribbean feminist 

scholarship on citizenship which focuses on development questions related to the 

ideological and material relations of gender. A second, overlapping analytical 

thread has drawn on Jacqui Alexander’s (1991, 1994, 21) path-breaking analysis 

of the masculinisation and heterosexualisation of the state as twin processes, tied 

to national and international interests, delimiting who can be a citizen (for 

example, Paton 2004; Kamugisha 2007; Robinson 2008; Smith 2011; Sheller 

2012; Atluri 2015; Gill 2018). This scholarship has pointed to the tensions and 

failures of feminist reliance on a homosocial, homophobic, patriarchal state to 

fulfil emancipatory demands, and the “responsibilities of feminists within the 

state apparatus to those outside” (Alexander 1997, 99). In fact, as Jamaican 

feminist Tracy Robinson (2000) observes, “Conceptions of gender justice and 

equality once disseminated have been co-opted” (24) “while quite dramatically 

repudiating feminist sensibilities and goals” (18), leading us to question how 

“can we, and how do we, negotiate that perilous relationship with the state” 

(2007, 129).  

 

According to Robinson (2003), Caribbean feminists have “often adopted a 

pragmatic response, more concerned with addressing Caribbean women’s 

specific social and economic issues than with challenging how citizenship is 

constructed” (231). One consequence of this approach is that, “we have tended to 

view the question of women’s citizenship as uncontroversial …as having been 

resolved by the independence enfranchisement of women and by independence 

and post-independence constitutional provisions (ibid). This means that not only 

are women considered second class citizens, but that citizenship is considered 

secondary for women (Robinson 2000, 25). Such partiality further reveals the 

extent to which women, gender and sexuality are insufficiently considered in 

relation to politics, citizenship and the state.  

 

In their OAS report, Baksh-Soodeen and Vassell (2013, 11) note, for middle 

class women in Jamaica, “citizenship” meant “the right and opportunity to 

participate,” “helping to define and shape the place where one lives,” and 

“contributing to the life of one’s community and country”. Working class women 
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from urban communities in Kingston articulated the fundamental attributes of 

citizenship somewhat differently, stressing one’s “legal status,” “right to an equal 

share,” “ability to vote,” and “right to speak out for your rights at any time.”   

 

Women in one of Baksh-Soodeen and Vassell’s Jamaican focus groups explored 

this larger conception of women’s citizenship as including notions of “belonging 

to oneself,” “claiming personal integrity in one’s experience of sexual pleasure,” 

and “one’s right to choose or refuse to participate in various kinds of sexual 

activity” (2013, 57): 

  

We have generations of young women who don’t know anything or 

much about sexual pleasure, because we know from the statistics that 

young girls are often sexually molested …. Imagine the range of sexual 

activities in which women become disconnected from self-empowering 

pleasure. A radical implication of this is that our most intimate 

relationships form part of our citizenship rights. Sexual violence 

diminishes our possibilities for blooming and flourishing as a human 

being.  

 

Michelle Rowley makes the point that Caribbean states engage with women as 

mothers (2003, 31-58) and, while this creates contradictions for all women, it 

also contributes to state inattention to young women and girls, except as 

recipients of education. Baksh-Soodeen and Vassell (2013, 57) also quote 

Barbadian feminist Tonya Haynes saying,  

 

…for young women, this experience of citizenship is even more 

heightened. Young women are not considered a political constituency in 

the same way as young men. States respond to young men, often in very 

problematic ways, but respond they do, with efforts to understand and 

cater to them. Young women do not attract this kind of state attention 

and this has implications for the recognition of their citizenship rights 

and their economic and other forms of empowerment.  

 

Crucially, Baksh-Soodeen and Vassell (2013, 90) conclude, “the majority of 

women have not secured a significant shift in their relation to power at the levels 

of the self and personhood, the family, the community, the workplace, the market 

or the state. Thus, their citizenship rights in all its dimensions have been severely 

short-changed”.  

 

Critiques of gender bias and blindness in Caribbean statehood expose the 

limitations that have been and continue to be placed on historical, regional 

feminist movements’ pursuit of gender justice. Decades of Caribbean feminist 

scholarship illustrate how elections, policy and law, bureaucratic authority and  
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state leadership are constituted and lived through material and ideological 

relations of gender, and the injustice of leaving gender marginalised, rather than 

mainstreamed. Jamaican feminist anthropologist, Deborah Thomas (2006) made 

this point more than a decade ago, arguing that gender blindness creates an 

“unacknowledged debt to feminist scholarship” which has long “forcefully 

argued for a concept of power as shifting, dynamic and relational” as well as for 

attention to “the cultural dimensions of politics” (200). Thus, feminist ideas get 

taken up while gender is treated as barren. Secondly, androcentric scholarship 

suffers from the hypervisibility of men overlaid by lack of analysis about its 

simultaneous links to nationalism, gender, sexuality and respectability (ibid). 

 

There are few ethnographies in this rich field of feminist observation and theory. 

How would ethnography strengthen feminist insights, thus providing a fuller 

view?  Ethnography, as a bricolage, draws on deep personal immersion in the 

settings of research, sustained participant-observation, “sensibility” to how 

participants make meaning of their social and political realities, emotional 

engagement, reciprocity, and ethical relationship-building. Such immersion is 

considered to explode “how we understand the boundaries of the political”; bring 

“heterogeneity, causal complexity, dynamism, contingency, and informality” to 

the fore of knowledge construction; highlight performance, partiality and 

intersubjectivity in research (Schatz 2009, 11); and go below and behind official 

and patriarchal representations and explanations. Below I explore what 

Caribbean feminist political anthropology can contribute. 

 
The Lens of Feminist Political Anthropology 

 

Historically, political anthropology’s domain of politics refers to those processes 

that are public rather than private, involve striving for definition and 

implementation of public goals which affect groups or categories of persons, are 

characterised by differential power and control amongst those involved, and 

constitute scales of support and struggle within which women and men “think, 

feel, and will in relation to their understanding of issues that they generate or 

confront” (Swartz, Turner and Tuden 1966, 8). In this sense, state formation, 

democracy, rights, government and citizenship as well as inequalities, 

domination, boundary-making, institutional dynamics and social transformation 

have been studied as core phenomena in the field (Vincent 1990, 2002; Lewellen 

1992; Nugent and Vincent 2004). 

 

Entering this field, feminist anthropology has treated the ‘private’ realm of 

domestic, familial and sexual relations as political. It has investigated citizenship 

in terms of political realities as lived, the relative power of women, the cultural 

construction of genders and sexualities, the historical development of and 

challenges to male privileging, the significance of difference, identities and 
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intersectionalities, transnational flows, and the effects of culture and discourse on 

ideological resilience and resistance. In seeking to read social and cultural values, 

meanings, rules and practices against the grain of androcentric paradigms, such 

literature showed the links between private and public spheres, formal and 

informal political arenas, and reproduction and production while also 

denaturalising their separation in analyses of the operation of (bio-) power 

(Moore 1988; di Leonardo 1991; Lamphere et al. 1997; Geller et al. 2006; Lewin 

2006).  

 

Underlying this scholarship has been an aim to both reveal and transform “social 

arrangements and systems of thought that accord disproportionate honour, 

authority, and power to men and to whatever is categorised as masculine – and 

that simultaneously degrade and subordinate women and whatever is defined 

culturally as feminine, including many groups of men” (Jaggar 2008, vii), in 

pursuit of greater gender justice. Carol Pateman (1989, 52) has classically written, 

“To create a properly democratic society, which includes women as full citizens, 

it is necessary to deconstruct and reassemble our understanding of the body 

politic”. 

 

Feminist ethnography has long explored these issues, particularly in relation to 

women’s perspectives and experiences as researched and researcher, their 

interwoven social, economic, sexual and political roles, gender as an axis along 

which unequal power relations are reproduced and negotiated across local and 

global scales, nuances in masculinities and masculinisms, and being and knowing 

in homophobic contexts. Such a methodology is “shaped by feminist theory, 

politics, and ethics and is grounded in women’s experience” (Krook 2007, 6), 

and makes change of the status quo in the interest of exploited and dominated 

groups a starting point of inquiry (Mies 1983; Majetić 2014). Writing precisely 

about ethnography at the nexus of feminist and political-economy approaches, di 

Leonardo (1993) observes that political-economy considerations “allow us to 

interpret, to make sense, to contextualise ideologies, just as ideologies make 

sense of and contextualise political economy” (80). At the core is a constant 

interplay between experience and meaning in a context in which both experience 

and meaning are shaped by inequality and domination (Roseberry 1989, 49; Di 

Leonardo 1993, 77). 

 

Anthropology in the Anglophone Caribbean has tackled a vast range of issues 

and areas that shed light on inequality and domination in colonial and 

postcolonial politics in its broadest sense. Its key areas have been in relation to 

family, religion, health, sexuality, popular cultural forms related to Carnival and 

dancehall, and violence. In relation to feminist political anthropology focused on 

institutions, bureaucracies, elections, policy-making and feminist social 

movements, there is much less. Some defining work in this field examines 
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domestic violence through ethnography of the court system (Lazarus-Black 

2007). Tafari-Ama (2006) connects state, politics, community, violence, 

sexuality and gender in Jamaica. Hosein’s PhD dissertation on Trinidadian 

notions of authority from the margins of the state highlights how gendered power 

works in relation to, among other things, masculinity, local government 

regulation of Carnival as well as in terms of elections, bureaucratic governance 

and women’s democratic participation in a Muslim community in San Fernando 

(Hosein 2008, 2009, 2012, 2015). Both writing on Trinidad, Maarit Forde (2018, 

437) has focused on the “spatial economy of segregation and confinement that 

shapes the civic engagement of the urban poor while perpetuating racial and class 

hierarchies”, including in relation to women’s respectability, and Dylan Kerrigan 

(2018a, 2018b) highlights the meanings and place of violence, and discourses 

about it, in relation to, among other things, militarisation, hypermasculinity, 

insecurity, grotesque masculine and pretty feminine bodies, nationhood and 

citizenship. In general, this excellent field of Caribbean political anthropology 

tackles ‘the political’ through a gendered lens. However, significant gaps exist in 

terms of elections and campaigning, policy-making, political leadership, 

bureaucracy and feminist advocacy, which are key to how gender is produced, 

mobilised, governed, contained and transformed, as well as how ‘the political’ is 

constituted. 

 

Exemplifying Caribbean Feminist Anthropology 

 

Finally, this article outlines a methodological approach to Caribbean citizenship 

and state politics that replaces that of gender blindness with the wisdom of a 

feminist lens. This methodology defined the rationale and approach to the study, 

Negotiating Gender, Policy and Politics in the Caribbean: Feminist Strategies, 

Masculinist Resistance and Transformational Possibilities (Hosein and Parpart 

2016).1 The approach provides an example of ethnographic analysis of electoral 

quota systems, national gender policies, women’s political power and 

transformational leadership as, in essence, showing different parts of the elephant  

in the room – constitutive masculinism in Caribbean politics, persistent 

androcentrism in the study of such politics, and consistent feminist envisioning 

and organising for transformation over the last century.  

 

Analysis focused on four feminist strategies to advance gender justice across four 

Anglophone Caribbean countries. The four strategies were examined 

ethnographically in countries where these struggles to advance women’s rights 

and gender equality appeared to have been won. Thus, the study focused on 

fieldwork to fill gaps in anthropological understanding of the lived experiences, 

                                                 
1 Data collection was undertaken between 2011 and 2014, with four to six-month ethnographies 

undertaken in 2013, and was funded by the International Development and Research Council 

(IDRC). 
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meanings, opportunities, resistances, emotions and negotiated relations of power 

associated with ‘successes’ such as Trinidad and Tobago’s first Indian woman 

Prime Minister, Dominica’s publicly approved National Gender Policy, Guyana’s 

constitutionally protected gender quota system, and St. Lucia’s Caribbean 

Institute for Women in Leadership (CIWiL)-trained women transformational 

leaders.   

 

The study brought a regional feminist approach to political anthropology in the 

Caribbean. This was achieved through questions asked about androcentric and 

heteronormative Caribbean statehood, epistemological grounding in Caribbean 

feminist literature on citizenship, and a methodological approach which analysed 

different parts of a cross-Caribbean reality through ethnography and other data 

collection methods, such as textual and media analysis, quantitative data 

collection, and life history interviews. While the structural and political 

resistances to women’s transformational leadership were explored in relation to 

the quota system in Guyana, it is through individual, in-depth life history 

narratives in St. Lucia that the nuances of women’s experiences, feelings, 

negotiations and dilemmas, and deeper aspects of affect and meaning were 

explored. While the draft national gender policy process was not as fully 

examined as electoral campaigning in relation to Kamla Persad Bissessar’s 

leadership in Trinidad and Tobago, the case study of Dominica provided greater 

insight into the way masculinism can shape policy-making and implementation.    

 

Thus, observations about personal narratives regarding transformational 

leadership, constitutional reforms regarding electoral quotas, discourses of 

femininity and gender in election campaigning as well as state institutionalisation 

of the myth of male marginalisation in policy-making and implementation were 

pieced together to provide a picture of an overall regional experience. The 

methodology was the same as that in the parable. It was comparative, examining 

distinct parts, but instead with the understanding that these comprise and 

illuminate a larger, living, complex and connected masculinist whole. It was not 

gender-blind, providing a basis for revealing rather than reproducing 

androcentrism in Caribbean knowledge production. It was ethnographic in order 

to give primacy to “experience-based inquiry into the interpretive, institutional, 

and relational makings of the present” (Stepputat and Larsen 2015, 6) in a way 

which especially centred women’s experiences and practices across public and 

private settings and interactions, and in a way which regendered policy, 

bureaucratic, electoral, campaign, civil society and leadership discourses, which 

comprise understudied categories of politics and citizenship. 

  

The combination of transnational, comparative, gendered ethnography, and the 

focus on feminist strategies to advance gender justice and patriarchal resistance 

to such strategies in local contexts, was deliberate. Feminist methodological 
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writing has long emphasised that scholarship should support social justice praxis 

and transformation of the status quo (Kempadoo and DeShong 2013, 5). Wiser 

men should do the same, for such feminist political analysis, which also draws on 

ethical debates in anthropology, brings ethnographic data collection together with 

necessary insights and broader solidarities. This strengthens a praxis which aims 

to “include women in a political from which they are currently excluded” and to 

“reconfigure a political by which they are currently oppressed” (Squires 2004, 

123) in the Anglophone region.  

 

These strategies had never been analysed together as a single, integrated 

contribution to transnational feminist struggle for gender justice. The 

methodology was not to present two country case studies of a single strategy in 

relation to each other, for example transformational leadership, nor to compare 

country experiences over an historical period, nor to generalise about the region 

from one fieldwork site, but to demonstrate how a broad Anglophone Caribbean 

effort, led by feminists in civil society and the state, took different forms at 

different times and through different networks across the region, producing a 

responsive range of practices, collaborations, compromises and conflicts. It was 

also to show how experiences of womanhood and motherhood, gendered 

divisions of labour and leadership, navigations of patriarchal ideals regarding 

sexuality and morality, and boundaries between public and private spheres were 

all central axes of analysis regarding elections, policy, law, government, civic 

and political leadership, and ideologically-based organised social movements. 

This reflects the history of feminist activism in the Anglophone region where 

gains in one country shed light on a regional struggle with nuanced geographical 

and gendered specificities. 

 

I end with an excerpt which reflects the value of feminist ethnography, and is 

drawn from the collection’s attention to electoral campaigning during the period 

of Kamla Persad-Bissessar’s prime ministership. I include this excerpt to 

exemplify how participant-observation can reveal taken-for-granted gender 

injustice, and add legitimacy and power to feminist analysis and advocacy by 

simply noticing much of what concerns feminist political anthropology. The 

immersion required of ethnography draws insights which cannot be gained 

through interviewing, for ‘being there’ focuses attention on what people do, how 

and with whom they do it, the contexts within which it is done, the power 

relations it draws on, and the effects it has, beyond what they may be willing or 

able to articulate or admit to. 
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June 18, 2013 

 

As I walk through Chaguanas West, candidate Jack Warner’s campaign trucks 

blare, “Jack is de Man” and “Uncle Jack”. These commissioned songs mobilise 

the respect, seniority and authority seen as rightfully due to such paternal roles. 

Being “the Man” additionally symbolises a macho figure of command and 

leadership, one to follow and admire. Only men can be “the Man”. There’s no 

equivalent for women. Being “de woman” mainly refers to sexiness and 

desirability, and “woman is boss” or “Iron Lady” gestures to women trumping 

men at a standard, men once and still set.  

  

The soundtrack of his United National Congress rival, Khadijah Ameen, is Alicia 

Keys’ song, Girl on Fire. Jack calls Khadijah a “giggly child”, an image easily 

available in a society where four-year-old boys are hailed as “small man” and 

where total strangers can call “hardback” women “baby” as they walk by. Girl 

on Fire attempts to counter Jack’s wielding of the “gender card” to trivialise 

Khadijah, and re-frames her as young, but unstoppable. Nonetheless, as an 

experienced adult and mother, note that she’s still positioned as only a girl. 

 

Whenever women talk about their struggles to be seen as more than girls, but to 

not have to become “the Man” like men, people think they invent the “gender 

card” from nowhere, using it for unfair advantage, as if “a girl” and “the Man” 

compete on an equal playing field. Even male politicians I’ve interviewed argue 

that sexism makes it harder for women in politics, partly explaining why there 

are so few.   

 

When Jack plies the associations between power and manhood, and attacks 

Khadijah’s reputation as a woman, no one sees him as playing the “gender 

card”. We think such resonance is inconsequential to elections, but in a world 

still overwhelmingly defined by male dominance and double-standards, 

inescapably, such wars are battles of the sexes too.  

  

Khadijah’s story parallels Prime Minister and UNC Political Leader Kamla 

Persad-Bissessar’s experience of the “gender card”. On platforms, Kamla 

narrates how male leadership undermined her, put men before her and called her 

“a little girl from Siparia”, but she turned stereotypically feminine virtues of 

patience, loyalty and commitment into swords worthy of any demon-slayer. 

Khadijah also has stories of being discouraged from leadership positions in the 

party, in favour of more powerful men, but she obediently accepted to rise 

another day.  
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When United National Congress Deputy Political Leader Roodal Moonilal, tells 

crowds that voters must protect Kamla with their “life” and “blood” and when 

Kamla says that mothers, fathers and brothers must defend Khadijah as a “our 

daughter” and “our sister”, that strategy trades on traditional beliefs about 

women’s need for protection. Troublingly, it interlocks gender with religion, and 

the need to protect Sita from Rawan. It interlocks gender with race and culture, 

and the extended family’s protection of their females from attack, perhaps 

particularly by African men. Kamla and Khadijah perform an ideal womanhood 

that is strong, but not so independent that they will ever betray.  

 

The “gender card” is littered all over the campaign trail, showing how our ideas 

of masculinity and femininity organise meaning and access to status, resources 

and power. Kamla continually struggles against accusations of weakness and 

indecisiveness, labels long flung at women whether or not they are true. Yet, she 

remains popularly celebrated for woman power, caring and motherly leadership, 

beauty and even “charm”.  

 

Ameen’s sudden engagement to a Hindu boy, with a frontpage newspaper photo 

of them in Hindu marriage flair, must have had her political leader Persad-

Bissessar’s approval. Ameen is Muslim, divorced and a ‘single mother’. She is 

also mixed-race in a stereotypically traditional Indian constituency. Girls 

become respectable women through marriage, and circling a sacred fire in 

Hindu rites. It’s clearly not enough for her to be on fire independently.  

 

Walking the streets with both voters and canvassers, over the weeks of this 

campaign, tells me that women are unlikely to vote for Khadijah because she’s a 

woman even if that mythical “subordinated Indian woman” no longer votes as 

her husband tells her to. Perhaps, playing the “gender card” requires knowing 

how those yet undecided must still be skillfully and successfully wooed. 

 

The Elephant in the Anthropological Room  

 

This article has highlighted how feminist fieldwork can provide a sensibility for 

how seemingly disconnected parts kinetically work together to create that 

“elephant in the room” of Caribbean politics, which is masculinist, androcentric, 

hetero-patriarchal resilience in Anglophone Caribbean statehood. First, it 

highlighted problems regarding production of truth created by androcentric 

partiality which invisibilises the centrality of masculinism to Caribbean politics. 

On this basis, it argued for regendering both Caribbean political science and 

political anthropology to a greater extent than undertaken to date in order to 

counter the misrecognition that comes from gender blindness. It rested this 

argument on approaches foundational to Caribbean feminist scholarship on 

politics and feminist political anthropology, highlighting the themes and 
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analytical intersections as well as key critiques of the state and citizenship that 

become visible through a gendered lens. Finally, it provided an example of 

feminist political anthropology thematically defined by Caribbean feminist 

struggles with, from within, through and against the state, methodologically 

operationalised through ethnographic focus on the multi-issue lives of Caribbean 

women, and politically committed to challenging androcentrism and masculinism 

in Caribbean political thought and power.   

 

I also sought to explain how attention to four strategies to advance gender justice 

revealed unwise synecdoche. Indeed, feminist research has long been committed 

precisely to showing how the connection among different aspects of political-

economic life can be revealed when material and ideological relations of gender, 

imbrications between public and private life, and the perspectives and 

experiences of women define the means and ends of research. This was how the 

project conceptualised politics, understanding the parts not to be one thing or 

another, meaning the elephants trunk isn’t a snake, the leg isn’t a tree, just as 

elections can’t be understood apart from policy, constitutional change or social 

movements without losing sight of how they together engender public life.  

 

On this basis, and from the perspective of Caribbean feminist political 

anthropology, some core questions for further ethnographic exploration become 

evident. How do dominant political practices make space for a minority of 

women political leaders while limiting too much emphasis on women’s 

empowerment and while simultaneously denying the significance of ideological 

and material relations of gender and gender inequalities to women’s participation, 

rights and transformational potential? How do discourses of respectable 

femininity and motherhood on the one hand, and myths of male marginalisation 

on the other, both legitimise and discipline women leaders and voters, and 

national gender policy making, while invisibilising patriarchal ideologies and 

asymmetric power relations in everyday life and in processes shaping access to 

economic and political power? Moving from leadership to gender policy-making, 

how do the insufficient resources and political will, and bureaucratic backlash 

and resistance, contain gender mainstreaming’s radical challenge to masculinist 

statehood even while it is formally championed? 

 

Deepening the historical picture of individual women leaders’ experiences and 

state policy processes with one focused on structural reform, how have feminist 

activists’ push for electoral quotas opened opportunities for women without 

deconstructing the authoritarianism of male power and patronage or addressing 

injustices against grassroots families which remain central to feminist struggle? 

How can women who gain position through quota systems make implementable 

legislative and policy gains that protect sexual diversity, reproductive rights and 

the care economy? What can these women accomplish as only one third of 
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representatives when their potential for transformational leadership threatens a 

masculinist status quo? How should women navigate contradictory beliefs 

regarding gender, sexuality and class, resistance to a bottom-up approach to 

community development; personal struggles with balancing work and family life; 

and compromises to their physical and mental health? If Caribbean states are 

fundamentally masculinist, what future strategies can counter resistance and 

backlash, hold male allies accountable and enable feminist movements to 

empower women of all classes to effectively demand transformation of structural 

and institutionalised gender hierarchies? 

 

Gender-blindness diminishes the authority of patriarchal expertise when the 

ideological and material relations of gender, which are so central to Caribbean 

politics, remain unrecognised. However, taken together, policy-making and 

implementation, bureaucracy and state institutions, constitutional reform, 

political campaigning, and feminist organising provide connected and 

complementary perspectives on political masculinism and scholarly 

androcentrism. These can only be disconnected, as a rope, a tree, a snake or a 

spear, if considered without gender in mind.  

 

Reflecting on masculinist politics across the region and feminist organising to 

transform such dominance shows that looking at specific instantiations enables us 

to “build a consciousness and dialogue about them, as “continued blindness 

between us can only serve the oppressive system within which we live” (Lorde 

1984, 64). Challenge to gender blindness in methodological approaches to 

Caribbean politics and citizenship is necessary for exploration of the parts to 

reveal the elephant in the room, to which feminists have been wisely pointing all 

long. 
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i The old parable of “blind men and an elephant” is used to illustrate a contemporary moral and 

political point. It is a metaphor or figure of speech which is not literally applicable, but is a 

symbolic representation. A parable is like a fable, except that it often uses human beings to create a 

familiar story that can illustrate an analogous, but unfamiliar idea. The article is therefore neither 

about disability nor a critique of visually impaired men. Put another way, the phrase, “he was blind 

to the truth” does not refer to visual impairment just as the phrase “the elephant in the room” does 

not refer to an actual elephant. Here, elephant is a character for the abstract idea of a major, 

multidimensional issue which is obviously present, but which is avoided as a subject for discussion. 

Throughout, the article is about a discursive lens, or a way of seeing, organising, knowing and 

talking, that results in partial truths. Similarly, the long-established feminist concept of “gender 

blindness” describes a way of seeing and organising knowledge and power which ignores the 

different needs, responsibilities perspectives and experiences of girls, women, boys and men. Such 

lack of recognition means that the social, cultural, economic and political contexts and movements 

that reproduce and transform gender relations are also invisible and misunderstood. “Blind men” is 

a metaphor for androcentric political science and political anthropology, and the “elephant” is a 

metaphor for the ubiquity of masculinist political power and practice, both of which are considered 

neutral and normal. Such partiality is challenged by a Caribbean feminist emphasis on advancing 

gender justice, which is the subject of this article. 
ii For Barriteau, the concept of gender refers to “complex systems of personal and social relations of 

power through which women and men are socially created and maintained and through which they 

gain access to, or are allocated status, power and material resources within society” (Barriteau 

2003a, 30). She breaks these relations of power down into the “material relations of gender”, which 

refer to the way women and men gain access to or are allocated resources, and the “ideological 

relations of gender”, which describes how society accepts or contests what is appropriate behaviour 

and entitlement for each sex. They are underscored by stereotypes, biases, blame and basic beliefs 

in women’s subordinate role. 
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Abstract 

 
The continued involvement of the young in delinquent activity means 

that a major challenge facing Caribbean criminologists, is the 

identification of factors that may facilitate, or deter such behaviour, so 

as to propose suitable avenues for intervention. Although it is generally 

assumed that involvement in sports acts as a deterrent to delinquent 

behaviour, empirical evidence to support this claim in the case of the 

Caribbean is completely absent. Using a quantitative methodology, this 

study examines this issue among a sample of Jamaican and Barbadian 

high school boys. Contrary to a number of empirical findings, we found 

increased levels of sports participation to be a significant predictor of 

delinquency. This has significant policy implications for Jamaica and 

Barbados since to date, the push towards increased participation in 

sports among high school children has been undertaken without 

empirical knowledge of its short and long-term effects. 
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Introduction 

 

Although the majority is doing well, there are large portions of the Caribbean1 

youth population that are facing severe threats to their long-term development 

(Williams 2002). One such threat is the continued involvement of the young in 

delinquent activity and/or problem behaviours. Indeed, this trend is symptomatic 

of an overall increase in such activity throughout much of the Caribbean 

(UNODC 2007). Of relevance to the present study is the fact that these acts are 

not limited to adult populations as large numbers of children and youth are 

involved in a range of delinquent/problem activities including stealing, cheating, 

drug use, as well as more serious manifestations of aggression. These activities in 

many cases begin at an early age (Bailey 2011), and one of the characteristics of 

youth delinquency in the region is the gendered nature of perpetration with the 

majority of those involved being male (Bailey 2011; UNDP 2012). The challenge 

facing Caribbean researchers and practitioners is to identify the factors which 

have either negative or postive effects on delinquent/problem behaviour among 

youth so as to identify suitable avenues for intervention.   

 

The belief that sports can be used to address the antisocial behaviour of youth 

continues to inform public policy in Jamaica and Barbados. This can be seen, for 

instance, in the Government of Jamaica’s (GOJ) White Paper on The National 

Sport Policy, which argued that sport had the capacity to strengthen values such 

as courage, dignity, fairness, honesty, and integrity, and to promote the positive 

societal values of inclusiveness, respect, teamwork, and tolerance, and gave its 

support for the implementation of sport programmes to produce “…desired 

attitudes and behaviour in children” (Office of the Prime Minister 2013, 15). 

Indeed, in Barbados and Jamaica, where schools have historically played the 

major role in the organisation of youth sport, the last two decades have witnessed 

– among other things – targeted efforts at increased participation, and particularly 

in the case of Jamaica, the introduction of new competitions/events to the 

calendars of traditional school sports (Jaitman and Scartascini 2017; Richards 

2019). The National Youth Policy of Barbados too, has recognised sport as a 

means of developing youth and identified the National Sports Council as one of 

the special mechanisms for realising its vision. Specifically, the Council is 

charged with working with the Youth Division to develop sports industries and to 

“expose young people to the widest possible range of sports” (Ministry of 

Family, Culture, Sports & Youth 2011, 55). 

 

 

                                                 
1 For the purposes of this paper, the term Caribbean refers specifically to those countries that 

comprise the Caribbean Community and Common Market (CARICOM).  
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Sport and Youth Deviance/Problem Behaviour 

 

One possible factor affecting youth delinquency that is worthy of investigation 

therefore, is the increasing involvement of Caribbean high school children in 

sports. Its promotion is frequently driven by the belief that sport can be an 

important medium for promoting healthy lifestyles and positive behaviour, a 

notion that is characteristic of what can be considered a structural functionalist 

interpretation of sport. From this perspective, sport is seen as one of a number of 

related and interdependent social institutions that are held together by shared 

values and which function to maintain control and promote consensus in the 

society (Coakley 2004; Vogler and Schwartz 1993). Sports are viewed positively 

as they are believed to perform a number of functions that help society to operate 

efficiently. These include: socialisation through the transmission of traditional 

cultural values; the maintenance of socio-psychological stability by providing a 

release from psychological pressures; the engendering of feelings of group 

membership thereby contributing to social integration and harmony; and, the 

provision of social mobility (Jarvie 2006; Vogler and Schwartz 1993).  

 

Functionalist perspectives became ascendant on a global scale in the late 1960s 

with the emergence of what Bramham (1991) terms the ‘Sports for All’ paradigm 

of sport: here, the guiding principle is that sport is a human right for all 

individuals regardless of race, social class, gender and physical and intellectual 

challenges. The promotion and development of sport increasingly became a part 

of policy at national and international levels, as there was a recognition of sport’s 

effectiveness in pursuing a variety of objectives. In the UK for instance, support 

for government intervention in sport began to come from those who saw it “as a 

vehicle for social cohesion and integration” (Bloyce and Smith 2010, 30). Indeed 

Safai (2008) noted that in 2003, the United Nations General Assembly adopted 

‘Resolution 85/5: Sport as a Means to Promote Education, Health, Development 

and Peace’ in “recognition of sport’s ability to contribute positively to healthy 

human, and in particular childhood, development” (Safai 2008, 155). 

 

One particular aspect of this policy approach that is of concern, is the assumption 

that antisocial behaviours among youth will be reduced by encouraging greater 

participation in sporting activities. This is evidenced, for example, by a UK 1975 

White Paper, Sport and Recreation, which argued that sport could reduce 

boredom and urban frustration, and thus aid in addressing hooliganism and 

delinquency among young people (Polley 1998, 22). Further evidence is seen in 

the growth and popularity of the midnight basketball program, initiated in the 

United States in the 1990s as a means of reducing youth involvement in drugs 

and crime (Colthart 1996; Hartmann 2001). Many of the assumptions guiding 

these interventions, are based on the early works of Schafer (1969), who was the 

first to empirically examine the relationship between participation in sports, and 
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delinquency. His work inspired a number of studies in the 1970s, all of which 

concluded that sports acted as a deterrent to such behaviours (Buhrman 1977; 

Landers and Landers 1978; Seagrave and Chu 1978). Seagrave and Hastad 

(1984) went further to suggest that involvement in sports may actually serve as 

an “anchor” keeping those otherwise at risk for delinquency, in school. Their 

conclusion was based on the strong association found between delinquency and 

lack of school attachment. Stark, Kent and Finke (1987) compared male non-

athletes and athletes over time and found that while at the age of 16, black male 

athletes may have exhibited higher levels of delinquency than their non-athlete 

counterparts, by the age of 24, they were significantly less delinquent. They 

posited therefore that sports not only deterred, but had the ability to reform black 

male youth. Subsequent studies too reported a direct association between sports 

and reduced delinquency (Pate et al. 2000; Ripke, Huston and Casey 2006). 

 

An increasing number of studies have however challenged earlier findings on the 

protective effects of sports (Marsh and Kleitman 2003; McHale, Crouter and 

Tucker 2001) with some suggesting that rather than having a positive effect, 

involvement in sports provides pathways to problem behaviour (Begg et al. 

1997). Koss and Gaines (1993) for example, found that sexual aggression and 

drug usage increased as a result of participation in organised athletic activity. 

Shields (1999) revealed a similar relationship between sports and violence. More 

recently, Kreager (2009) argued that interscholastic sports appeared to contribute 

to, rather than decrease incidents of male violence. He concluded that 

participation in direct contact sports in particular, lends to more violent outcomes 

than non-violent ones as it subliminally fosters the idea among youth that the 

more violent and/or aggressive one is, the more likely he or she is to emerge 

successful. Violence and aggression is therefore associated with winning. 

Feminist scholars too, have argued that sports are gendered activities that 

“reproduce male power and distorted ideas about masculinity” (Coakley 2004, 

36); and, while sport may have been used as a tool to engender cultural 

conformity in British West Indian colonies in the late nineteenth and early 

twentieth centuries, it can be argued that the values promoted served to reinforce 

the dominance of the colonial authorities and produced long-lasting negative 

cultural consequences. 

 

Theoretical Perspectives 

 

Hirschi’s Social Control 

 

Among the range of theoretical perspectives aimed at explaining the relationship 

between sports and delinquency among youth, one has emerged as particularly 

influential. Hirschi’s (1969) theory of social control was originally used to 
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explain criminal behaviours but it was soon realised that its principles and 

assumptions could be applied across multiple disciplines. He believed that most 

youth, in particular boys, were less likely to engage in delinquent behaviours if 

their social bonds to society were strong. Critical to the theory are the 

characteristics of attachment to non-delinquent peers, commitment to 

conventional institutions, involvement in pro-social activities, and belief in a 

conventional value system. Landers (1978) found that characteristics such as 

sportsmanship, persistence, good manners, delay of gratification and cooperation, 

all examples of the conventional values identified by Hirschi, were encouraged 

through involvement in organised sports and left participants more likely to 

believe in the merits of these, than non-participants. Student athletes also spend 

considerable time devoted to their sporting activities and consequently have less 

time for other endeavours. By structuring time in adult-supervised activities 

organised sports reduces available free time that may otherwise lend itself to 

delinquent/problem behaviour. Consequently, participation in organised sports 

encourages interaction with non-delinquent peers while decreasing interaction 

with those prone to deviant activities (Eccles et al. 2003). Indeed, a considerable 

body of research has confirmed that an affiliation with deviant peers increases the 

risk of youth delinquency (Bandura 1977; Erickson, Crosnoe and Dornbusch 

2000; Haynie 2001). 

 

Studies that have sought to apply Hirschi’s social control theory to an 

understanding of the relationship between sports participation and youth 

delinquency have had somewhat mixed results. While some have revealed a 

negative association (Davalos, Chavez and Guardiola 1999; Hanson and Kraus 

1998), the majority of studies have however demonstrated a positive link 

between the two variables (Mahoney 2000; Mahoney and Cairns 1997; Sterns 

and Glennie 2010). 

 

Masculinity, Sports, and Deviance 

 

Messerschmidt’s (1993) focus on structured action and gendered crime made a 

critical contribution to an understanding of the role of gender in influencing the 

experiences and actions of boys and men. Since hegemonic masculinity is the 

form of masculinity to which men aspire (Carrigan, Connell and Lee 1985), it is 

essential to men, that they confirm their masculinity through activities and 

practices that assert their maleness. As such, Messerschmidt argued that 

masculinity was therefore essential to explaining crime and deviance among 

men. Males assert their masculinity in a variety of ways including sexual 

prowess, providing for one’s family, educational and occupational attainment as 

well as a heightened desire for respect (Evans, Gauthier and Forsyth 1998; 

Contreras 2009). Particularly relevant here however, is the demonstration of 

masculinity through athleticism and/or displays of toughness (Anderson 1999). 
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Men it has been argued, use crime and deviance, as a means of enhancing their 

manhood among their peers on the streets (Allen 1987; Heidensohn 1994). 

Stealing for example has been portrayed as a manifestation of the desire to 

display masculinity (Steffensmeier and Allan 1996).  Such activities thrive, and 

cultivate masculine capital in environments that glorify toughness (Alder and 

Polk 1996; Hochstetler and Copes 2003; Katz 2000).  

 

Connell (1996) believed that the identification of the activities and practices that 

encourage and enhance male socialisation was essential to understanding deviant 

behaviour among youth. Participation in organised sports typically affords young 

males an opportunity to ‘perform’ a competitive form of masculinity that often 

rewards characteristics such as physical prowess or toughness. This participation 

therefore increases the likelihood that young males will be accepted by peer 

groups that share the importance placed on such characteristics, while those not 

involved in sports are typically excluded (Gilbert and Gilbert 1998; Kreager 

2007). Research in the area has primarily focused on the role that the aggression 

associated with certain sports plays in encouraging and maintaining hegemonic 

masculinities and indeed perpetuating acts of violence off the field. It has been 

noted elsewhere, that interpersonal violence is a manifestation of men and their 

masculinities (DeKeseredy and Schwartz 2005). In the sports arena, physical 

force is seen as an essential feature of masculinity and as such, aggressive 

behaviour is cultivated and may contribute to violence in interpersonal 

relationships (Bulgu 2013). The intimidation and aggression necessary for 

success in American football or basketball for example, has been identified as 

contributing to bullying and fighting off the field (Elman and McKelvie 2003; 

Forbes et al. 2006). Indeed high school football players have been found to be 

40% more likely to engage in violent behaviour off the field than non-athletes 

(Kreager 2007). 

 

Since masculinity is typically viewed as operating along a continuum whereby 

individuals are seen as more, or less masculine by comparison, the term 

hypermasculinity has been attributed to those ‘performances’ that are excessive 

or problematic in nature (Pringle and Hickey 2010). Feminist explanations of 

hypermasculinity in sport have illustrated the manner in which such activities can 

increase the propensity to engage in delinquent activity due to the creation of the 

belief of invincibility, and a feeling of being above the law (Zuckerman 1994). 

Some sports psychologists have identified this hypermasculinity as a major facet 

of the socialisation of male athletes, manifesting itself in the increased desire for 

engagement in risk-taking activities (Connell 1995; Hughes and Coakley 1991). 
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The Present Study 

 

Graham (2012) in his discussion on the use of sports in Jamaica as a tool for 

curbing delinquency in high schools, noted that sports had been a major force in 

behaviour modification and engendering pro-social behaviour. Others have 

highlighted that Jamaican high school students have benefitted immensely from 

their participation in sports noting that it has become customary for excellence in 

sports to morph into opportunities for attending colleges and universities abroad. 

Although conventional wisdom points to the protective effect of sports 

participation on youth, there have been relatively few studies investigating this 

relationship in recent years (Hartmann and Massoglia 2007). Indeed, empirical 

evidence to support this assumption within the Caribbean is virtually absent.  

 

The increasing level of youth delinquency (Gentle-Genitty et al. 2017; UNDP 

2016) is an issue of considerable concern for Caribbean policy makers. Such 

behaviour has both short, and long-term consequences, particularly as they relate 

to the implications for future offending. It is critical therefore, that empirical 

evidence on the factors that may or may not account for delinquency/problem 

behaviour among this population form a prominent part of the research agenda of 

Caribbean scholars. Using quantitative data from Jamaica and Barbados, this 

paper seeks to fill this need through an investigation into the role of participation 

in organised sports on youth delinquency/problem behaviour. Specifically, we 

seek to answer the following:  

 

1. What is the level and nature of participation in selected sports among 

high school boys in Jamaica and Barbados? 

2. What is the relationship between participation in sport and 

delinquent/problem behaviour among high school boys in Jamaica and 

Barbados? 

3. What factors are associated with delinquent/problem behaviour among 

high school boys in Jamaica and Barbados? 

4. What is the historical background against which relevant factor[s] may 

operate? 

Method 

 

A quantitative methodological approach was utilised in this research. This 

involved the collection of primary data, through the administering of two 

questionnaires to students attending selected schools in Jamaica and Barbados.  
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The Sample of Schools and Participants 

 

There were six schools that participated in the study (three schools in Jamaica 

and three schools in Barbados). In both countries, the schools were selected with 

the assistance of the Ministries of Education. To be considered for participation 

in the study, the schools had to enroll male students and participate in interschool 

sporting competitions in the areas of Football, Cricket and Athletics – 

traditionally the three most popular sports in the region.  

 

In addition, the three schools in each country were selected because they 

represent one of the following categories: 

 

1. Sports School: The school is highly ranked in at least one of the selected 

sports (based on team performance in the past academic year) 

2. Academic School: The school is highly ranked in academic achievement 

(based on CSEC and CAPE results in past academic year) 

3. Low-Academic School: The school has low academic standing and/or 

serves students from poorer socio-economic backgrounds (based on 

CSEC and CAPE results on the past academic year and information from 

the Ministries of Education in Jamaica and Barbados).   
 

The sample consisted of 665 participants. All students were male at various grade 

levels (2nd form to upper 6th form).  The ages of the students ranged from 11 to 19 

years but the majority (77%) were between 14 to 16 years.  Forty-six per cent of 

the participants were students from Jamaica.  

 

The Study Instruments 

 

Two questionnaires were administered to the participants. One was designed 

specifically for this study and one was adapted from a personality test developed 

to measure the level of masculinity and femininity in an individual. The first 

questionnaire was designed to solicit three types of data from participants: 

demographics, participation in sports and engagement in delinquent/problem and 

risky behaviour. Section 1 of this student questionnaire asked participants to 

report on their age, socio-economic status and family structure. It included 

questions about parental employment and assets present in the home (e.g. 

refrigerator, internet connection, air conditioner etc). Section 2 focused on 

students’ involvement in organised sport. 2  Participants were asked if they 

represented their school in any sporting activity and the number of hours that 

                                                 
2 For the purposes of this study, organised sport was defined as either in-school, or out-of-school, 

adult supervised competitive team or individual physical sports participation (Watson et al. 2019).   
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they engaged in training each week. They were also asked similar questions 

about their involvement in organised sporting activities outside of the school 

environment. The study was only concerned with organised sports either in 

school or outside of the school and not simply playing sports for recreation.  The 

final section of the questionnaire asked participants to report on their level and 

frequency of involvement in delinquent and problem behaviour. Delinquent 

behaviour referred to involvement in criminal activities such as drug use, theft, 

assault and property damage. Problem behaviour ranged from truancy and school 

suspension to fighting and threatening others.  

 

The second questionnaire administered was, the Personal Attributes 

Questionnaire (PAQ) (Spence and Helmreich 1978). The PAQ is a personality 

test measuring two scales "instrumentality" and "expressivity", commonly taken 

to be masculinity and femininity, respectively. The original instrument has 24 

bipolar items rated on a 5-point scale (e.g. "Not at all emotional" to "Very 

emotional").  For use in this study the PAQ was adapted in order to assess the 

level of masculinity among respondents. Sixteen of the 24 items were used in this 

study.  Some items were excluded because they represented more androgynous 

characteristics (e.g. “feelings not easily hurt”, “indifferent to other approval”). 

The items selected represented both stereotypically masculine (e.g. 

independence, competitiveness) and feminine traits (e.g. kindness, gentleness).  

Other items were reworded to make them more culturally relevant (e.g. “very 

warm in relations with others” was changed to “very loving in my relations to 

others”).  In keeping with the original instrument, participants in this study were 

asked to choose between two extremes using a 5-point scale. Higher scores on 

the scale indicated higher levels of masculinity.   

 

Procedure  

 

The study received ethical approval from the UHWI/UWI/FMS 3  ethics 

committee. In keeping with the guidelines for research in schools, permission to 

approach the students, and to secure their voluntary participation was obtained at 

multiple levels. Permission to approach schools was first obtained from the 

Ministries of Education in Jamaica and Barbados after which letters were sent to 

each school requesting that students be allowed to take part. Students were 

selected by school administrators under the guidance of field research officers 

(FRO). In each country, there was one FRO who collected data for the study.  

Both FRO had training in research methods and ethics and had several years’ 

experience in data collection. The FROs provided school administrators with 

instructions on the selection of students for participation in the study. Each 

                                                 
3 University Hospital, University of the West Indies, and Faculty of Medical Sciences Ethics 

committee.  
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school was asked to provide a listing of all male students in grades 7 – 11. School 

administrators were then required to randomly select, by lottery, 30 students from 

each grade for participation in the study. Once students were selected, letters 

were sent home to parents/guardians, who were given one week to respond. In 

addition, students were asked to sign assent forms before participating in the 

study. Once the necessary permissions were obtained, research was carried out 

during the last few weeks of the final school term and the first few weeks of the 

first school term in the following year. Students were asked to complete the 

questionnaires at different times and in varying locations on the school grounds 

based on their availability.  Each survey took approximately forty-five minutes to 

be completed.  

 

Results 

  

Level and Nature of Sports Involvement 

 

First, we examined the level and nature of involvement in organised sport among 

male students in the two islands. From the questionnaire data, 47% of the 

participants overall reported that they currently represented their schools in a 

sport. Table 1 examines in-school sports participation by country. In Jamaica, 

50% of students reported that they played a sport for their school compared to 

46% of students in Barbados.   

 

Table 1. Represent school in a sport by country 
 

Represent School in a Sport 

 

Country 

Total Jamaica Barbados 

Represent School in 

Sport 

No Count 152 203 355 

% within 

Country 
50.2% 46.14% 53.4% 

% of Total 22.9% 30.5% 53.4% 

Yes Count 151 159 310 

% within 

Country 
49.8% 43.9% 46.6% 
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% of Total 22.7% 23.9% 46.6% 

Total Count 303 362 665 

% within 

Country 
100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 

% of Total 45.4% 54.6% 100.0% 

 

Table 2 shows the list of sports that students reported they played for their 

school. Overall, the most popular sports that students played for their school were 

Football, Track and Field and Cricket.  

 

Table 2. List of Sports played in schools 

 
Sport Frequency Per cent 

Badminton 9 1.9 

Basketball 49 10.4 

Cadets 1 0.2 

Chess 6 1.3 

Cricket 67 14.2 

Dominoes 7 1.5 

e-Sports 1 0.2 

Football 129 27.4 

Hockey 30 6.4 

Martial Arts 5 1.1 

Road Tennis 2 0.4 

Rugby 11 2.3 

Swimming 15 3.2 

Surfing 1 0.2 

Table Tennis 4 0.9 

Tennis 19 4.0 

Track & Field 96 20.4 

Volleyball 13 2.8 

Waterpolo 3 0.6 

Water Sports 2 0.4 

Total 470 100 

 

For Jamaica, the top three in-school sports were football, followed by track and 

field and basketball. In Barbados, students most often represented their school in 

football, cricket and track and field.  
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Thirty-six per cent of the participants reported that they currently played an 

organised sport outside of school. Table 3 examines out-of-school sports 

participation by country.  In Jamaica, 27% of students reported that they played a 

sport outside school compared to 43% of students in Barbados. Forty-nine per 

cent of students in ‘Sports’ schools (regardless of country) reported representing 

their school in a sport compared to 48% and 43% of students from ‘Academic’ 

and ‘Low Academic Performance’ Schools respectively.  

   

Table 3.  Sports involvement outside of school, by country 

 

Sports involvement outside of School 

 

Country 

Total Jamaica Barbados 

Sports involvement 

outside of School 

No Count 222 207 429 

% within 

Country 73.3% 57.2% 64.5% 

% of Total 33.4% 31.1% 64.5% 

Yes Count 
81 155 236 

% within 

Country 26.7% 42.8% 35.5% 

% of Total 12.2% 23.3% 35.5% 

Total Count 303 362 665 

% within 

Country 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 

% of Total 45.6% 54.4% 100.0% 
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The most popular sports that students participated in outside of school were 

Football, Cricket and Swimming. Table 4 shows the list of sports that students 

reported they played outside of school.   

 

Table 4. List of Sports played outside of schools 

 

Sport Frequency Per cent 

5k runs 1 0.4 

Archery 1 0.4 

Badminton 3 1.1 

Baseball 1 0.4 

Basketball 14 5.2 

Cricket 43 16.0 

Cycling 1 0.4 

Dominoes 1 0.4 

Football 115 42.6 

Golf 2 0.7 

Gym 1 0.4 

Gymnastics 1 0.4 

Hockey 8 3.0 

Martial Arts 8 3.0 

Rugby 2 0.7 

Sailing 1 0.4 

Shooting 1 0.4 

Squash 4 1.5 

Surfing 1 0.4 

Swimming  21 7.8 

Table Tennis 3 1.1 

Tennis 19 7.0 

Track & Field 15 5.5 

Triathlon 1 0.4 

Wrestling 1 0.4 

Volleyball 1 0.4 

Total 270 100 

 

For Jamaica, the top three sports played outside of school were football, followed 

by tennis and then swimming. However, the latter 2 sports were a distant second 

and third choice. For Barbados, the top sports outside of schools were football 

and cricket, followed by basketball, swimming and tennis which tied for third 

place with 9 students endorsing each of these sports.    
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A composite variable representing the level of sports involvement was 

constructed for each participant by summing the total number of hours per week 

that students reported playing a sport. This included the hours spent in sports 

training during the morning (before school), afternoon (after school but before 

dinner), evening (after dinner) and on the weekends for sports played both in and 

outside of school. On average, students reported spending 9.7 hours in sport 

related activities per week. Jamaican students (M = 10.27, SE = 13.70), on 

average spent one more hour a week in sport related activities than their 

Barbadian peers (M = 9.21, SE = 11.87).    

 

Delinquent/Problem Behaviour 

 

The questionnaire explored several types of delinquent/problem behaviour 

ranging from mild offences (e.g. truancy, detention) to more severe infractions 

(e.g. use of illegal drugs and assault). The most common forms of 

delinquent/problem behaviour were starting a physical fight (47%), drinking 

alcohol in the last year (52%), ‘ever hitting’ or threatening to hit another student 

(62%) and being put in detention (71%). To better understand overall 

delinquent/problem behaviour, a composite variable was constructed by 

summing each item related to involvement in these delinquent or problematic 

activities.  Higher scores indicated greater involvement in activities deemed to be 

delinquent/problem behaviours. On average, students in this sample reported 

involvement in at least four negative activities. There was no significant 

difference in delinquent/problem behaviour scores between students from 

Barbados and students from Jamaica (t(663) = 1.017, p >.05).  

 

Exploring Masculinity 

 

The PAQ was used to explore themes of masculinity in the sample by asking the 

students to rate themselves on a number of traits such as emotionality, 

competitiveness, confidence, helpfulness, decision-making and gentleness.  Sixty 

percent of the overall sample described themselves as very independent as 

opposed to 11% who identified more closely with being not at all independent.  

Similarly, 16% of the sample reported that they were not at all competitive while 

60% described themselves as very competitive. However, the students were more 

neutral when it came to traits such as emotionality and roughness with 30% and 

36% of students respectively selecting the middle rating of a 5-point scale to 

describe themselves. On average, Barbadian boys (M = 50.38, SE = 5.34) 

reported higher levels of masculinity using the PAQ than Jamaican boys (M = 

49.27, SE = 5.37).  This difference was significant t (477) = -2.24, p = .026.   
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Masculinity and Sports 

 

A Pearson product-moment correlation coefficient was computed to assess the 

relationship between masculinity and level of involvement in sports.  There was a 

significant relationship between the two variables, r = .12, p (one-tailed) <.01.  A  

positive relationship was found between masculinity and the number of hours 

spent playing sports. Higher scores on the masculinity scale were associated with 

greater involvement in sports.  

 

Factors Associated with Delinquent/Problem Behaviour  

 

Next, we examined the effect of various factors on delinquent/problem behaviour 

for students in this sample. A multiple regression was performed using the enter 

method and predictor variables including, level of involvement (hours spent in 

sporting activities per week), age, score on the masculinity scale and socio-

economic status.   

 

Categorical predictor variables were also included in the model – country and 

school type (‘Sports’ school was used as the reference category for school type).   

 

As shown in Table 5, the model was significant (F7, 651 = 16.61, p < 0.0001). Level of 

sports involvement, level of masculinity, age, school type and home country were 

all significant predictor variables for delinquency.  Specifically, higher levels of 

sports involvement, higher levels of masculinity, being older, living in Barbados 

and attending a “Sports” school compared to an “Academic” school were all 

associated with higher levels of delinquency.  Fifteen per cent of the variance in 

delinquent/problem behaviour can be explained by these variables.   

 

Table 5. Summary of Regression Analyses for variables predicting 

delinquency/problem behaviour (N=659)  

Variables 

 

  B SE B β 

 (Constant) -4.766 1.306  

Hours in sport .020 .008 .088* 

SES  .028 .025 .042 

Masculinity .044 .011 .146** 

Age  .376 .075 .185** 

Sports vs Academic Schools -1.002 .261 -.166** 

Sports vs Low Academic 

Schools 
-.194 .261 -.032 
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Country 1.499 .212 .261** 

Note R2 = .15; * p < .05, ** p < .01 

 

Discussion  

 

The first aim of this study was to determine the level and nature of sports 

participation in Jamaica and Barbados. As stated earlier, national policies in both 

islands have seen a substantial increase in the number of sports available to high 

school children. We were interested in whether or not these policies were 

translating to high levels of youth athletic involvement. We found that indeed, 

participation in organised sports was considerably high, particularly as it is 

related to school representation in the form of football, cricket and track and 

field.  

 

The second aim was to determine the factors associated with youth 

delinquent/problem behaviour among our sample. Despite the prevailing 

assumption within the region, that sports reduces anti-social behaviour among 

youth, and indeed contrary to a number of empirical findings, (Buhrman 1977; 

Landers and Landers 1978; Pate et al. 2000) we found that among our sample of 

Barbadian and Jamaican high school boys, increased levels of involvement in 

sports was a significant predictor of delinquent/problem behaviour. Finally, 

having established a relationship between respondents’ level of involvement in 

organised sport and delinquent/problem behaviour, as well as masculinity and 

delinquency among the sample, we sought to examine the existence of a 

statistical association between masculinity and sport involvement. Such a 

relationship would provide a possible explanation for the linear relationship 

found between sports and delinquent/problem behaviour (as involvement in 

sports increases, so do levels of delinquent/problem behaviour). Indeed, further 

tests found an association too, between heightened masculinity and increased 

levels of sports participation. As stated earlier, it has been suggested that among 

males, sports has the propensity to encourage the development of inflated levels 

of masculinity or ‘hypermasculinity’ which can in turn lead to an increased 

likelihood of engaging in delinquent/problem behaviour (Connell 1995; Hughes 

and Coakley 1991; Pringle and Hickey 2010).  

 

It is widely acknowledged that sports in many cultures are gendered activities – 

they are significant aspects of the rituals and everyday practices through which 

gender ideologies are maintained (Coakley 2004). In particular, it has been 

recognised that sports are important settings for the construction and promotion 

of images of Hegemonic Masculinity. A socio-historical examination reveals this 

to be largely true of sports in Jamaica and Barbados. Modern sports took root in 
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these two territories in the late nineteenth century, and from the moment of 

introduction were intimately embroiled in the construction and performance of 

masculinity. Sports were exported to the colonies as part of a ‘civilising mission’ 

aimed at engendering conformity to Victorian middle-class, Christian, male 

values (Downes 2004). Sport became an important way in which these values 

were inculcated in the colonies, and this was particularly evident in the elite 

schools. Downes (2004) relates that in Barbados educators like Horace Deighton 

at Harrison College and Rev. T. Lyall Speed and G.B.R. Burton at Combermere 

were convinced of sports’ influence on masculine identity and character 

development. In Jamaica, headmasters of elite schools pursued similar 

programmes (Cresser 2005). Proficiency at sport thus became seen as proof of 

the masculine qualities required of the future leaders of the colonies: cricket, in 

particular, was promoted as “the quintessential manly sport”, and it was seen as 

ideal training for future leaders as it inculcated traits like discipline, 

responsibility, and loyalty (Downes 2004). The emerging sports spheres in 

Jamaica and Barbados were also almost exclusively male spaces, with women 

being barred from playing most sports and denied membership in clubs. Sport in 

these territories served, as Whitson (1990) suggested of sporting activity 

generally, as a space for the development of male solidarity. 

 

A different dimension to the connection between sports and masculinity was 

added as sport became more closely associated with preparation for war. This 

nexus was firmly entrenched in Britain by the end of the nineteenth century: the 

military instituted formal physical training and viewed sports as a primary 

element of officer training (Campbell 2000), and cricket was praised by British 

educators as one of the best practice nets for actual warfare (Sandiford 1994). 

This link between militant masculinity and sport made its way to the British West 

Indies, where it began to be observed in the early twentieth century. According to 

Downes (2004), it was increasingly evident in Barbados Cup cricket. This 

attitude also provided a boon for the promotion of football in Jamaica near the 

advent of World War I, as it was argued that young men who played football 

were more suitable for military combat that those that did not (Moore and 

Johnson 2011).  

 

By the first decades of the twentieth century, sports had spread from an upper 

and middle-class core in Jamaica and Barbados and made its way into the spaces 

of the black majority, and in so doing was imbued with different cultural values 

and notions of masculinity. Burton (1997) suggests that an important 

understanding of these values can be drawn from what Wilson (1973) termed as 

reputation, which encouraged values like chaos, freedom, rudeness, and self-

dramatisation. Crucially, reputation functioned to provide men with opportunities 

for self-affirmation – which was achieved by, among other means, boasting 

among themselves of “their prowess as drinkers, fighters, womanisers, gamblers, 
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and sportsmen” (Burton 1997, 159). The sports field became a proving ground 

not just among themselves, but when sport became racially integrated, also to the 

upper and middle class white and brown men who sought to diminish their 

masculinity. Sport infused with the reputation-ethos was different from that 

played in upper and middle-class schools and clubs – spaces dominated by 

Victorian middle-class respectability values such as teamwork and self-restraint.  

 

Sports in the Caribbean thus became arenas not just for competing men, but 

competing masculinities. With the democratisation of sport in these territories by 

the middle of the twentieth century, reputation-ethos sporting values would 

become the mainstream ones. The extent to which sport in the English-speaking 

Caribbean continues to function and be seen as a masculine space can be 

discerned by examining the attempts to enter this space by the ‘other’. In 

Madden’s (2015) study of contemporary women’s football in Jamaica, she found 

that the women players were affected greatly by the masculine biases in the sport. 

Media coverage and sponsorship was far less, and young girls were discouraged 

from taking up the sport. Women players who looked physically strong and 

demonstrated good technical skills were accused of being men or lesbians by the 

spectators; while poorly skilled women were seen as evidence of why women 

should not play the sport.  

 

Limitations 

 

First, the cross-sectional design limits the ability to infer causal relations among 

the variables. It is impossible to rule out alternative interpretations of the 

significant findings. Longitudinal research is needed to examine the complex 

relationship between young people’s participation in sports and 

delinquent/problem behaviour. Second, the findings are based on self-reported 

responses and so are subject to effects associated with self-presentation.  

Students’ self-reporting may not adequately reflect their actual 

feelings/experiences and may produce under- or over-reporting of hours in sports 

training, participation in problem behaviour and personality traits. The study is 

also limited due to the sampling bias inherent in convenience sampling.  Schools 

were selected for the study based on their characteristics, accessibility and 

proximity.  In addition, although schools were given instructions on how to 

randomly select students for participation in the study, the research team did not 

conduct the selection process themselves and cannot be certain that guidelines 

were accurately followed. The FROs also experienced several challenges in 

collecting the questionnaire data including difficulty convincing students to 

participate due to conflicts with internal and external examinations and sporting  
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matches, problems securing suitable dates, times and venues to collect data, non-

cooperation by coaching staff and school administration and even school closures 

due to hurricane season in Barbados.   

 

Overall, a random selection of schools and students would improve the study 

design and the ability to generalise findings.  It is possible that the findings in this 

study may not replicate in other age groups or kinds of samples.  The present 

study only included boys 11 – 19 years, with most falling in the age range of 14 – 

16 years, so the results may reflect unique developmental features of this age 

range.  

 

Finally, there are limitations to the school typology used in this research. While 

there may be a clear distinction between schools with high and low performance 

in academics, achievement in sports is more problematic.  We acknowledge that 

schools, regardless of their level of academic achievement, may perform well in a 

number of different sporting events. School types are therefore not necessarily 

mutually exclusive, and this may have impacted the results. However, this 

warrants further investigation and differentiation as these preliminary results 

indicate that school type had an effect in this sample.   

 

Conclusion  

 

Our findings have considerable implications for policy in Jamaica and Barbados 

and indeed are instructive, for the rest of the region. Contemporary social 

realities mean that Caribbean territories are consistently searching for means of 

preventing and/or reducing youth deviance/problem behaviour. As previously 

stated, the push for increased participation in sport particularly among boys, has 

been driven in large part by the assumption that sport provides a protective effect 

as it relates to such behaviour. Since problem behaviour is influenced by a range 

of structural factors such as family, poverty and unemployment, it can be argued, 

that the assumption that sports could have a protective effect as it relates to such 

behaviour, ignores these structural realties and legitimises the forces that create 

them. The absence of a protective effect demonstrated in the present study may 

be the result of a failure of sport to mitigate for more critical precipitators of 

problem behaviour. 

 

Indeed, contrary to the belief that involvement in sports will provide a protective 

effect, this study instead revealed a positive association between problem 

behaviour and high levels of sports participation. The identification of 

masculinity as a critical variable in both problem behaviour, and sports 

participation suggests that sports may not be the best tool for addressing these 

behaviours since it provides fertile ground for the replication of many of the 

associated skills and attitudes.  
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It is important to note here that, despite the absence of a protective effect, we are 

not advocating for a limiting of participation in sports among young boys. 

Rather, we feel that our findings necessitate the recognition of the possible 

negative effects, with corresponding efforts made at the level of policy, to ensure 

their mitigation.  
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Abstract 

 
While discussions on sexual citizenship have been framed through the 

fight for rights and fair treatment for sexual minorities, in this paper, 

however, I will consider how sexual citizenship is imbued with 

epistemological meaning and significance based on how knowledge 

(what is known) is produced and how ignorance (lack or gap in 

knowledge) is used within the matrices of power to disadvantage 

homosexuals in the Caribbean. This needs to be addressed because too 

often homophobia and transphobia are viewed as monolithic occurrences 

which limits any hermeneutical interrogation or inquiry about 

behaviours or practices that reproduce and justify inequality in the first 

place.  From a critical queer feminist perspective in the first section of 

the paper, I will interrogate sexual citizenship and the role that 

hegemonic political power plays in legitimatising and de-legitimatising 

sexual citizens within a nation based on race, gender and sexuality. In 

the second section of the paper, I problematise the relationship between 

unbearable knowledge, as introduced by M. Jacqui Alexander, and the 

taxonomy of ignorance, as theorised by Nancy Tuana (2006), in order to 

uncover how prejudice and discrimination arise in complex ways to 

devalue same-sex intimacy and to promote heterosexual citizenship in 

the Caribbean. In the third section of the paper, I will draw on the 

experiences of lesbian, bisexual and transgender (LBT) women based on 

qualitative interviews conducted from focus groups in order to explore 

the challenges these women face in exercising their sexual rights as a 

result of discrimination and wilful ignorance operationalised through the 

state, religion, law and in wider society. LBT women are constantly 

negotiating their right to self-determination and desire to freely express 

themselves amidst dominant ideologies and structures that sustain 

heteropatriarchy. These women’s acts of resistance are complicated by 

the ways in which their knowledge and experiences are invalidated or 

silenced by untruths produced on both an individual and institutional 

level through the taxonomy of ignorance. Thus, homophobic and 

transphobic acts should not simply be seen as intolerance to queer 

existence, but instead they are a part of a heterosexist logic that informs  
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how intimate life is intertwined with state power in determining who 

belongs or does not belong to the nation.   

  

Key Words: sexual citizenship, gender, sexuality, homophobia, 

transphobia, LGBTQ, Caribbean, taxonomy of ignorance, unbearable 

knowledge 

 

 

Since the Caribbean colonial encounter, sexual taboos established by European 

puritanical values have left an indelible mark on the region in constructing 

hegemonic notions of gender and sexuality. Differently positioned racialised, 

sexed and gendered bodies have been intimately connected, whether through 

pleasure or violence, within colonial and post-colonial power structures in the 

region. Presently, discussions about sexuality in the Caribbean are usually met with 

noticeable contradictions between conservative perspectives on sexuality related 

to abortion, teenage sexuality and homosexuality, on the one hand, and how 

individuals express their sexual identities and engage erotically with others, on the 

other hand. Sexuality gets even more dubious when citizenship is factored into the 

equation. Robinson (2003) states that citizenship is “a status with a notion of 

personhood in the legal and bureaucratic sense and carrying a set of rights with it, 

and as a practice implying participation in public institutions broadly defined” 

(232).  The centrality of liberalism is rooted in this definition of citizenship, which 

enshrines civil rights or liberties based on personal freedoms (such as the right to 

self-determination, safety, dignity and free speech) as well as the right to privacy 

against state intervention and coercion (Richardson 2000). Citizenship, whether 

couched in people-hood or based on a collective national identity, or whether real 

or imagined, has been critiqued by scholars for its restrictive parameters because 

social membership, of who belongs or does not belong to a given nation-state, is 

rooted in racist, classist, sexist and imperialist origins (Richardson 2000; Robinson 

2003; Smith 2011; Sheller 2012). Not surprisingly, the project of democratising 

citizenship has been a quagmire for many social justice advocates who recognise 

that there are contradictions in fighting for fairness within a liberal paradigm 

because the system is premised on a prototypical universal subject that rarely 

resembles and recognises marginalised groups who are disadvantaged in society.  

 

Feminists and critical race theorists have been critical of a Eurocentric citizenship 

model popularised by T. H. Marshall that extols civic, political and social rights, 

which have mainly benefited affluent, propertied, heterosexual white men. The 

social contract between the state and “citizen” did not include white women and it 

was consolidated on the backs of formerly colonised and enslaved black men and 

women who, as property, were outside the parameters of citizenship as their labour 

drove Western capitalist industrial development (Mills 1997; Beckles 2003; Hill 

Collins 2005; Sheller 2012). Additionally, the connection between citizenship and 

the intersectionality of oppressions has been feverishly debated by feminist, 
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sexuality, queer and post-colonial scholars (Alexander 1994; Cooper 1995; Bell 

and Binnie 2000; Richardson 2000; Barriteau 2004; Robinson 2009; Smith 2011; 

Wieringa and Sivori 2013). Scholars have been critical of the limitations of formal 

citizenship because it privileges and legitimises some variation of a 

white/masculine/heterosexual sexual citizen.  For LGBTQ activists in the 

Caribbean, the fight for sexual citizenship rights entails simultaneously 

challenging neo-colonial and homo-nationalist prescriptions of the North as well 

as countering the gender binary, homophobia and state sanctioned legislation 

against homosexuality locally.   

 

The debates about rights for sexual minorities in the Caribbean have been 

controversial and politically divisive, to say the least. In this paper, I want to 

explore how sexual citizenship is not only imbued by power but how it has 

epistemological meaning and significance related to how knowledge (what is 

known) is produced and how ignorance (lack or gap in knowledge) is used within 

the matrices power to disadvantage lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender and queer 

(LGBTQ) persons in the Caribbean. Too often homophobia and transphobia are 

presented as deterministic forces that limit any hermeneutical interrogation or 

inquiry on certain behaviours and practices that produce and justify inequality in 

the first place. Thus, it is important to capture the experiences of LGBTQ persons 

in order to get a better understanding of their realities and how they challenge 

prejudice and discrimination in their daily lives. In order to do so, my methodology 

will be guided by a feminist qualitative approach that explores the intersectionality 

of gender, sexuality and power through the narratives of lesbian, bisexual and 

transgender (LBT) women. The study is based on three focus groups conducted 

with twenty-eight (28) LBT women from eleven (11) different countries across the 

region. Semi-structured interview questions were formulated based on key 

thematic areas such as culture, discrimination, legislation, violence, religion, 

family, health and employment. 

 

From a critical feminist perspective, in the first section of the paper, I will 

interrogate sexual citizenship and the role that hegemonic political power plays in 

legitimatising and de-legitimatising certain individuals as sexual citizens within a 

nation. In the second section of the paper, I will problematise the relationship 

between unbearable knowledge, as introduced by M. Jacqui Alexander, and the 

taxonomy of ignorance, as theorised by Nancy Tuana (2006), in order to uncover 

how prejudice and discrimination arise in complex ways to devalue same-sex 

intimacy and to promote heterosexual citizenship in the Caribbean. Finally, in third 

section of the paper, I will draw on the experiences of lesbian, bisexual and 

transgender (LBT) women from focus groups to examine the challenges that these 

women face in exercising their sexual rights due to discrimination and wilful 

ignorance operationalised through the state, religion, law and wider society.  I will 

argue that homophobia and transphobia are not simply about angst or fear about 
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queer existence on an individual level, but they are central to how state power 

intersects with intimate life to determine who belongs and does not belong to the 

nation. 

 

Sexual Citizenship and the Politics of Exclusion in the Caribbean  

 

The traditional public identifiers of citizenship, associated with responsibilities and 

declarations of civil, political or social rights, tend to obscure how our intimate, 

erotic, personal, reproductive selves are embodied and symbolically, culturally and 

politically codified across gender, race, class, sexuality, ability and nationality 

within and outside of the boundaries of the nation-state (Smith 2011). Sexual 

citizenship refers to the symbolic, intimate, corporeal and cultural dimensions of 

our erotic lives that are embodied and subjectively constructed. It comprises our 

sexual identities, expressions and relationships that become formally defined, 

represented and politicised through the state and institutions in organising sexual 

relations within the family, civil society and the economy, whether it is for 

pleasure, reproduction and material needs (Cooper 1995; Bell and Binnie 2000; 

Richardson 2000; Smith 2011). The heterosexualisation of citizenship is very 

much a part of how nationhood is constructed in an exclusionary way through 

restrictive gender and sexual binaries that privilege the heterosexual nuclear 

family. Wieringa and Sivori (2013) state that, “heteronormativity is a core element 

of the workings of biopower, regulating the moral codification of sexuality. The 

heterosexual family is a central site for the production of sexuality, of its pleasures, 

but also for policing of counter-normative desires, deemed dangerous to the 

stability of the patriarchal order” (9). Richardson (2000) adds that sexuality is often 

disconnected from citizenship, unlike gender and race, because it has been 

associated with the private realm. But it seems like sexuality is only outrightly seen 

as a private matter when it comes to discussing homosexuality and recognising the 

rights of same-sex partnerships in society. In reality, sexuality is not absolutely a 

private matter because the state sanctions whom an individual can or cannot have 

sex with, the age of consent and what constitutes a family, marriage and viable 

reproduction. Dominant notions of sexual citizenship are shaped by a heterosexist 

logic that ensures certain sexual citizens (read heterosexuals) are recognised and 

legitimised over others, not just morally, but also in relation to who receives the 

allocation of social and material benefits within society based on “hegemonic 

heteronormative family ideal” (Josephson 2016, 4). In this system, lesbian, gay, 

bi-sexual, transgender, queer (LGBTQ) individuals are viewed as partial citizens 

making it difficult for them to exercise their full sexual rights, which I will discuss 

further in section three of this paper.  

 

Race, gender and class hierarchies have been integral to shaping citizenship in the 

Caribbean. European imperialist conquest and colonisation in the region set the 

stage for the exploitation of indigenous people, enslaved Africans and bonded East 
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Indians over centuries, culminating in the oppression and dehumanisation of non-

white/European groups as inferior or subhuman. Sheller (2012) notes that 

citizenship for black and brown men and women in the Caribbean has been one of 

disenfranchisement and marginalisation due to coercive state power under 

colonialism and thereafter. She argues that, “race, ethnicity, gender and sexuality 

are bodily practices of differentiation that surface at the intersections of multiple 

forms of state ordering, moral regulation, self-discipline, and systems of 

governance that endorse and make possible regimes of free citizenship” (22). 

Formal citizenship in the Caribbean has been operationalised through disciplinary 

power and practices that have shaped sexual and intimate life through the prism of 

an Enlightenment, heterosexual, gender ideology. Any opposition to this 

construction is deemed problematic.  For example, the familial units and the socio-

sexual unions and reproductive choices of working-class heterosexual African 

Caribbean women and men have been delegitimised as dysfunctional and immoral 

arrangements by white colonists and their elite black predecessors (Robinson 

2009). Unfortunately, post-independent Caribbean states tend to engage in what 

Wieringa and Sivori (2013) call “postcolonial amnesia” (12) in conveniently 

omitting or forgetting multiplicitous premodern sexualities (Wekker 1997) that 

exist and do not conform to an heteropatriarchal ideal. This perspective also 

overlooks sexual diversity in the Caribbean that includes a variation of gender 

expressions and non-conventional socio-sexual unions (Murray 2009b; King 2011; 

Smith 2011) as well as a sexual praxis that does not focus on naming one’s sexual 

identity per se but, instead, on sexuality activity between individuals regardless of 

how they identify such as, men who have sex with men (MSM) (Kempadoo 2009).  

 

Caribbean feminists have also interrogated citizenship as it relates to the intimate 

life, gender and the subordination of women (Robinson 2000; 2003; Barriteau 

2004; Reddock 2008). Barriteau (2004) notes that post-independent Caribbean 

states reinforce asymmetrical gender relations between men and women based on 

Enlightenment gender ideology that assigns partial or secondary citizenship to 

women as the dependents of men who have “a priori rights” as citizens (439). With 

this, the myth of male breadwinner or patriarch prevails, and Caribbean women 

are not seen as completely autonomous beings from their male counterparts. While 

this perspective accounts for the public/private dichotomy and the marginalisation 

of women (read cisgender1 and heterosexual) in conceptualisations of citizenship, 

it does not move beyond an essentialist notion of gender whereby someone’s 

gender is not tied to a particular sexed body assigned at birth (such as a transgender 

individual) nor does it explicitly address nation-building as a heterosexist project. 

Robinson (2009), however, considers how heterosexism intersects with the gender 

binary in normalising a particular type of sexual citizenship during nation-building 

processes in the post-independence period. She states that “heterosexual 

                                                      
1 The term cisgender refers to a person whose gender corresponds with their sex at birth. 
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reproduction was a preoccupation of the nation project of the Caribbean” (2009, 

7) predicated on protecting and promoting heterosexual marriage and the nuclear 

family. Thus, modern Caribbean nation-states thrive on a sexual citizenship that is 

decisively heterosexual and is bound by middle-class and religious sentiments of 

morality and respectability that define and legitimise who belongs and does not 

belong to the nation. In making the link between sexual citizenship and religion, 

Lazarus (2015) sheds light on how heterosexism coalesces with the colonial 

remnants of Judeo-Christianity in the Anglophone Caribbean in creating and 

legitimising a type of righteous, respectable, heterosexual citizenship through the 

state and civil society organisations.  

 

In order to debunk sexual citizenship as a monolithic construct, it is important to 

examine it through an intersectional lens to expose the variation of unequal power 

relations that impact different groups of people in society. For instance, Crawford 

(2012) examined how sexism and heterosexism work in tandem to surveil and 

control lesbians through the symbolic order, law and economy. Heterogeneous 

representations and expressions of gender, sex and sexuality that transgress a 

mythical norm (white/European, middle-class, heterosexual, male and/or 

Christian) tend to be repressed through punitive measures in the law (Alexander 

1997; Robinson 2009), such discriminatory policies and practices excludes and 

penalises same-sex intimacy. Through a heteropatriarchal operative, the 

criminalisation of so-called unnatural sexual acts (anal sex) between consenting 

adults bears a heavy weight in dispossessing gays and lesbians in the law and wider 

society. Both Alexander (1994;1997) and Robinson (2003) recognise during the 

1980s and 1990s morality was reformulated in the law through a wider category 

and harsher penalties for buggery.  In her seminal piece, “Not Just (Any) body Can 

Be a Citizen,” Alexander (1994) notes that consensual sexual activity between 

women became a criminal offence in Trinidad and Tobago and the Bahamas in the 

late 20th century. Lesbians or women who have sex with women (WSW) were 

targeted because they are perceived as contravening procreative sexual 

(heterosexual) activity within the nuclear family, which cannot be readily 

appropriated by men and the state. Alexander (1994) argues that “not just (any) 

body can be a citizen anymore, for some bodies have been marked by the state as 

non-procreative, in pursuit of sex only for pleasure, a sex that is non-productive of 

babies and of no economic gain. Having refused the heterosexual imperative of 

citizenship, these bodies, according to the state, pose a profound threat to the very 

survival of the nation” (6). Robinson (2009) adds that identification of homosexual 

as deviant through the amendments to sexual offences legislation, including 

increased penalties for buggery, ironically, coincided with greater recognition of 

rights for women and heterosexuals in non-conventional familial and socio-sexual 

unions, such as visiting relationships. In the next section, I will discuss how sexual  
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citizenship is imbued with epistemic bias within the matrices of power in 

determining how knowledge or the lack of it is used to undermine the citizenship 

rights of LGBTQ persons. 

 

Unbearable Knowledge and the Taxonomy of Ignorance 

 

M. Jacqui Alexander is best known for her acclaimed scholarship on decoloniality, 

sexuality, feminism and state regulation as well as for her work on feminism and 

the sacred based on African-Caribbean spirituality.  So, two decades after her 

publication, “Not Just (Any) body Can Be a Citizen,” it was certainly an auspicious 

moment when she was selected to deliver the annual Caribbean Women Catalyst 

for Change Lecture in honour of the late Dame Nita Barrow on November 15, 2013 

at the University of the West Indies, Cave Hill Campus. The title of her lecture was 

“Decolonisation as Healing Practice: The Unfinished Project of (Caribbean) 

Feminism.” Professor Alexander’s lecture was brilliantly formulated because it 

brought to the forefront how a colonial logic rendered black people and sexual 

minorities a sub-class within society, assigning them only marginal rights and 

status. She argued that British colonial powers purposely demonised, policed and 

penalised local black bodies and their African-derived spiritual traditions by 

enacting of anti-vagrancy and anti-obeah laws. In addition to this, black queer 

people were subjugated through the institution of anti-buggery laws that 

criminalised homosexual sexuality. Working-class black/Afro-spiritual/queer 

bodies ultimately became political outliers who are outside the boundaries of 

respectable citizenship. In attempt to decolonise racialised, sexed and sacred 

spaces, Professor Alexander gave voice to what is known but which is often 

unspoken due to prevailing prejudices against an African-creole spirituality and 

same-sex desire in the Caribbean.  

 

A day after the lecture at a community group meeting, Professor Alexander shared 

with me that she sensed a loud silence among some individuals in the room when 

it came to discussing sexuality, and homosexuality specifically. Discussions about 

same-sex desire may be uncomfortable for some people, which Professor 

Alexander referred to as unbearable knowledge. Her point on unbearable 

knowledge sparked my curiosity in wanting to explore the epistemic value of 

sexual citizenship in relation to how silences are produced about LGBTQ 

individuals due to heterosexism and homophobia. For me, unbearable knowledge 

conjures thoughts and feelings about something that is knowingly intolerable, 

unmanageable, unpleasant or unacceptable. In our mundane world, an individual 

might find knowledge about death, illness or violence, especially against a loved 

one, as unbearable. On the one hand, it is reasonable to think or feel this way when 

you do not want to confront your own mortality, or mortality of someone close to 

you, so a sense of helplessness or hopelessness emerges because things seem 

beyond your control and comprehension. On the other hand, the notion of 
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unbearable may conjure discomfort or fear about something that is not directly or 

physically life threatening. Instead, fear can arise as a result of someone acquiring 

or gaining new knowledge that challenges their dominant worldview that is 

premised on power and privilege, whether it is racism, sexism, heterosexism, 

ableism, etc.  

 

Professor Alexander’s insight on unbearable knowledge has important 

epistemological value in uncovering how different types of knowledge are 

produced and utilised within the matrices of power. Feminists and critical race 

theorists have rightfully critiqued androcentric and Western-centric modes of 

knowledge rooted in positivist scientific inquiry that have excluded the knowledge 

of women, black people and/or queer folk. But some scholars have theorised the 

flipside of knowledge, that is, ignorance (Mills 1997; Code 2014; Gilson 2011). 

An epistemology of ignorance deals with how gaps in knowledge operate within 

matrices of power to disadvantage individuals. In examining whiteness and racial 

injustice in the United States, Charles Mills, in his book The Racial Contract, 

problematises how Western social political thought vacillates between social and 

moral contracts that establish an unequal relationship between the state and 

subjects (citizens) who are governed by law and bound by duty, responsibility and 

ethics. Mills (1997) states that an epistemology of ignorance informs how anti-

black racism is deployed through the usage of legal and moral excuses that either 

mask or reinforce racial prejudice and discrimination. Anti-black racism is 

systemic and operates through the law, politics, socio-cultural norms and language 

to privilege white Americans and disadvantage black Americans. Consequently, 

Mills (1997) argues that: 

  

thus in effect, on matters related to race, the Racial Contract prescribes for 

its signatories an inverted epistemology, an epistemology of ignorance, a 

particular pattern of localised and global cognitive dysfunction (which is 

psychologically and socially functional), producing the ironic outcome 

that whites will in general be unable to understand the world they 

themselves had made (323). 

 

For instance, some white people may espouse humanist sentiments about equal 

treatment for everyone without specifically acknowledging how black people are 

adversely affected by racial discrimination (racism in this case is the unbearable  

or forbidden knowledge). Ultimately, they do not take responsibility for being 

complicit in maintaining white privilege because it is too costly for them to do 

otherwise.  

 

Similarly, Nancy Tuana’s (2006) discussion of the taxonomy of ignorance is 

instructive in uncovering how gender is also entangled in what is known and 

unknown. In the “The Speculum of Ignorance: The Women’s Health Movement and 
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Epistemologies of Ignorance,” she examines how lack of knowledge and secrecy 

in the medical profession impacts on women’s bodies and health in producing 

injustices. The women’s health movement was advanced by feminist activists, 

particularly radical feminists, who stressed the importance of women being in 

charge of their bodies and healthcare needs, especially poor women and women of 

colour whom are often victims of medical experimentation. From contraceptive 

devises, orgasmic pleasure to reproductive health, Tuana (2006) notes that, “the 

women’s health movement’s commitment to defining [female] sexuality included 

redefining the anatomical knowledge of the clitoris” (7).  For feminist activists in 

the women’s health movement, women are situated knowers of their bodily 

experiences instead of passive recipients of medicalised information.  

 

Tuana (2006) discusses the taxonomy of ignorance by mapping four ways that 

ignorance can operate to obscure facts or the truth. The first type of ignorance is 

knowing that we do not know but not caring to know. This is when a person realises 

that s/he has a knowledge bias about something but fails to address it because the 

concealed knowledge is of no value to them. The second type of ignorance is we 

do not even know that we do not know. Gaps in knowledge are attributed to a 

person’s “current interests, beliefs and theories [obscuring] them” so new 

information or insights are only apparent in hindsight (Tuana 2006, 6). The third 

type of ignorance is they don’t want us to know. This is when knowledge is not 

shared or is kept secret by those in power to keep individuals in a state of 

cluelessness. Finally, the fourth type of ignorance is wilful ignorance, which is I 

don’t know, and I don’t want to know. In this case, an individual not only 

knowingly ignores or neglects knowledge that contradicts their worldview and 

engages in repeating falsehoods that they know are not true in order to discredit 

the opposing perspective. Tuana (2006) argues that:  

 

Willful ignorance is a deception that we impose upon ourselves, but it is 

not an isolated lie we consciously tell ourselves, a belief we know to be 

false but insist on repeating. Rather, willful ignorance is a systematic 

process of self-deception, a willful embrace of ignorance that infects those 

who are in positions of privilege, an active ignoring of the oppression of 

others and one’s role in that exploitation (11). 

 

Also referred to as ‘tactical stupidity’, wilful ignorance operates both internally 

and externally whereby individuals engage in deception to obfuscate the truth. The 

author is not simply interested in this duplicity on a personal level, but she instead 

recognises that wilful ignorance is used by those in power to promote and protect 

their interests through the oppression and exploitation of others. 
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While Mills (1997) and Tuana (2006) tackle how the epistemology and taxonomy 

of ignorance reproduce unequal power relations based on race and gender 

respectively, I would like to examine how the taxonomy of ignorance is helpful in 

problematising the limits of sexual citizenship for LGBTQ persons as it relates to 

unbearable knowledge about homosexuality and homophobic practices in the 

Caribbean. Homophobia, like other forms of oppression, thrives on deceptive ploys 

to subjugate sexual minorities (I will address homophobic sexist violence 

specifically in the next section). Murray’s (2009) definition of homophobia is 

applicable in unpacking how homophobia is more than just an irrational fear or 

hatred against homosexuals. He argues that “[homophobia] is a form of 

discrimination that is not always couched in terms of hatred and fear: 

discrimination against homosexuals can be conveyed through a range of attitudes 

from indifference to dismissal, ‘scientific’ logic, ‘tolerance’, or even a carefully 

delimited embrace - as ‘love the sinner, not the sin’” (Murray 2009a, 3). So, instead 

of homophobia being simply seen as a “pathology or psychology of the 

perpetrator” (Faulkner 2006, 155), whereby individuals are rarely held accountable 

for their actions, it should be seen as coercive cognitive devise used by individuals, 

usually knowledge producers, to construct homosexuals as deviant in several ways. 

Firstly, Foucault notes that in Western Europe during the 18th and 19th centuries a 

scientific logic prevailed, deeming homosexuality a sexual aberration or deviant 

sexuality to a heterosexual norm that needed to be treated or cured through 

psychiatric means. Secondly, homophobic ideologies are promoted by 

heteropatriarchal religious ethos that render homosexuality an unnatural sexual act 

and extol compulsory heterosexuality, procreative sex within marriage and 

women’s sexual passivity and deference to men. Thirdly, heteronormative ideals 

are embedded in law through antiquated anti-buggery laws: “Buggery and gross 

indecency laws are seldom enforced against consenting persons. And specific legal 

provisions vary from country to country. But they share one common trait: they all 

give social and legal sanction for discrimination, violence and prejudice against 

lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender (LGBT) individuals” (Human Rights Watch 

2017, 9). Although these laws are rarely enforced by the state, they, nonetheless, 

are discriminatory in criminalising same-sex sexual activity and in restricting the 

sexual autonomy of queer individuals and others. 

 

While a lot of debate has ensued about homophobic violence and anti-buggery 

laws in the Caribbean, it is also purposeful to interrogate how ‘regimes of untruth’ 

or wilful ignorance is formulated and operationalised through moral and legal 

excuses to silence and marginalise LGBTQ individuals as sexual citizens. The 

taxonomy of ignorance operates within the matrices of power in producing 

inequality among different groups of people across space and time. Tuana states 

that, “ignorance, like knowledge, is situated. Understanding the various 

manifestations of ignorance and how they intersect with power requires attention 

to the permutations of ignorance in its different contexts” (2006, 3). In the next 
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section, I want to consider how the taxonomy of ignorance, and wilful ignorance 

in particular, is used as a coercive and deceptive tool in the production of moral 

and legal excuses and discriminatory practices against lesbian, bisexual and 

transgender (LBT) women.  

 

LBT Women’s Experiences, Sexual Rights and the Deployment of the Taxonomy of 

Ignorance  

 

Since there is a dearth of research on lesbian, bisexual and transgender (LBT) 

women’s experiences in the Caribbean, it is important to consider how their lives 

are negatively affected by the prejudice and discrimination that they encounter in 

their societies. Based on the discussion on unbearable knowledge and the 

taxonomy of ignorance in the previous section, LBT women are de-legitimised as 

sexual citizens through the law and state, as well as through people’s inability to 

handle and accept their gender and sexual identities. Homophobia and transphobia 

are operationalised through abusive and wilfully deceptive practices that serve to 

demean and exclude queer existence in the public domain. In this section, I will 

explore how LBT women negotiate their sexual rights thus seeking to assert 

themselves as sexual citizens amidst the multiple oppressions that they encounter 

in different circumstances and spaces and through the conundrum of visibility and 

invisibility that complicates their social interactions with others. 

 

Methodology  

 

The 2nd Caribbean Women and Sexual Diversity Conference, which took place in 

Paramaribo, Suriname from October 5-12, 2014, focused on the experiences of 

LBT women to bring recognition to their concerns related to prejudice, 

discrimination and violence occurring in their lives. This event arose out of United 

and Strong’s activism in attempting to ensure LBT women’s perspectives were a 

part of the political mobilisation in effecting legislative changes for sexual 

minorities. This is notable because there is clearly a gap in knowledge and paucity 

in research when it comes to LBT women’s experiences in the Caribbean, which 

has resulted in their realities and intersectional oppressions being minimised in 

various feminist and LGBTQ social movements. While the conference served as 

an important platform to address how both gender and sexual inequality impede 

LBT women’s autonomy as sexual citizens, the event was also a good forum for 

consciousness-raising and networking among individuals through utilisation of 

feminist pedagogy, thought and practice.  

 

The organisers voiced their need for more documentation on LBT women’s 

experiences for archival and policy purposes. Since the conference was 

participatory and in workshop format, two researchers from the University of the 
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West Indies facilitated a special workshop2 on gender and sexuality and they also 

worked with participants to document their experiences and concerns about stigma 

and discrimination within their societies. Twenty-eight (28) women from 11 

countries across the region, Trinidad and Tobago, Dominica, Suriname, St. Lucia, 

Jamaica, Grenada, St. Kitts and Nevis, St. Croix, Guyana, St. Martin and Barbados, 

participated in the workshop. Feminist qualitative methodology was employed to 

explore experiences of these women based on narrative accounts. The researchers 

compiled data through participant self-reflection narratives as well as from three 

(3) focus groups that were conducted with participants divided among them. The 

semi-structured interview questions were formulated based on key thematic areas 

such as, discrimination, equality and equity, state and legislation, crime, safety and 

violence, culture, visibility and public perception, family and support systems, 

health and employment.3 The data was coded through the database Dedoose and 

the material was then analysed to converge in a triangulated fashion. The findings 

appear in the report, Capturing the Experiences and Knowledge of Caribbean 

Lesbian, Bisexual, Transgender and Queer (LBTQ) Women.4 My discussion of 

LBT women’s experiences in the following sections will be done through an 

interpretive analysis of some of the findings generated from the focus groups as 

well as insights from the report on the conference. 

 

In the focus group discussions, LBT women shared that their realities are 

negatively affected by prejudice and discrimination that brand them as second-

class citizens in their societies. They experienced different forms of violence that 

are intersectional, varied and systemic, which compromises their ability to love 

and live freely without fear of ridicule or reprisals (Inniss-Grant, Crawford and 

Bobb 2014). Lesbians face both sexism and homophobia, or lesbophobia, within 

mainstream society as well as marginalisation within gay and feminist movements 

due to essentialist notions of gender and sexuality that tend to focus on 

discrimination against gay men and cisgender, heterosexual women (Crawford 

2012).  Likewise, Faulkner (2006) refers to the abuse and discrimination against 

lesbians and bisexual women as “homophobic sexist violence,” which she argues 

is overlooked in anti-gay violence research and activism (155). LBT women are 

often associated with deviant sexuality which leads to their bodies being surveilled 

and disciplined by the state, through the instruments of law and police. 

Unfortunately, LBT women have to endure the harmful physical and emotional 

effects of this ill treatment in their daily lives. The situation is magnified for gender 

non-conforming individuals, butch lesbians and transgender women, who may 

                                                      
2 Shari Inniss-Grant and I led this workshop as co-investigators, as part of the Human Rights, 

Sexual Equality and Youth project (HRSEY).  
3 The participants assisted in selecting the top thematic areas for discussion based on a thematic 

matrix developed by Shari Inniss-Grant for a LGBTQ focus group in Barbados in July 2014. 
4 The report was prepared by Shari Inniss-Grant, Charmaine Crawford, and Daniele Bobb. 
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visibly diverge from dominant sex-gender categories. However, Haynes and 

DeShong (2017) note that although violence against transgender and gender non-

conforming individuals is an important social justice issue, it is not adequately 

addressed in Caribbean feminist theorising on gender-based violence. The 

systemic elements of this ‘exclusionary politics of belonging’ is also observable in 

the media whereby LGBTQ individuals are mis-represented as troublesome, 

undesirable and in need of fixing (Crawford 2012; Haynes and DeShong 2017). In 

uncovering the marginality faced by transgender persons, Haynes and DeShong 

(2017) argue that “the media not only uses sensationalist language to describe acts 

of violence against transgender and gender non-conforming persons, but also uses 

language which trivialises the violence which they are reporting” (115). In many 

ways, print media (national newspapers) is complicit in its wilful disregard for 

transgender women (and other queer people) by not properly naming or reporting 

violence against them.  

 

Sexual Rights 

 

Dixon-Mueller, Germain, Fredrick and Bourne (2009) in their article, “Towards a 

Sexual Ethics of Rights and Responsibilities,” examine the link between sexual 

rights and human rights derived from the work of women’s activists and health 

advocates attending the Fourth World Conference on Women in Beijing (1994). 

While the women’s platform at the World Conference stressed the importance of 

women’s sexual autonomy and reproductive rights, it was, nonetheless, framed in 

heteronormative terms because it primarily focused on the “equal relationships 

between women and men in matters of sexual relations and reproduction” (Dixon-

Muller et al. 2009, 112). With input from sexual health advocates, a more inclusive 

understanding of sexual rights emerged to include sexual health for all individuals 

regardless of gender, race, sexual orientation, marital status, religion and the like. 

The authors state that:  

 

We propose a conceptual framework for defining a sexual ethics of equal 

rights and responsibilities pertaining to five dimensions of sexual 

behaviour: 1) sexual relationships and the right to choose one’s partner; 2) 

sexual expression and the right to seek pleasure; 3) sexual consequences 

and the right to cooperation from one’s partner; 4) sexual harm and the 

right to protection; and 5) sexual health and the right to information, 

education and health services (111). 

 

This perspective on sexual ethics, rights and responsibilities adopts an integrative 

approach to sexual rights that not only includes the right to the recognition of one’s 

sexual identity but also covers a person’s right to pleasurable sex, freedom from 

sexual harm and coercion, as well as access to sexual health services to ensure 

bodily well-being and safety. While the authors do not exclusively focus on sexual 
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rights for LGBTQ persons, their conceptualisation of sexual rights, nonetheless, is 

helpful in exploring how LBT women understand, articulate and respond to 

discrimination against them in their communities, families, law and state.  

 

In addition to LGBTQ persons formally fighting for their sexual rights, there is a 

way in which microaggressions (including hateful speech) are used, and often go 

unnoticed, in everyday life in order to vilify and delegitimise queer existence. 

Individuals who express anti-gay sentiments but who do not condone or perpetuate 

physical violence against others, tend to feel absolved from wrongdoing because 

they have not directly endangered someone’s life. This myopic view of violence 

lacks an ethic of care that overlooks how heterosexist violence is produced in 

implicit and systemic ways in society to marginalise LGBTQ persons. This 

includes individuals who engage in wilful ignorance by pretending LGBTQ 

persons have not been victimised when cases of homophobic violence are reported.  

They contribute to the oppression of others through their inaction or complicit 

behaviour, which does little to challenge heterosexism and homophobic violence 

in society. 

 

Socio-cultural Environment and the Contradictions of Visibility and 

Invisibility 

 

LBT women in the study encountered silences around their sexuality due to 

heteropatriarchal, social, moral and legal codes which limited their sexual rights. 

Their sense of well-being and ability to freely choose and establish partnerships 

were undermined by bigotry and homophobic sexist violence. Lesbian and 

bisexual (LB) women may conceal their sexual identity out of self-preservation 

and protection against vitriolic attack. Faulkner (2006) also notes this in her study 

on the experiences of lesbian and bisexual women in Canada. She states that LB 

women “modify their dress, appearance and behaviour to look less identifiably 

lesbian and to look more mainstream (heterosexual) because of fear of homophobic 

and sexist harassment or violence” (158). Doreen, a lesbian in her 50s, shares her 

story of upholding heteronormative standards by marrying a man when she was a 

young woman: 

 

I was 10 when a met my boyfriend who later [became] my husband for 

almost 30 years . . All [that] time I knew that I like women best. But 

because of my upbringing in an environment with no examples of gay or 

lesbians I lived my 30 first years with a man. Even though I did not love 

or was not in love with him, I always did my best to be as normal as all 

heterosexual couples. Nuff years ago after I broke up with my husband I 

came out of the closet and now living with a woman living happy and 

totally in love (WSDC Focus Group 2014). 
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Doreen strategically concealed true feelings about women by adhering to societal 

standard of heterosexuality. Fortunately, she was able to break free of the bad faith 

or the double mindedness in knowingly feeling one way but acting in another way 

in order to please others as an adult when she felt more safe and secure to defend 

herself. Tuana (2006) notes that wilful ignorance can be a form of self-deception 

or lie that we tell ourselves when we cannot deal with something uncomfortable or 

with unbearable knowledge (Alexander 2013). It is interesting to consider if 

Tuana’s (2006) point on self-deception can be applied to the notion of ‘the closet’ 

when sexual minorities try to ‘pass’ as heterosexual, such as in the case with 

Doreen. In the presence of discrimination and violence and limited legal redress 

for such violations, LB women may have to weigh the costs of ‘telling the truth’ 

about their sexual identity because visibility might mean the choice between life 

or death. While Tuana (2006) generalises about self-deception and oppression, 

Doreen’s situation offers a more nuanced understanding of concealment that is 

associated with protecting one’s self from ridicule, ostracism and/or violence. This 

differs from outrightly lying to one’s self as a result of self-hatred or internalised 

homophobia whereby an individual blindly believes untruths about themselves that 

are propagated by their oppressors.  

 

While scholars have focused on discrimination in the law against sexual minorities, 

it is also important to understand how heterosexist biases get reproduced in wider 

society due to 1) people’s inability to accept or handle knowledge about same-sex 

intimacy; and 2) people’s unwillingness to challenge bigotry when they know or 

should know better. In discussing the taxonomy of ignorance, Tuana (2006) states 

the “permutations of ignorance occur in different contexts” (3). It is apparent that 

LBT women police themselves, negotiating visibility and invisibility with others, 

in order to ward off homophobic sexist violence. Gwendolyn, recounts her fear of 

violence in public spaces: 

 

They want us to sit small – to be quiet – to understand that we ‘ain’t 

nobody’. They yell things at us from cars and buses. Sometimes we feel 

threatened by other drivers in the street who intentionally create dangerous 

situations. (WSDC Focus Group 2014). 

 

Gwendolyn’s account demonstrates how the threat of homophobic sexist violence 

in public negatively impacts on the well-being and sense of safety LBT women. 

The threat of violence is a visceral one for queer women who feel that they are 

under attack and their fear is intensified by the lack of support from state entities 

in protecting them from harm. Dixon-Mueller et al. (2009) argue that the ethical 

responsibility to not sexually harm anyone is not limited to interactions between 

sexual partners or those close to the parties but also includes not “[violating] their 

rights to safety and security with respect to their sexuality” (115). Thus, the non-

recognition of homosexuality and same-sex relationships by the state and wider 
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society not only infringes on the full sexual rights of LGBTQ persons (Josephson 

2016) but it also prevents them from freely sharing their lives with others without 

trepidation. 

 

Queer theory unearths the different ways transgender identities challenge 

essentialist notions about gender, sex and sexuality beyond a heteronormative 

gender binary (Epstein 2002; Butler 2005). In the focus groups, LBT women 

discussed how “visibility” is a concern for some transgender women who are 

known in their communities as gender variant. A lesbian woman, Lotta, shares how 

her transgender friend encounters verbal and physical abuse in public spaces: 

 

On her way to work, as soon as she got off the bus to head out of the bus 

park, some young bus conductors proceeded to shout obscenities and hurl 

bottles at her. This friend usually dresses in female clothing, so her life is 

in constant danger but she refuses to be anything but who she is. I admire 

her bravery (WSDC Focus Group 2014). 

 

Since Lotta’s friend is recognisable in her community, there is no opportunity for 

her to disavow who she is as a form of protection, that places her at greater risk of 

violence and social ostracism. Violence against transgender individuals in the 

public arena also includes how the media minimises acts of violence committed 

against this group (Haynes and DeShong 2017). The point that Lotta raises about 

her friend’s life being endangered because she dresses in “female clothing” 

highlights how hypervisibility among transgender individuals increases their 

vulnerability and the potential of violent acts being committed against them 

because of their appearance. Transgender individuals are usually policed and 

punished for their gender fluidity and ultimately transgressing cisgender normalcy 

when they cross-dress and display gender variant expressions. Murray’s (2009b) 

study on experiences of transgender women in the “sexcape” of Barbados is useful 

in examining the presence of gender and sexual diversity in the Caribbean despite 

homophobic and transphobic attempt to stifle it. Murray unpacks the local 

vernacular in naming gender non-conforming identities and expressions in 

Barbados. While transgender identity and drag culture or performativity are not 

one in the same in the spectrum of gender non-conforming subjectivities - with the 

former denoting a gender variant identity that is claimed and fully embodied and 

the latter encompassing a fluidity or malleability of gender performances and 

expressions without claiming a particular identity as such - some transwomen who 

self-identify as “queens” strategically work in drag shows in popular tourist spots 

in order to earn an income. This was a common occurrence during the 1980s before 

the heightened publicity of the HIV/AIDS epidemic. Murray goes on to interrogate 

the paradox of visibility of transwomen in their working-class communities and 

public spaces, on the one hand, with the lack of representation and visibility of 

gays and lesbians in public settings, on the other hand. Ultimately, transgender 
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individuals are still outside the realm of full sexual citizenship despite the tolerance 

of some transgender women’s presence in festivals and popular venues. Similar to 

the experience of Lotta’s transgender friend, Murray explains that “discrimination 

and harassment, ranging from being denied housing to verbal epithets and physical 

violence, are part of everyday life for many queens […]” (2009b, 3). Thus, 

consumption of LGBTQ pageantry, without valuing the dignity and rights of these 

individuals, is not genuine appreciation for queer existence.     

 

Religious Bigotry and Moral Excuses 

 

Caribbean societies host a variety of religious and spiritual traditions that 

encompass a diversity of indigenous, European, African and Asian cultures in the 

region which were assembled through violent and exploitative circumstances 

during colonialism, slavery and indentureship. Whether individuals embrace 

Judeo-Christianity, Islam, Hinduism, African-derived religions or some syncretic 

variation of them, mainstream religious ideologies continue to uphold Judeo-

Christian values established under colonialism. Lazarus (2015) interrogates the 

relationship between sexual citizenship and Christianity in contemporary Jamaica 

and she surmises that the legacy of colonial Christianity and its heteropatriarchal 

edifices through the church and civil society organisations (e.g., social welfare and 

legal aid) continue to define and institute what is “acceptable” sexual relations and 

behaviour in society. Lazarus argues that, “as it stands, it would not be too 

controversial to suggest that in Jamaica and elsewhere in the Anglophone 

Caribbean, citizenship is still largely premised on hegemonic heterosexuality and 

patriarchy as well as in certain racialised and classed-based notions of 

respectability, desire and decency” (2015:114).  It is important to consider the 

different ways faith-based CSOs shape human rights and sexual citizenship 

discourse through the taxonomy of ignorance. Religious CSOs act as gatekeepers 

of morality to ensure Judeo-Christian values are upheld against so-called deviant 

lifestyles that threaten the well-being and stability of the heterosexual nation-state. 

Moral excuses are cleverly constructed to justify bigotry against LGBTQ people. 

Conservative religious leaders purport homophobic beliefs that outrightly reject 

the experiences of LGBT persons and wilfully propagate falsehoods about 

homosexuality in order to inculcate followers and to maintain an ecclesiastical 

heterosexual status-quo.  

 

In the study, Inniss-Grant, Crawford and Bobb (2014), some LBT women shared 

their angst about growing up in Christian households and attending church because 

they knew they would be negatively judged if people found out about their 

sexuality. Camille explains that she was accused of being brain washed when it 

became known that she is a lesbian: 
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They told me I’m brain washed. They say a woman needs to be with a 

man. In the past I was pushed to be with guys—not that I wanted to be 

with them but they told me a woman should be with a man and that’s what 

I did. But they were not satisfied. They yelled at me when I brought the 

guy home; they said “You’re not married.” So I was like, I did this for you. 

Fuck it. I’m going to be me. I have to be free and happy…. (WSDC Focus 

Group 2014). 

 

Camille’s sexual right to choose a desirable partner for herself was hindered by the 

societal pressure to conform to heterosexuality and marriage. Misogyny 

encapsulates anti-lesbian sentiment because women are not generally seen as being 

sexually autonomous or agentic compared to men (Crawford 2012). This hetero-

patriarchal perspective not only deceptively naturalises lesbian sexuality as deviant 

and/or sexually inept, but it also reinforces heterosexual men’s claims over 

women’s sexual and reproductive labour through the family and state (Alexander 

1997).  

 

Condemnation against same sex loving by religious conservatives is encapsulated 

in prejudice and propaganda that professes the ills of homosexuality and seeks to 

either prevent or correct ‘unnatural’ homosexuality activity. Lazarus notes that 

Christian sexual citizenship in the Caribbean endorses heterosexist beliefs on 

behalf of “the greater good of the people” (2015, 125).  What is important here is 

the assumption that heterosexuality is “natural” and, therefore, is right “a priori” 

that cannot be refuted (ibid, 126). This, in turn, renders any knowledge that 

supports same-sex intimacy as wrong and invalid even though it is reasonable and 

factual. Thus, queer existence in the Caribbean is maligned and obscured by 

misinformation that is manufactured to sustain a heterosexist religious worldview. 

 

Michelle, a lesbian woman in her 20s, recounts how her pastor sought to ‘pray’ for 

her when she sought counselling after a difficult break-up with a woman: 

 

I was once going through depression because of a bad relationship with an 

ex-girlfriend of mine and my sister suggested that I go to see a pastor to 

pray for me (counsel me). I decided to go after much pressure. When I got 

there the pastor hardly counselled me but rather tried to perform and 

exorcism on me, because he told me I had a spirit of lesbian in me and the 

devil was taking over my life (WSDC Focus Group 2014). 

 

Michelle’s pastor demonstrated his ignorance of her situation by trying to 

terminate the curse (lesbianism) that he believed was within her. He exploited her 

feelings by trying to scare her into heterosexual compliance when she was 

emotionally distraught. The taxonomy of ignorance was operable in a few ways 

based on the pastor’s lack of empathy for Michelle and his attempt to nullify her 
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experiences: 1) the pastor did not know or did not care to know about Michelle’s 

sexual identity and personal choices (unbearable knowledge); 2) because of the 

pastor’s homophobic beliefs, he failed to know that he lacked the knowledge and 

expertise to professionally counsel Michelle on the matter; 3) the pastor did not 

know or want to know about Michelle’s situation and sexual rights so he projected 

his religious viewpoint onto her. In this case, and as discussed by Lazarus, religious 

leaders are in a position of authority to teach and disseminate heteropatriarchal 

ideologies through scriptures and other means to their congregation. Such 

teachings are presented as irrefutable even though they are subjective, 

inflammatory and discriminatory. Since mainstream Christianity is ideologically 

heteronormative in the Caribbean, this prejudiced theocratic prism undermines the 

fight against homophobia and discrimination in Caribbean societies. 

 

Discrimination against LBT women by religious leaders relies on psychological 

manipulation by someone who is perceived as a ‘loving authority’. Silvera (1992) 

notes a similar practice in ‘praying away the gay’ when she came out to her 

grandmother in Jamaica. The projection or the imposition of homophobic religious 

sentiments really demonstrates how unbearable knowledge does not always 

produce silences by homophobes, as in the case of Alexander’s observation (2013), 

but instead it fosters action to oppose or destroy the forbidden knowledge. The 

brazenness of some religious leaders is taken to another level when they depart 

from a paternalistic attitude towards homosexuals, in ‘loving sinner and not the 

sin’ by way of tolerance (Murray 2009), to overt homophobic sexist violence 

against LGBTQ persons (Faulkner 2006).  Hilda found herself in a demoralising 

situation when an assistant pastor confronted her about her sexuality. She explains:  

  

Before I ever came out to anyone in my church, I was approached by the 

assistant pastor who accosted me saying that I was going to hell. She 

accused me being a ‘stink lesbian’ and [said] I should repent because I am 

a disappointment to my father’s ministry and god is disgusted with my 

lifestyle. She then banned my participation on the worship team saying 

that my sinful lifestyle was blocking the blessing the congregation would 

receive (WSDC Focus Group 2014).  

 

Hilda was verbally abused by the assistant pastor who excluded her from the 

worship team because of her sexual orientation. As a lesbian, Hilda was seen as 

morally corrupting which led to her being branded a “stink lesbian.” Lesbophobic 

sentiments often portray non-heterosexual women as ‘dirty’ or corporeally tainted 

for deviating from heterosexuality (Mason 2002).  Since Hilda was the pastor’s 

daughter, the vitriol directed towards her was trebled because she failed to set a 

good example for the other parishioners. The assistant pastor’s condemnation of 

Hilda was wilfully orchestrated, incorporating fundamentalist tenets to shame her 

back onto to the ‘straight path.’ This situation exposes how a religious ethos 
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deficient in certain forms of social justice demoralises the dignity of homosexuals 

by trying to force them into heterosexual compliance. This abuse of power 

unfortunately sets the stage for bigotry by others who may support the pastor’s 

actions and see it as justifiable, and worth repeating, in the name of religion. In the 

print media in Barbados in 2010, a similar scare tactic was used against 

girls/women who were perceived to be lesbians by religious zealots. With the 

sensationalist headline of “Girls Gone Wild,” lesbians were accused of leading 

schoolgirls astray and into a deplorable ‘homosexual lifestyle’ (Crawford 2012).  

Prejudiced ideas about female same-sex relations were manufactured through 

anecdotal accounts that lacked veracity. In another part of the coverage, women 

who were sexually involved with other women (WSW), whether they identified as 

a lesbian or not, were asked to seek forgiveness from God (ibid 2010). They were 

advised that they could only be cured or saved from their disorder (lesbianism) 

through penance and spiritual coaching from individuals who had been converted. 

This religious viewpoint reinforces the point that patriarchal and heteronormative 

scripts about sexual citizenship continue to be reproduced in the public domain, 

whether by the media, civil society organisations or the state in the Caribbean 

(Crawford 2012; Lazarus 2015).    

 

Discrimination, Law and the State 

 

There are limits placed on sexual citizenship in the Caribbean for those who do not 

conform to cisgender heterosexual norms that are entangled in the law and state 

practices. The taxonomy of ignorance gets played out in the law in a myriad of 

ways but more so in a wilfully ignorant way, by either ignoring or invalidating the 

full civil rights of LGBTQ individuals. Since sexual citizenship rights are 

circumscribed by liberal ideals that enshrine individual rights within a 

universalistic framework, the homogeneity of such rights paradoxically obfuscates 

unequal power relations between different groups of people and it does not 

effectively address systemic discrimination within institutions. Robinson (2009), 

in her piece “Authorised Sex: Same-Sex Sexuality and Law in the Caribbean,” 

critiques the role of the state in constructing a certain type of citizen to the 

exclusion of others. She states that:   

 

We should be free to define our own identity and concept of life and self 

– including our sexuality – without compulsion of the state. When the state 

insists, through law or otherwise, that we must be sexed in a specific way  

– be it heterosexual, monogamous, nuclear family-oriented, married, or 

mother – it strikes at the heart of dignity as human beings, and treats us as 

unworthy as persons and as citizens” (Robinson 2009, 3). 
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For Robinson, sexual citizenship as an integral part of self-determination, human 

dignity and in sustaining life. But she, like other scholars in this field, are well 

aware that citizenship is imbued by power. In post-independent Caribbean nation-

states, morality has been re-drafted in the law to legitimise procreative sexual 

activity and to deny homosexuals their sexual rights, such as the right to sexual 

expression to sexual pleasure and to choose one’s partner (Dixon-Mueller et al. 

2009), which is rarely questioned for heterosexuals. Robinson (2009) notes that 

during the late 1980s, English-speaking Caribbean governments amended their 

Sexual Offences Acts and “significantly refined the definition of buggery or the 

unnatural crime and increased the severity of the punishment” (12). “Whom you 

had sex” with became just as important as the “sex you did” in defining which 

individuals were legitimate or non-legitimate sexual citizens within the nation-

state (Robinson 2009, 12). These laws reflect an abuse in justice in both intent and 

impact. In the Eastern Caribbean, “all seven countries have versions of buggery 

and gross indecency laws, relics of British colonialism, that prohibit same-sex 

conduct between consenting persons. The laws have broad latitude, are vaguely 

worded, and serve to legitimise discrimination and hostility towards LGBT people 

in the Eastern Caribbean” (Human Rights Watch 2017, 1). Thus, anti-buggery laws 

coupled with the lack of anti-discrimination legislation and the precarity of equal 

protection before the law for LGBTQ persons, means that leaders and officials can 

use their discretionary power to discriminate against others. 

 

Some LBT women in the study felt that governments should be more proactive in 

adhering to the rights of queer Caribbean people. Jody, a lesbian in her 30s, shares 

her sentiments:  

 

I think government should be more proactive in ensuring that LGBT 

people are not harassed. But we have our role to play in educating them 

and informing them about our lives. Also it’s up to us to advocate for 

legislative and constitutional changes. We must also watch closely and 

organise to ensure that any rights that become recognised are not later 

repealed. LGBT rights is our current civil rights struggle (WSDC Focus 

Group 2014). 

 

Jody soundly questions the undemocratic laws and practices of the state that leave 

LGBTQ individuals on the margins of their societies. As it relates to the taxonomy 

of ignorance, Caribbean leaders are complicit in abusing their power on this matter 

to impede the civil rights of LGBTQ persons. As Tuana (2006) states, “[…] wilful 

ignorance is a systematic process of self-deception, a wilful embrace of ignorance 

that infects those who are in positions of privilege, an active ignoring of the 

oppression of others and one’s role in that exploitation” (11). Case in point – it is 

disingenuous for Caribbean leaders to publicly support the human rights of its 

citizens in front of the international community, on the one hand, while 
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downplaying on the other, the impact anti-buggery laws have on the lives of sexual 

minorities when they profess that such laws are rarely enforced. Frankly, it is 

duplicitous for leaders to denounce homophobic violence against gays and lesbians 

while they use the law as a form of moral persuasion to deny LGBTQ persons their 

civil rights, in turn, leaving them vulnerable to unfair treatment in state institutions 

and wider society.  

 

Crime, Police and Safety 

 

The negative impact of homophobia and transphobia has been devastating to 

LGBTQ youth in the Eastern Caribbean who often have to navigate their social 

existence in the face of intolerance and violence in the family, church, law and 

through state-operated entities such as the healthcare, schools and the police 

(Human Rights Watch 2017). LBT women are reluctant to seek assistance from 

state agencies because of the harassment and discrimination they might encounter. 

Some women did not want to report to the police that they had been victims of 

violence because they felt their claims would not be taken seriously. Brenda, a 

lesbian woman in her twenties, shared her experience of seeking help from the 

police to deal with an abusive female partner. Instead of feeling reassured that her 

complaint would be investigated, Brenda was subjected to inappropriate sexual 

comments from a police officer. She states that: “the response of the police was, 

‘Oh, you’re a lesbian.  I just want to see how you guys are doing it.’  Even listening 

to the story, or helping the person, they just want to see, or can we have [a] trio, or 

something. That’s the response you get from them” (WSDC Focus Group 2014). 

The police may abuse their power as an arm of the state by not viewing intimate 

partner violence between lesbians as a violation and also by them harassing 

lesbians through sexual voyeurism in their presence. Haynes and DeShong (2017) 

note that intimate partner violence in lesbian relationships is minimised because 

the victim and perpetrator do not fit the heteronormative prototype: male 

perpetrator and female victim. Lesbian sexuality and relationships are often seen 

and interpreted as ‘soft’ or devoid of unequal power relations that may result in 

violence (Mason 2002; Crawford 2012). While domestic violence legislation is 

gender neutral in covering both male and female victims, it is nonetheless 

conceptualised and enforced through a heteronormative lens that invariably 

compromises the right to equal protection before the law for sexual minorities.   

 

Inappropriate police response towards LGBTQ individuals in the Eastern 

Caribbean has been documented elsewhere. These include not taking claims of 

sexual assault against gay men seriously, questioning a person’s sexual orientation 

and using derogatory terms to describe homosexuals (Human Rights Watch 2017). 

This reflects the quagmire of sexual citizenship for LGBTQ individuals. On the 

one hand, they seek recognition (and protection) through the state and other 

agencies for resources, services and benefits as sexual citizens but, on the other 
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hand, they have to fight against the very liberal universalist premises of sexual 

citizenship that do not fully accommodate the diversity of intimate relationships 

and familial forms that are outside the parameters of heterosexual sex, marriage, 

family and reproduction (Richardson 2000; Josephson 2016).  

 

Health 

 

Access to safe, affordable and equitable healthcare is an important issue for LBT 

women. Dixon-Mueller et al. (2009) note that “sexual health is a vital part of sexual 

rights and this include the right to information, education and health services” 

(111). However, discriminatory state policies and practices impede queer women’s 

ability to fully access services that they deem critical to their health and well-being. 

Kelly, a lesbian in her mid-20s, shares her story: “I feel like I’m not sure how to 

tell doctors/nurses that I sleep with women cuz I’m afraid I will be treated 

differently so that stops me from getting adequate health care. Last time I went to 

the gyno I said I wasn’t sexually active – that wasn’t true” (WSDC Focus Group 

2014). Real or imagined, LBT women may be reluctant to go to the doctor or may 

be apprehensive to share their personal and medical information with health care 

providers because they fear discrimination. Women generally have had to deal 

with male biases in medicine that have compromised their health and well-being, 

but the situation is doubly and triply oppressive for women across race, sexuality, 

class and ability. In examining women’s health and the taxonomy of ignorance, 

Tuana (2006) found in her study on the women’s health in the United States that 

knowledge has been withheld from women about their bodies, reproduction and 

healthcare needs in white male-dominated medical establishments. Medical 

officials have been deceptive in the ways it has tried to control and exploit 

women’s bodies, especially non-white and disabled women who are doubly and 

triply marginalised. Tuana (2006) states that:  

 

The women’s health movement unearthed numerous instances of this type 

of wilful ignorance in the arena of women’s health. Some ignorance was 

directly linked to racism and other forms of discrimination. The 

widespread involuntary sterilisation of women of color and disabled 

women was one instance of exploitation that the women’s health 

movement sought to reveal (11). 

 

If women of colour and disabled women are not seen as the ‘right women’ to bear 

children in the United States, then LBT women are definitely outliers in this 

situation because they are deemed the wrong candidates for motherhood within the 

realm of heteropatriarchy. 
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Negligence and gaps in knowledge about the healthcare needs of LBT women 

results in them not getting the proper professional care, advice and attention that 

they need from doctors. Paula shares her experience: “It is assumed that you don’t 

need urgency or advice on how to take care of yourself because you are a lesbian. 

I remember going to the doctor once and after making my sexual identity known, 

she went on to ask if I didn’t want to have children” (WSDC Focus Group 2014). 

Paula’s account demonstrates that some medical practitioners re-inscribe 

heteronormative notions about the female body, sexuality and reproduction that 

make it difficult for lesbians to seek medical advice from gynaecologists. Due to 

heteropatriarchal ideologies, lesbian sexuality and sexed bodies are pathologised 

as deficient when it comes to reproduction because they are not intimately involved 

with men. Paula’s doctor demonstrates knowledge bias against homosexuals by 

making assumptions about her unwillingness to become a mother. The deployment 

of wilful ignorance is extremely glaring in Paula’s case because her doctor 

obfuscates the facts behind biological and social reproduction (lesbians do not 

have or do not want children) that can be harnessed in a myriad of ways, both 

organically and artificially, regardless of one’s sexual orientation. The warning of 

childlessness is a falsehood and scare tactic perpetuated to force Paula, and 

probably other women, into heterosexual compliance. In further queering 

reproduction, Baker (2017) notes that discrimination in healthcare makes it 

difficult for transmen who are pregnant or who want to get pregnant to get the 

proper medical advice or prenatal care that they need. As Alexander (1994) has 

stated in her seminal piece, lesbians are seen as a threat to heteropatriarchy because 

female same-sex intimacy dislodges the heterosexual normalisation of sex as 

procreative sex within a heterosexual nuclear family whereby men and the state 

can readily appropriate women’s sexual and reproductive labour.   

 

Employment 

 

The harassment and discrimination that LBT women encounter in the workplace 

as a result of their gender, gender identity and sexual orientation contribute to 

economic instability that undermines their ability to adequately provide for 

themselves and families. LGBTQ persons are concerned about discriminatory 

practices in the workforce such as being fired or not hired for traits or 

characteristics that heterosexuals would not be scrutinised or penalised for. Civil 

rights for LGBTQ individuals in the Caribbean must include protection against 

discrimination in the workplace. There is a paucity of research in this area from a 

Caribbean perspective, however, studies on workplace discrimination against 

LGBTQ employees in the global North shed some light on the specific concerns 

of this group. From a legal perspective, Pizer, Sears, Malloy and Hunter (2012) 

examine federal and state cases in the United States that deal with discrimination 

on the basis of sexual orientation and gender identity. Some of the challenges that 

LGBTQ employees face are concealment of their identity in the workplace, wage 
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and unemployment disparities (especially among transgender people of colour) 

and problems with their mental and physical health due to a toxic work 

environment. In another study, Baker (2017) uses qualitative methodology to 

examine the experiences of LGBTQ employees related to discrimination, human 

dignity and safety and security in the workplace. Baker (2017) states that, “notably, 

LGBTQ employees can be harmed in the work- place whether or not they face 

overt and legally-actionable discrimination. They also may be harmed by 

repetitive, small injuries inflicted by microaggressions” (134). So, both overt and 

covert acts of oppression operate in the workplace to impede the well-being and 

economic stability of LGBTQ employees.  

 

The testimonials of LBT women from the study provide a glimpse of some of the 

challenges that these individuals have encountered in employment. Olivia explains 

the challenges in employment for gender fluid or gender queer lesbians:   

 

There are many ‘butch’ lesbians who suffer from discrimination from 

acquiring a job that they can perform in but is male dominated. Employers 

believe that because they are females they shouldn’t be given the job but 

rather should work in a more female oriented job. Also, they face the 

struggle of getting the job, but has to dress ladylike in order to work.  For 

example, if a butch gets a job as a teller, that may not necessarily work 

since they dress tomboyish. I [find] this disrespectful and not giving them 

the chance to prove themselves on the job. Gender identity should not be 

an issue when employing someone (WSDC 2014). 

 

Based on Olivia’s account, butch lesbians are excluded from jobs traditionally held 

by cisgender heterosexual women because their appearance may appear too 

masculine. However, while some transgender women who are visibly transgender 

or identify as transgender may be discouraged from entering occupations 

altogether because they are not seen as aberrations to cisgender hetero-femininity. 

The taxonomy of ignorance gets played out here whereby employers do not know 

or care to know about the competency of LGBTQ persons seeking employment 

because they have already negatively judged them. Angel, lesbian in her 40s from 

Jamaica, recounts her story: 

 

I believe that I did not receive a job because of how I was perceived. When 

I walked into the interview dressed in pants and a long sleeve shirt … 

being over-qualified and with 15 years of experience I knew I was to get 

this job. However, the boss looked me up and down and never seemed 

quite comfortable. They hired a Christian/married woman in a dress. I have 

no proof that I was discriminated against, but I have always found it 

interesting that she was fired 6 months later.  
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Angel’s account reflects the nuances of prejudice and discrimination that is often 

not quantifiable (implicit bias) but strikes at the heart of human feelings and 

emotions when someone has been treated unfairly but the individual cannot prove 

it. Clearly, Angel was disappointed with the outcome of the job interview. She felt 

that the reason that she was not hired had more to do with her appearance than her 

qualifications. Aside from fearing punishment for not living up to the standards of 

cisgender heterosexual femininity and masculinity, LGBTQ persons have to deal 

with feelings of unworthiness in the workplace, which prevents them from 

achieving what Baker (2017) refers to as workplace dignity: “the ability to 

establish a sense of self-worth and self-respect and to appreciate the respect of 

others” (134). Threats to dignity are numerous for LGBTQ employees, these 

include, but are not limited to, individuals not feeling valued, invasion of privacy, 

career roadblocks and physical threats. Thus, LGBTQ employees have to deal with 

“real and perceived insecurities” related to homophobic slurs, harassment, career 

roadblocks (e.g., poor evaluations, not being promoted or loss of job) and physical 

harm (Baker 2017, 140). Not surprisingly, some LGBTQ employees may be 

reluctant to share information about their personal life with colleagues because 

they do not want to be judged or ostracised by their peers.  Instead, they “[engage] 

in sexual identity management as passing as heterosexual or staying closeted” (ibid 

142). Moreover, while feminist have theorised on the exploitation of women paid 

and unpaid work as well as the discrimination that they face with wages and 

employment advancement, more research needs to be done on women’s varied 

positionalities across race/ethnicity, class, disability, sexuality and gender 

expression, in the workplace.  

 

Conclusion 

 

The hierarchies of citizenship, created from a hegemonic colonial project, across 

gender, sexuality, race, class and nationality, continue to police black queer, 

gendered and sexed bodies in post-colonial Caribbean states. The experiences of 

LBT women are meaningful in interrogating how these women are undermined as 

sexual citizens because of their gender identity and sexual orientation. They often 

encounter prejudice and discrimination in their lives through noticeable untruths 

that are fabricated and disseminated about them in the socio-cultural environment, 

religion, laws and state entities, thus, making them feel like outsiders within their 

societies. State prohibitions against queer subjectivities are not simply symbolic, 

but, instead, they are deliberately meant to produce and portray a hegemonic sexual 

citizenship based on a (post)colonial Enlightenment logic that legitimises 

cisgender heterosexual women and men as citizens albeit in differential and 

complex ways. Through the taxonomy of ignorance, knowledge about the lives of 

LGBTQ persons, and discrimination that they encounter, is either overlooked, mis-

represented or silenced altogether because they contravene the status-quo. As a 

result of this, heterosexism, homophobia and transphobia are rarely challenged 
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because such schisms are hermetically enmeshed in a hetero-patriarchal worldview 

that constantly reproduces itself. This reality conceals the systemic discrimination 

that is ingrained in the superstructure and deceptively operates within the socio-

cultural fabric of society to oppress LGBTQ persons. LBT women are ultimately 

marginalised as sexual citizens because they do not conform to the unrealistic and 

idealised standards of cisgender hetero-femininity, which ultimately polices all 

women through respectability politics. As a result of this, sexual rights for LBT 

women are more of a promise than a guarantee because they cannot count on the 

state for full protection and fair treatment. In addition to this, their right to self-

determination is compromised by the restrictions placed on them by their families, 

friends and communities who may not accept them for who they are or whom they 

may desire. Moreover, homophobia and transphobia are not simply about angst or 

fear about queer existence on an individual level, but are central to how state power 

intersects with intimate life to determine who belongs and does not belong to the 

nation. 
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Abstract 

 
Business ethics is the branch of ethics which is concerned with the 

determination of right and wrong behaviour in a commercial context 

(Cowell 2007). In the Caribbean, the need to be ethical in business is 

just as important as in any other setting. This article is primarily 

concerned with reviewing the state of the literature addressing the 

influence of gender on ethical decision-making within the Caribbean 

context with the intent of proposing a direction for future work on the 

area within corporate settings. This paper discusses ethical decision-

making theories, reviews the research literature on the influence of 

gender on ethical decision-making, and explores the ethical decision-

making of leaders and employees in cases of failure in Caribbean 

organisations. It concludes with the recognition that the absence of 

gender analysis in ethics research especially in corporate settings is a 

limitation which needs to be addressed given the far-reaching 

consequences of such behaviour for the proper functioning of work 

organisations, the economy and the society as a whole. 
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Introduction 

 

There has been considerable debate about the impact of gender1 on ethical 

behaviour (Alleyne et al. 2010; Dawson 1995; Gilligan 1982; White 1999). Can 

gender really influence the way we behave?  Parsons (2002) argues that “to think 

with gender suggests in the most general sense to think with what is to be woman 

and to be man, in the midst of our human situation, immersed in daily 

experiences, filled with ordinary dilemmas and wondering, formed in thinking by 

culture and language” (17).  In this paper gender is defined as a socially acquired 

notion of masculinity and femininity by which women and men are identified 

(Momsen 2010). Notably, most of the business literature addresses only two 

genders, male and female. Research has found that while there may be no 

significant differences between males and females in ethical judgement, females 

exhibit higher intentions to act more ethically than males (Valentine and 

Rittenburg 2007).  

 

Similar to other theorists (Jones 1991; Kohlberg 1969; Piaget 1932; Rest 1986) 

discussed in this paper, Parsons (2002) does not directly address the nature of the 

gender difference2 in behaviour but assumes its existence. The discourse on 

gender and ethical behaviour thus far has taken two approaches to analysing 

gender. In most prior research, as discussed in this paper, gender is presented in 

its reductionist binary form, simply a matter of counting male and female bodies 

(Momsen 2010). In other works, (e.g. Gilligan 1982; Rudman and Glick 2008; 

St. Hill 2003) an understanding of gender encompasses a greater than surface 

level analysis of masculinity and femininity. There are attempts to consider the 

complex nature of the social relationships between women and men that are 

historically characterised by a disproportionate distribution of power and material 

resources (Barriteau 2001).  

 

This article seeks to investigate gender differences in ethical decision-making by 

analysing existing theory and literature and its relevance to corporate 

organisations.3 It will take into consideration the cultural context of the 

Caribbean by discussing the role that paternalism plays in power differentials 

                                                 
1 Gender is the social construction of biological sex so it assumes that notions of masculinity and 

femininity are not rooted in “inherent” or natural traits but emerge from meanings created by 

individuals and society about what it means to be a man or woman. 
2 For the purpose of this paper gender differences will refer to the differences between masculinity 

and femininity, the characteristics which differentiate males from females and how these 

differences may influence ethical decision-making in corporate organisations. 
3 A corporate organisation also known as a corporation is an entity that normally operates in the 

private sector and can be characterised as having shareholders, board of directors and corporate 

governance mechanisms. 
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between women and men, using real-life examples of whistleblowing (an 

example of ethical behaviour within work organisations) and exploring the 

findings of prior studies on the gender-ethical decision-making relationship. The 

authors will address the following questions: As a component of socialisation, 

what role does gender play in moral orientation, and moral development play in 

ethical decision-making? What impact does paternalism have on gender 

differences in ethical decision-making? Is there a relationship between gender 

differences in ethical decision-making and the propensity for whistleblowing? 

How can scholarship on gender, ethics and decision-making be strengthened in 

the Caribbean? 

 

Since there is limited research on the influence of gender on ethical decision-

making in the Caribbean, the authors seek to add to the discussion in this paper. 

Areas of research on gender in the Caribbean include the analysis of the role of 

gender regarding other issues such as power, responsibility and employment (e.g. 

Barriteau 2012; Figueroa 2004; Mohammed 2002; Seguino 2003). Little research 

has been found that addresses gender differences in ethical decision-making 

directly in the Caribbean.4 By reviewing the work of Gilligan (1982) and others 

on moral orientation, this paper offers an analysis of the current theorising on 

gender differences in ethical decision-making. Furthermore, from a Caribbean 

perspective, it reviews the existing Caribbean literature on the ethics-gender 

relationship (Alleyne et al. 2006; Alleyne et al. 2010; Devonish et al. 2009) and 

considers its analysis of gender comparatively to international research (Akaah 

1989; Lane 1995; Sidani et al. 2009; White 1992). Hopefully, this will encourage 

additional research on gender and ethical decision-making in a Caribbean cultural 

context and establish future directions for research and dialogue in this area.  

 

Gender Differences in Moral Orientation  

 

What is Ethics in Terms of Morality? 

 

Jones (1991, 367) defines an ethical decision as the legal and moral behaviour 

that is considered acceptable to society. Furthermore, Stedham et al. (2007) state 

that “morality refers to the standards of behaviour by which individuals are 

judged, especially in their relationships with others” (165). In essence, ethics is 

about the individual’s action that may be judged in a social context as right or 

wrong for the public good. Several theoretical perspectives on ethics have been 

                                                 
4 Antrobus (2000) and Barriteau (2003) have discussed the development and advancement of 

women as transformational leaders, which also has implications for ethical conduct in corporate 

organisations 
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offered by Western philosophers. For example, Immanuel Kant’s deontology 

(duty ethics) has been advanced as a theory which suggests that human beings 

are guided by a set of universal rules of what is morally acceptable. John Stuart 

Mills advanced the theory of utilitarianism which proposed that moral action is 

done for the greater good (that is the greatest good for the greatest number of 

people) (Stedham et al. 2007). Aristotle’s virtue ethics theory implies that man is 

virtuous, caring, just and kind. These theories have been used to form the basis 

for modern Western ethical decision-making models.5 It is also worth noting that 

these perspectives, probably with the exception of Mills, were highly focused on 

the dominant role of men in an androcentric society. 

 

Issues surrounding gender and morality have, however, attracted considerable 

interest over the past two decades, not only within the field of moral psychology, 

but also across the social sciences, humanities, and the broader society (Walker 

2006). The moral domain is central to our definitions of self and understanding of 

others and has the potential to influence ethical decision-making and the actual 

ethical behaviour. How has theorising on morality addressed gender in ethical 

decision-making? 

 

Early Theorising on Morality  

 

Piaget (1932), influenced by the work of sociologist Emile Durkheim on moral 

education, presented an argument on the process of moral maturation which can 

be understood in terms of the evolution of moral judgment. Piaget (1932) started 

with the premise that as a child matures the basis of his or her moral judgment 

changes. Initially, there is a morality of constraint where moral judgments are 

based on external authority and a rigid interpretation of rules and regulations 

imposed by adult caregivers. Later, the morality of cooperation takes over where 

judgments are based on social considerations and a flexible interpretation of what 

had previously been inflexible rules. The flexibility of these rules is now 

fashioned by consenting social equals. For Piaget (1932), moral equity now 

comes to the fore (Kay 1970). Piaget (1932) attributes the development of 

morality to three factors: a) the increase in peer group co-operation in the life of a 

child, b) the decrease of adult constraint which earlier carried weight with the 

child, and c) the intellectual changes that occur as a child matures. Following this 

argument, by adulthood then, the element of choice is present in the moral 

judgment and ethical decision-making of the individual. 

                                                 
5 Caribbean people have inherited some of their understanding of what is “good” conduct, or more 

so “proper” conduct, as a result of European domination during colonialism, but within Caribbean 

culture there is a legacy of teaching children and others about “good” behaviour through folklore 

and the oral tradition.  
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It is perhaps at this later stage of moral development, which Kay (1970) terms the 

stage of equity, that gender differences in moral judgment and subsequent 

decision-making in adults would occur as individuals start to make decisions 

about their ethical behaviour in specific situations possibly based on gender 

socialisation.6 Though not explicitly addressed by Piaget (1932), how others in 

this same gender group reason and act becomes relevant. As observed by the 

individual, the group’s expectations of how moral or ethical one should think or 

act is relevant as imposed by the underlying aspects of conscience derived from 

one’s experience of gender socialisation in the past and the present.  Though in 

the Caribbean traditionally both males and females have been breadwinners 

(Hodge 2002), Caribbean boys and girls have been socialised differently. Girls 

have been expected to help with domestic chores in the kitchen and the rest of the 

house, whilst boys are assigned duties outside of the house (duties that are 

viewed as more appropriate for men, e.g. trimming hedges) (Evans and Davies 

1997).   

 

Kohlberg (1984) asserts that when an individual is faced with a moral dilemma, 

the individual’s moral judgment, which is the determination of what is morally 

right versus a morally wrong action, will be reflective of the individual’s stage of 

moral development. Focus changes from the ‘self’ and making individual 

judgements based on personal needs, to taking into account societal laws and 

expectations when making moral decisions. Focus then changes again to consider 

resolving dilemmas for the greater good, outside of considerations of self and 

restrictions of societal law. Kohlberg’s (1984) work, similar to Piaget’s, does not 

directly address the role of gender in moral judgement. 

 

Gilligan’s Contribution 

 

Gilligan, one of the few theorists to actually address a gender difference in 

morality, worked with Lawrence Kohlberg and Erik Erikson at Harvard, in her 

early years teaching psychology in the traditions of Freud and Piaget. To this 

extent, Gilligan’s writing has been influenced by the earlier writings of Piaget 

and Kohlberg, perhaps from the perspective of filling in the gap in their theories 

by making a distinction between the moral orientation of men and women. The 

Gilligan-Kohlberg debate addresses Gilligan’s claim that the influential theories 

of human development (including Freud, Piaget, Erikson, Levinson, McClelland 

and Kohlberg) are biased against women’s experiences. In particular, Kohlberg’s 

                                                 
6 Crespi (2003) suggests that an individual’s ultimate behaviour is a final product of socialisation, 

which is shaped from birth by society, where one learns what is appropriate and improper for both 

genders (2). 
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theory misses or misconstrues women’s different voice on morality, which might 

seem to represent lower stages in Kohlberg’s theory, characterising them as 

morally deficient (Walker 2006). Gilligan’s central claim is that the morality of 

women is qualitatively different to that of men (Gilligan 1982).  

 

Gilligan’s argument is that women have had a hidden voice when it comes to 

morality as a result of gender inequality within private and public spheres. Due to 

male domination, women have felt excluded from direct participation in society 

and hence see themselves as subject to a consensus or judgment made and 

enforced by men on whose protection and support they depend. To the extent that 

women perceive that they have no choice, and are only submissive to the 

authority of men, they excuse themselves from the responsibility that decision 

entails.7 By finding their voice, women wish not to hurt others, with the hope that 

in morality lies a way to resolve conflicts so that no one will be hurt. Gilligan’s 

argument is that women’s perspective on morality is from the point of view of 

care, an ethic of care, where fulfilling their responsibility as caregivers is of 

paramount concern (Evans and Davies 1997). This compares to the ethic of 

justice approach used by men, one of rights and rules where morality is 

determined by the formal logic of fairness (Gilligan 1982). The justice or rights 

orientation occurs because of the characterisation of men as being individualistic, 

self-centred and detached (Walker, 2006). Gilligan’s contention is that women 

did not develop their moral voice until they were released from the intimidation 

of inequality with men. She seems to be saying that changes in women’s 

expression of morality might stem from changes in voice based on changing 

relationships and power relations with men and a changing sense of self. In part, 

some women have developed a voice on issues that do not require them to 

challenge the dominant male status quo. The majority of Gilligan’s (1982) work 

addresses women’s voices in relation to advocating for their rights in relation to 

abortion and other aspects that others might consider to be the purview of women 

only.  

 

 

 

 

                                                 
7 Up to the early 20th century, women were perceived as either property of their fathers or their 

husbands, and thus they were not seen as autonomous beings with full citizenship rights. Therefore, 

some feminists may argue that women should not be simply blamed for not taking action because 

they were actually denied the freedom, rights and mobility that were accorded to men. 
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Given patriarchal8 ideologies and practices within society, such as men 

controlling economic, legal and political structures, dominative paternalism9 

comes into play and endorses a male-over-female hierarchy (Goodwin and Fiske 

2001), whereby women may not be held accountable for their moral and ethical 

decision-making as they hold few dominant positions in society. In the realm of 

work then, women may seem not to be at the fore when these organisations are 

chastised for poor ethical decision-making and what would seem to amount to 

moral injustices. This is one argument. How does this position compare with 

Gilligan’s argument that women’s behaviour is done with the intent of causing 

little or no harm to others? Perhaps Gilligan’s argument suggests that women 

may choose to remain in the shadows and not share their opinions in cases of 

poor ethical behaviour so as not to feel morally obligated to whistle-blow. 

Whereas male orientation is to be more competitive and be ‘allowed’ to behave 

without due care, men seem to have become the focus of attention when 

organisations are chastised for poor ethical decision-making. Consider the legal 

cases brought against Bernard Madoff and Allen Stanford for engaging in 

financial fraud through the operation of Ponzi schemes.  

 

Addition of Ethical Decision-making Models to the Mix 

 

Rest (1986) Ethical Reasoning Model 

 

Using Kohlberg’s conceptualisation of the stages of moral development, Rest 

(1979, 1986) takes theorising on morality one step further by introducing a 

theoretical model to explain ethical decision-making which is comprised of 

several components: moral awareness, moral judgment, behavioural intentions 

and behaviour. For Rest (1986), the ethical reasoning process begins with moral 

awareness; that is, the recognition that a moral dilemma exists. The second stage 

is that of moral judgment where an individual determines what is morally right 

compared to what is morally wrong. Thirdly, the individual develops a moral 

intention (i.e. the individual decides on a choice of action). This can either be an 

intention to act ethically or unethically. Finally, the individual engages in the 

behaviour, either ethical or unethical, based on his or her moral intention.  

                                                 
8 Patriarchy as it is understood by feminists reinforces a gender hierarchy whereby men are 

considered superior to women (Glick and Fiske 1996, 493).  
9 Advocates of dominative paternalism justify patriarchy by viewing women as not being fully 

competent adults, legitimising the need for a superordinate male figure’ (Glick and Fiske 1996, 

493). 
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No specificity in terms of potential differences in male and female processing of 

ethical issues and resultant moral intentions and behaviour were addressed in 

Rest’s (1986) theory. 

 

Jones (1991) Moral Intensity Construct 

 

Jones (1991), influenced by Rest’s (1986) model, argued that the perceived moral 

intensity of an ethical issue influences all components of the decision-making 

process including ethical judgments and behavioural intentions. Jones (1991) 

identified six dimensions that influence an individual’s perception of moral 

intensity, and in turn affect their ethical decision-making and behaviour. These 

dimensions include magnitude of consequences, social consensus, probability of 

effect, temporal immediacy, proximity and concentration of effect. Magnitude of 

consequences addresses the harm to the victim or benefits to the beneficiaries of 

the moral act in question. Social consensus refers to the degree of social 

agreement regarding whether the proposed act is evil or good. Probability of 

effect is the probability that the act will harm or benefit another. Temporal 

immediacy speaks to the length of time between the present and the onset of the 

consequences of the moral act in question. Proximity is the feeling of nearness 

that the moral agent has for the victim or the beneficiary of the act, while 

concentration of effect is defined as an inverse function of the number of people 

affected by an act of given magnitude. Jones (1991) defines an ethical decision as 

one that is both legally and morally acceptable to the larger community, but still 

does not directly consider the role of gender in ethical decision-making.  

 

Contrary to Rest (1986) and Jones (1991) who uses hypothetical moral dilemmas 

to study ethical decision-making, Gilligan (1982) uses real-life moral dilemmas 

and holds that the care perspective of women is best revealed in reasoning about 

real-life moral dilemmas. She holds that women’s standpoint may be obscured by 

using hypothetical moral dilemmas. Perhaps in theorising, neither Jones (1991) 

nor Rest (1986) could address gender differences as their measurements could 

not pick up the nuances in how gender influences ethical decision-making. This 

can be viewed as a direct criticism to the many theorists, including Rest (1986) 

and Jones (1991) who investigated ethical decision-making using respondent’s 

reactions to hypothetical ethical dilemmas. Gilligan’s argument is that 

hypothetical dilemmas are abstract, de-personalised, limited in contextual 

information, and not emotionally engaging in reconstructing the moral issues. 

Whereas, personally generated real-life dilemmas, arising from one’s own 

experience, are held to be more appropriate contexts for revealing care reasoning 

because they are particular, contextually rich, personally relevant and relational, 

and open-ended in terms of their framing (Walker 2006). These real-life 
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dilemmas may yield more authentic and valid information on the gender 

perspective. Notably, Gilligan’s theorising is, however, not as substantiated in 

empirical work as is Kohlberg’s, Rest’s or Jones’, but her viewpoint allows us to 

consider a method of analysis which has not yet been explored fully in the 

existing research literature. However, Walker (2006) launches a direct criticism 

of Gilligan’s work by arguing that Gilligan uses anecdotal and informal evidence 

regarding moral orientation, which is methodologically limiting as it does not 

address measurement.10 

 

Notably, if there is some truth to Gilligan’s claim, no great evidence of gender 

differences in morality appear in the literature. This may be due to several 

factors: a) the way in which morality and ethical decision-making is measured, b) 

the omission of the voice of women, c) no use of real-life moral dilemmas, and d) 

little focus on an ethic of care. In contrast, quantitative evidence from prior 

research does not fully support Gilligan’s claim. Jaffe and Hyde (2000) 

conducted a meta-analysis to review quantitatively the work on gender 

differences in morality. The meta-analysis revealed small differences in the care 

orientation favouring women and small differences in the justice orientation 

favouring men. The findings did not offer strong support for the claim that the 

care orientation is predominantly used by women and that the justice orientation 

is used predominantly by men. Presenting another viewpoint, St. Hill (2003) 

argued that Gilligan’s analysis of human good is faulty as it omits power and 

prejudice. Instead, St. Hill (2003) argued for positive valuing of the features that 

actually distinguish women from men.  St. Hill (2003) considered that Gilligan 

(1982) obliterated the context in which feminine attributes are formed, by 

treating them as if they were not outcomes demanded by male dominance for its 

own ends, and as if equality of differences already exists (57). Similar to St. Hill 

(2003), Walker (2006) suggested that any gender differences found may simply 

be a reflection of a sexist society that denies opportunities to women rather than 

an indication of the existence of biased theories (Walker 2006). Is it then the 

sexist nature of society (Walker 2006) and the distribution of power that 

influences gender differences in ethical decision-making and subsequent 

behaviour? 

 

 

 

                                                 
10 Some feminists have critiqued Gilligan’s research as reinforcing gender essentialism and 

stereotyping about women through them being mainly seen as nurturers and caregivers within the 

family 
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The Cultural Context: Paternalism and The Role of Power Differentials in 

Ethical Decision-making  

 

Men tend to have more power than women (Goodwin and Fiske 2001). This 

statement quite poignantly speaks to the structural nature of society and work 

organisations within society. The paternalistic nature of our culture embedded in 

institutional structures results in a combination of dominative and protective 

paternalism influencing behaviour, and potentially gender differences in ethical 

decision-making. In the organisational context, and as described by Goodwin and 

Fiske (2001), dominative paternalism is applicable, as it specifically endorses a 

male-over-female hierarchy which justifies the alleged inferior capacities of 

women. Protective paternalism is also relevant as it obligates men to protect 

women because of their alleged weaknesses (Goodwin and Fiske 2001). The 

existence of both types of paternalism within corporate organisations may 

influence the extent to which women feel as though they have a voice and feel 

empowered enough to choose to act ethically through whistleblowing, as an 

example of an ethical behaviour.  

 

Higher levels of moral reasoning do not necessarily result in ethical behaviour, 

such as whistle-blowing. For example, women’s higher level of moral reasoning 

would imply that they should have a higher propensity to whistle-blow. In male-

dominated societies, such as those in the Caribbean, most women may not be 

inclined to whistle-blow given the power dynamics within organisations, which 

may result in increasing personal costs (fear of retaliation and harassment) to the 

potential whistleblower. Moreover, the act of whistleblowing by women may be 

interpreted as erroneous or malicious accusations against fellow employees in 

organisations. Their reports may not be taken seriously, and may be easily 

dismissed or interpreted as misunderstandings by organisational leaders, the 

majority of whom are male. The literature is unclear as it relates to gender 

differences in whistleblowing behaviour.  

 

Mesmer-Magnus and Viswesvaran (2005), using a meta-analytic approach, found 

that women were more likely than men to actually ‘blow the whistle’ on 

unethical behaviour. Keenan (1995) found that gender is associated with 

whistleblowing intentions, with males more likely to whistleblow than females. 

In addition, factors such as leaders’ attitudes towards whistleblowing (Bhal and 

Dadhich 2011), fear of retaliation (Liyanarachchi and Newdick 2009; Alleyne, 

Hudaib and Haniffa 2019), empathy for the potential victims and perceived 

ethicality of the wrong doing (Singer, Mitchell and Turner 1998) also influence 

actual whistleblowing behaviour. Organisational culture can play a decisive role 
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in driving ethical behaviour for all persons in organisations, especially the 

whistleblowing process (Alleyne, Charles-Soverall, Broome and Pierce 2017).  

 

As Figueroa (2004) noted, women moving into spheres previously dominated by 

men may find that they are confined to specific roles within the new sphere 

where these roles are precisely those which have less power, prestige and control 

of resources. For example, many boards of directors in public limited companies 

may comprise a few women but their leadership (i.e. the position of Chairman) is 

held by men. The feminisation of a sphere can result in an overall decline in the 

extent to which it exercises power, prestige and control. One might thus argue 

that perhaps whistleblowing is a way for women to gain some power by pointing 

out unethical behaviour occurring within the organisation. One might also argue 

that whistleblowing can be a means for women to use their voice and 

demonstrate their care orientation and inherent desire to minimise or cause no 

harm to others. However, whistleblowing is not always looked upon as a woman 

acting from her care orientation with the aim of minimising harm to others. Some 

view the behaviour as women acting outside of their ‘place’, and on the negative 

side, as women acting as sirens and shrews–that is, manipulative, deceitful and 

cold (Goodwin and Fiske 2001).  

 

Evidence in Prior Studies on Gender and Ethical Decision-making 

 

Prior studies have tended to analyse gender differences in ethical behavioural 

intentions. Most research used responses to hypothetical situations and 

statistically assessed male and female differences from a reductionist viewpoint, 

as a matter of counting literal differences in male and female bodies (DeShong 

2012). There has been mixed findings in the empirical research literature on the 

influence of gender on ethical decision-making in business (e.g. Akaah 1989; 

Sikula and Costa 1994; Singhapakdi et al. 1999). Prior research reveals that 

women tend to behave more ethically than men (e.g. Beltramini, Peterson and 

Kozmetsky 1984; Akaah 1989; Lane 1995). However, this research has failed to 

provide deeper insights into the theoretical underpinnings for the findings (e.g. 

Ford and Richardson 1994; Sidani et al. 2009). 

 

Sidani et al. (2009) asked two important questions “why would men and women 

differ with respect to their analysis of ethical dilemmas? Why would men and 

women emphasise different factors in such analyses?”  Gilligan (1982) suggested 

that women tended to focus on the importance of relationships and care, while 

men are concerned with justice notions. White (1992, 52) explains that the notion  
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of care is important as it “speaks about right and wrong in terms of what is 

appropriate to particular circumstances and focuses on our responsibilities to 

others.” 

 

Sidani et al. (2009) concluded that, in determining ethical behaviour, women 

tend to focus on the interpersonal aspects (harmonious relationships), care, and 

the acceptability of the decision, whereas men take more of an impersonal 

approach, and are more concerned with competitive success and extrinsic 

rewards including financial and status rewards. This finding is supported by 

Nisar, Prabhakar and Torchia (2019) who argue that women are more likely to 

whistleblow than men based on their character traits of being emotional, fair and 

caring. Loo (2003) argued that men are more prone to engage in unethical actions 

given their need to achieve competitive success, status and rewards, aligning with 

Gilligan’s theorising on the justice orientation of men. 

 

The research literature has shown that men have significantly lower ethical 

standards, compared to women (Kelly 1990; Hill 1997). It has been argued that 

the development of high moral thought is perceived to be faster in women, 

compared to men (Barnett et al. 1994; Buckley et al. 1998; Silver and Valentine 

2000). Traditionally, it has been argued that women were socialised to be more 

compassionate and caring, whereas men were socialised to be more competitive 

and justice-oriented. Thus, women may be more likely to be ethically sensitive 

and less inclined to engage in questionable or unethical acts. Wimalasiri (2001, 

623) also argued that “in theoretical terms…men and women bring different 

values to the workplace, and in turn, those values differentially shape their work 

orientations.” 

 

Silver and Valentine (2000) found in their research that female students 

perceived stronger moral intensity (ethical standards) than male students. Petty 

and Hill (1994) also found that women staff showed higher ethical values than 

their male counterparts. Despite these findings, conflicting studies have shown 

that gender differences were minimal or non-significant in relation to ethical 

perceptions and behaviours (McCuddy and Perry 1996; Rowe and Snizek 1995). 

Jaffe and Hyde (2000), in a meta analysis on gender differences in moral 

orientation, did not find strong support for gender differences in ethical 

orientation. 

 

Some researchers have concluded that gender plays a critical part in one’s moral 

reasoning. Earlier research on this theory proved very conflicting, while more 

modern studies have similar conclusions about gender’s influence on ethical 

intentions. Fritzsche (1988), who studied marketing managers, deduced that 
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women were more likely to accept bribes than men. Chonko and Hunt (1985) 

found that women possessed greater ability to perceive ethical problems than 

men. Peterson et al. (1991) and Ruegger and King (1992) concluded that women 

proved to be more ethical and concerned with ethical issues than men. Gilligan 

(1982) has argued that women are more ethically sensitive than men because 

women are deemed to be more care-oriented, while men are more justice-

oriented. Her arguments perhaps underly the findings of some of the researchers 

reviewed who found that women tend to act more ethical than men in the 

workplace potentially due to the difference in orientation of the two groups. 

Importantly, most of this work is empirical. In contrast, some studies reported 

non-significant findings with respect to gender and ethical behaviours (Hegarty 

and Sims 1978; Singhapakdi and Vitell 1990). The extant international research 

literature does not give us much insight into the nature of the gender differences 

in ethical behaviour. The reductionist nature by which gender is studied in the 

empirical context gives us clues about potential gender differences, though non-

significant in many cases, but does not allow us to delve deeper and understand 

what cultural or societal factors help to explain the gender differences found.    

 

Whistleblowing in Corporate Organisations 

 

In work organisations, whistleblowing has become the control mechanism for 

reporting unethical behaviour. Near and Miceli (1985, 4) define whistleblowing 

as:  

 

The disclosure by organisation members (former or current) of illegal, 

immoral, or illegitimate practices under the control of their employers, to 

persons or organisations that may be able to effect action. 

 

Whistle-blowing can sometimes serve as a deterrent for future unethical actions 

but yet have consequences for the whistleblower. Though women are actually 

less likely to whistle-blow than men (Lacayo and Ripley 2002), women are more 

likely to suffer retaliation for whistleblowing than men (Rehg, Miceli, Near and 

Van Scotter 2008). Perhaps this speaks to the general limited power of women in 

corporate organisational settings, the inferior assumptions related to women 

through the eyes of dominative and protective paternalism, and the need to resort 

to negative views of women’s behaviour. To acknowledge whistle-blowing by 

women as being a positive act, may be viewed as a threat to men’s dominant 

position in organisations. The literature and the media show that there have been 

many cases of unethical practices committed more by men than by women. A 

review of several leading cases aptly illustrates this point. Interestingly, though 

the power dynamics within society and work organisations may stop the majority 
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of women from whistleblowing, three women became the leading whistleblowers 

on unethical behaviour in the United States in 2002. Lauded by Time Magazine 

as its 2002 persons of the year (Lacayo and Ripley 2002), these women were 

Sherron Watkins of Enron, Cynthia Cooper of WorldCom and Coleen Rowley of 

the FBI. All three women had observed wrongdoing being committed in their 

organisations and ended up whistle-blowing. Their decision to stand up against 

the higher ups in their respective organisations was likely to jeopardise their 

careers, as they acted contrary to the status quo and wielded power, by pointing 

out unethical behaviour occurring within their organisations.    

 

Lacayo and Ripley (2002, 33) who reported on the whistleblowing experience of 

these women in an article published in Time Magazine stated that:  

 

And what to make of the fact that all are women? There has been talk 

that their gender is not a coincidence; that women, as outsiders, have less 

at stake in their organisations and so might be more willing to expose 

weaknesses. They don’t think so. As it happens, studies have shown that 

women are actually a bit less likely than men to be whistleblowers. And 

a point worth mentioning—all three hate the term whistleblower. Too 

much like ‘tattletale,’ said Cooper.  

 

The comments made by Lacayo and Ripley (2002) are aligned with the theorising 

of Goodwin and Fiske (2001) who held that dominative paternalism is relevant in 

understanding power differences in males and females, whereby women may not 

be held accountable for their moral and ethical decision-making as they do not 

hold dominant positions in society. The women in these three cases viewed their 

behaviour as being motivated on moral grounds. Consequently, the women 

suffered personal costs such as isolation, harassment and demotion for reporting 

the unethical behaviour in these cases. 

 

For example, Lacayo and Ripley (2002, 33) stated that:  

 

Some of their colleagues hate them, especially the ones who believed 

that their outfits would have quietly righted all wrongs if only they had 

been given time. "There is a price to be paid," says Cooper. "There have 

been times that I could not stop crying."  

 

There has also been high profile cases of men who blew the whistle on unethical 

behaviour. Specifically, Jeffrey Wigand, the Vice President of Research at 

Brown Williamson Tobacco Corp, exposed company behaviour on manipulating 

the nicotine level of tobacco to make it addictive for smokers. He subsequently 
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lost his job, family and friends, as well as faced threats of litigation and death. 

There was also the case of David Kelly, the weapons inspector, who reported that 

there were no weapons of mass destruction in Iraq, thus embarrassing the British 

Government (Alleyne 2010). He was later found dead. The men in these cases 

suffered consequences for whistleblowing, but little is known of their reasoning 

behind reporting the unethical behaviour. There is not enough research which 

explores the differences in the reasoning behind whistleblowing from the 

perspectives of those who engage in it. Given the relevance of whistleblowing to 

the good corporate governance of work organisations, there would be a need to 

delve deeper with more qualitative research to understand the reasons underlying 

the differences in whistleblowing behaviour of males and females and further 

seek to understand the experience of retaliation. 

 

Ethics Research within the Caribbean Context 

 

Within the Anglophone Caribbean, several studies have directly examined the 

link between ethics and gender. For example, Arjoon and Gopaul (2003) 

examined ethical orientations among future managers in Trinidad. They found 

that women were more ethically inclined than men. In their analysis, they 

indicated that the results suggested that men’s moral development or reasoning 

level is much slower than that of women, and men seemingly exhibit greater 

levels of pragmatism than women (Arjoon and Gopaul 2003). 

  

Cowell, Crick and Martin (2007) explored ethical propensities in Jamaica. They 

surveyed 255 Jamaican students, using scenarios that portrayed ethical dilemmas 

that the respondents were likely to face in the workplace. These scenarios 

included filing false returns, stealing, lying and accepting bribes. Cowell et al. 

(2007) reported that women scored higher means on their ethical propensity scale 

than men. Nevertheless, they were no statistically significant differences between 

men and women on ethical propensities. 

 

A significant amount of empirical work has been done by Alleyne and colleagues 

(e.g. Alleyne et al. 2006; Devonish et al. 2009; Alleyne et al. 2010; Alleyne 

2010) on ethics in Barbados.  Alleyne et al. (2006) investigated perceptions of 

moral intensity among 104 final year undergraduate accounting students. The 

study used Jones’ (1991) moral intensity construct which proposed that ethical 

decision-making is contingent on the situation or the issue. They found that 

women exhibited higher levels of perceived moral intensity than men when 

making ethical decisions. They argued that this finding may suggest that ethical 

decision-making may be issue-contingent, thus supporting Jones (1991) theory.  
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Devonish et al. (2009) tested the impact of gender on one’s likelihood of 

engaging in unethical business practices. Using a survey of 231 undergraduate 

students in Barbados, it was found that gender significantly impacted on one’s 

intentions to engage in unethical behaviour. Overall, the study revealed that the 

intention to engage in unethical behaviour is a function of gender (where women 

had higher ethical intentions) than men, in line with the theorising on the ethical 

maturity of women. In Caribbean society, women have been claimed to have a 

higher standard of morality since most households or families have been nurtured 

by a single parent (the mother).  In Devonish et al (2009)’s study, there were 

statistically significant gender differences on all six dimensions of unethical 

behaviour. Specifically, men reported higher intentions to engage in unethical 

behaviours relating to 1) personal use of company resources, 2) passing blame, 3) 

bribery, 4) falsification, 5) padding expenses and 6) deception, compared to 

women. The finding is consistent with the results of Silver and Valentine (2000) 

and Petty and Hill (1994). The finding follows the arguments of Gilligan’s 

(1982) theory that men and women hold different perspectives on ethical issues, 

due to their differing justice and care orientations, respectively. In addition, the 

finding also supports the assertion that women may be more ethically sensitive 

than men (Barnett, Brown and Bass 1994; Silver and Valentine 2000). However, 

these findings contradict those of McCuddy and Perry (1996), who discovered 

that gender and unethical behaviour were unrelated.  

 

Alleyne et al. (2010) found that there were significant differences between men 

and women regarding their ethical intentions. These authors found that men held 

more unethical intentions than women. It may be assumed that men who engage 

in hyper-masculine behaviour tend to engage in riskier behaviour, which might 

lead to poor life choices in relation to themselves and others. However, there 

were no significant differences found in perceptions of an ethical problem. 

Overall, the study found that men possessed more unethical intentions than 

women in decision-making, which was consistent with the findings of Chonko 

and Hunt (1985), Peterson et al. (1991) and Ruegger and King (1992).  

 

Alleyne (2010) examined whistleblowing intentions among external auditors in 

Barbados. Using qualitative and quantitative approaches, Alleyne (2010) found 

that women were more likely to whistleblow on unethical acts than men in the 

accounting profession. This is contrary to the whistleblowing literature which 

finds that women are less likely to whistleblow (Lacayo and Ripley 2002), but 

lends further support for Gilligan’s (1982) argument. Alleyne (2010) found that 

women tended to be more likely to report unethical behaviour due to moral 

obligation and care for others than men who valued their stake or personal cost.  
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In a later study, Alleyne, Charles-Soverall, Broome and Pierce (2017) found that 

responsibility and personal costs significantly influence whistleblowing 

intentions.  

 

Selective Cases of Corporate Failures in the Caribbean 

 

In Barbados during the 1980s, a financial institution named Trade Confirmers, 

which was not regulated by the Central Bank of Barbados, closed down due to 

the occurrence of fraud (Alleyne and Howard 2010). This corporate failure was 

attributed to the fact that the company offered its depositors significantly higher 

interest rates than the other regulated financial institutions at the time, which also 

surpassed the then maximum statutory limit (Leacock 2001; Layne 2010). 

Therefore, some of the company’s activities were not in accordance with the law 

and thus Trade Confirmers subsequently collapsed, which resulted in the 

depositors losing their money (Leacock 2001; Layne 2010; Alleyne and Howard 

2010). It was further determined, by the Worrell Commission of Inquiry that the 

collapse was as a result of ‘fraud’, ‘corruption’ and ‘incompetence’ on the part of 

top management and the auditors involved (Alleyne and Howard 2010). Alleyne 

and Howard (2010) further reported that the Commission did not allow for any 

legal action to be taken but rather for the case to be referred to the law courts. 

There were no charges laid, no one was sued or convicted and Trade Confirmers’ 

depositors did not recover any of their funds. 

 

In Jamaica, in 2002, Carlos Hill established Cash Plus Ltd., an alternative 

investment scheme, which offered Jamaicans greater interest rates on their 

deposits than the other commercial banks at the time (Layne 2010). However, the 

deposits were used to repay creditors. In 2007, the Financial Services 

Commission (FSC) of Jamaica conducted an investigation into the operations of 

Cash Plus Ltd and determined that there was evidence of fraud which put 

Jamaicans at risk of losing millions of dollars (Carvajal, Monroe, Pattillo and 

Wynter 2009). Carvajal et al. (2009) further reported that Carlos Hill was 

subsequently arrested in 2008 on charges of “fraudulent conversion, obtaining 

money on false pretences, and conspiracy to defraud” (14).  

 

In Trinidad and Tobago in 2008, Hindu Credit Union (HCU) collapsed under the 

presidency of Harry Harnarine. At the time of writing, Harry Harnarine was 

facing the likelihood of being charged for fraud and larceny during his tenure at 

HCU, and also a possible civil suit in an attempt to recover some of the 

company’s losses (Stabroek Editor 2014), as recommended by the Commission 

of Inquiry report. Similarly, in 2009 Colonial Life Insurance Company (CLICO), 

one of the Caribbean’s largest insurance companies at the time, experienced a 
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corporate collapse due to years of liquidity problems, insolvency, as well as 

‘greed’, ‘naked ambition’ and ‘lack of due diligence’ (Layne 2010; Newsday 

2011; Soverall 2013). This collapse led to most policyholders and investors 

losing their funds. Yet, no one has been charged to date (Alleyne and Thompson 

2019). Furthermore, Ewart Williams, former governor of the Central Bank of 

Trinidad and Tobago reported that during his tenure, CLICO was never 

cooperative with the regulations instilled by the Bank, which had limited control 

over such a high profile organisation that had significant political and economic 

influence (Javeed 2012; Alleyne and Thompson 2019). This is a clear indication 

of weak regulations and also a high degree of ethical and moral misconduct. 

 

In 2009, it was publicised that Texan tycoon Allen Stanford and his group of 

companies had allegedly orchestrated an $8 billion Ponzi scheme, which 

involved the issuing of falsified depository certificates from Stanford’s Antiguan-

based Bank (Securities and Exchange Commission (SEC) 2010).  There were 

initial investigations by the SEC in the late 1990’s based on suspicions of a Ponzi 

scheme at the time, which revealed that Allen Stanford’s companies were in 

violation of a number of securities laws. The investigation was only spurred on 

more thoroughly and brought about more conclusive results after the collapse of 

the Madoff Ponzi scheme in December 2008 (Investor Protection Alliance 2012; 

SEC 2010). In 2012 Allen Stanford was convicted and sentenced to 110 years of 

imprisonment (Krauss 2012; Vardi 2012). 

 

The above accounts along with many other well known cases (e.g. Blaise 

Financial Entities, British American Insurance Company Ltd. [BAICO]), prove 

that a number of financial institutions from varying countries within the 

international arena experienced catastrophic financial crises as a result of ethical 

misconduct.  The Caribbean was no exception. It is also significant to note that in 

most, if not all, cases of financial failure in the Caribbean, these financial 

institutions collapsed at the hands of male leadership in the form of management 

as well as male dominated boards of directors. However, though there is an 

apparent correlation between male leadership and management of these firms and 

the improprieties which led to their subsequent demise, there is no proven 

evidence that being male was a significant contributing factor in each case 

(correlation does not mean causation). Additionally, though literature may 

suggest that women tend to behave more ethically than men regarding decision-

making (e.g. Akaah 1989; Beltramini et al. 1984; Lane 1995), Don Rebovich, the 

Research Director for the USA’s National White Collar Crime Center, posits that 

as women rise in the corporate world, they too may be exposed to the same 

temptations as their male counterparts and may be even more so inclined to make 

the same unethical decisions to effectively compete with men (Gerencher 2001). 
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Therefore, although the issue of gender and its role on an individual’s propensity 

to engage in ethical behaviour is one to consider in the Caribbean, it is more so 

evident that there is a perceived distrust by society in the mechanisms put in 

place to promote ethical conduct. 

 

In view of the corporate financial failures within the Caribbean, in most cases 

persons were seldom prosecuted. The resulting expensive public inquiries borne 

by the state did not bring about any resolution but rather informed the public that 

there might be political connections. Perhaps there are many incidents of ethical 

breaches in the form of fraud and corruption but much tangible evidence does not 

exist. Furthermore, incidents where suspected individuals were actively 

prosecuted were due to forces outside of the Caribbean (e.g. Allen Stanford). 

Allen Stanford’s sentencing was due to the USA’s intervention. Therefore, this 

may suggest a more cultural or geographic influence on how improprieties are 

addressed rather than gender. Furthermore, given the disproportion of female to 

male leaders in most corporate boardrooms across the Caribbean, the influence of 

gender on ethical decision-making in the Caribbean may not be properly defined 

within this particular context. For example, among the companies listed on the 

Trinidad and Tobago Stock Exchange (T&TSE), only 32 out of a total of 250 

directors are women, whereas 64% of the companies listed on T&TSE have at 

most 1 female director on their boards (Esau 2014). Therefore, given that in most 

of the cases of financial failure, the boards were dominated by men, there is 

insufficient empirical data to determine that the various collapses, as a result of 

improprieties, were due to a lack of gender diversity in the firms’ top 

management and boardrooms.   

 

Discussion 

 

The aforementioned international and Caribbean studies highlight that there are 

mixed findings with respect to the influence of gender on ethical decision-

making, many of which are non-significant, hence persuading us to conclude that 

there is room for much more research on the area.  It is true that several studies 

found that women were more ethical than men. Obviously, this finding suggests 

that men may have a tendency to behave unethically, and as a result, one may be 

inclined to suggest that there is a need to find ways of improving ethical 

decision-making. But are women really more ethical than men?  We see that the 

few Caribbean studies support this contention. We may choose to hold true to 

Gilligan’s argument and suggest that this may be due to the socialisation process 

of women in Caribbean society where they have nurtured and provided a caring 

perspective and concern for the welfare of others, which is consistent with the 

views of Gilligan (1982). But we also need to refer to the analysis that suggests 
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Gilligan’s argument does not take into account context as it ignores power and 

prejudice, the sexist nature and the influence of male dominance in society (St. 

Hill 2003; Walker 2006). Is it then time to explore not simply how ethical 

orientation influences ethical decision-making but go further and investigate the 

factors that influence the formation of those orientations? 

 

Fishbein and Ajzen (1975) contended that the best predictors of behavioural 

intentions are an individual’s attitudes and subjective norms about the behaviour, 

perhaps beyond differences in gender. Is it that at a cognitive level we need to 

explore how an individual’s attitudes and subjective norms influence ethical 

decision-making and behaviour? The question also now becomes whether ethical 

decision-making and subsequent behaviour are influenced by the level of moral 

development of the individual (Kohlberg 1969), care or justice moral orientation 

(Gilligan 1982), the characteristics of the issue itself (Jones 1991) or even the 

personality differences in the individual making the ethical decisions (Blasi 

2004). Is it one factor that is paramount or the combination of the influences that 

is relevant? There may be important gender variability in the intrapsychic aspects 

that pertain to differences in our fundamental goals and values, lifestyle, and 

identity (Walker 2006).   

 

Future research could be focused on gender differences at the level of personality 

taking into account the dynamic interplay between thought (ethical decision-

making and ethical behaviour intentions), emotion, and behaviour (ethical 

behaviour). Perhaps future research can focus on a more comprehensive 

perspective on moral functioning that takes into account the range of factors that 

influence morality, more than just focusing on primary differences in gender. 

Future research can also consider investigating the role of gender in ethical 

decision-making in relation to intrapsychic development, social background, 

employment environment, and position of power.  

 

Hoffman (1998) argued that ethical decision-making may depend on the 

situation, which is consistent with Jones (1991) issue-contingent theory. This is 

an aspect that has had limited research, with most studies seeking participants’ 

views on specific hypothetical situations compared to diverse real-life situations. 

Should we turn to investigate the factors that influence why ethical decision-

making is issue-contingent? In addition, of note is the contradictory argument 

that to use hypothetical ethical dilemmas instead of real-life dilemmas when 

investigating differences in ethical decision-making and behaviour would greatly 

influence any findings on gender differences as we omit the voice of women 

(Gilligan 1982). A significant amount of the ethical decision-making research has 

utilised scenarios requesting the respondent to role play on performing the 
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behaviour. This has stemmed from researchers arguing that it is difficult to 

research actual ethical/unethical behaviour (Alleyne 2010). Is it time then to 

conduct more research that seeks to understand the experiences of men and 

women in real-life moral dilemmas? 

 

This article only focused on the influence of gender on ethical decision-making. 

Of course, the ethics literature highlights that there are many other factors such as 

age, exposure to ethics courses, training, and context that can influence ethical 

decision-making. Future work can examine the role of these factors along with 

seeking to understand the nature of gender differences within the Caribbean. It is 

time for Caribbean writers to focus on gender differences in ethical decision-

making and behaviour, given the far reaching consequences of such behaviour 

for the proper functioning of work organisations, the economy and the society as 

a whole.   

 

It is also noticeable that most of this research has utilised convenient student 

samples. Future research should use samples from the workforce and society at 

large (Alleyne 2010) which would allow the researcher to gain a richer 

understanding of the dynamics of gender differences in ethical decision-making 

at the societal level. Overall, the results from the empirical Caribbean research 

point to a finding that ethics may be gendered in this arena, but the nature of this 

gendering has not been studied thus far. Findings of studies that seek to 

understand the nature of the gender differences in ethical decision-making 

through addressing power and other potential structural and societal causes for 

the differences would be relevant and lead to a greater understanding of the role 

of gender in ethical decision-making for educators and employers. Might there 

also be a need to investigate the role of other relevant factors like paternalism and 

power differences within work organisations? Educators should consider if they 

need to use different approaches when seeking to train women and men in ethical 

behaviour that would be relevant to good practices in work organisations.   

 

Alleyne (2010) suggests that purposive training in schools and the workplace can 

improve ethical behaviour. Might there also be a need to acknowledge the 

diversity in the reasoning of men and women on ethics and the factors that 

influence their ethical decision-making? Alleyne (2010) suggests that improving 

family values through the schools, church and family life can nurture the 

individual, and as a result, create the climate conducive to improving one’s moral 

development to one of Kohlberg’s higher levels of moral reasoning. Might there 

be a need to investigate the role of family values in ethical decision-making? 

Alleyne (2010) also suggested that reward systems can be implemented to 

recognise sound ethical practices. Would there be a need to address if different 
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reward systems would be required for women and men based on the differences 

in their approaches to ethical decision-making and differences in ethical 

behaviour?  

 

The Caribbean arena is ripe for research on gender and ethics, given the above 

findings so far. Caribbean gender scholars such as Eudine Barriteau and Barry 

Chevannes have explained gender perspectives on various societal issues in the 

Caribbean. However, they have not examined the impact of gender on ethical 

decision-making. How relevant would it be to conduct more studies, both 

quantitative and qualitative, on gender differences in ethical decision-making 

given the importance of ethical behaviour to corporate governance and the 

smooth running of the institution of work in society? For example, in North 

America, Gilligan (1982) and Kohlberg (1969) wrote about the socialisation 

process of men and women as a major determination of their behaviour. Is it the 

same in the Caribbean, given that our society has been termed as matriarchal by 

some, and patriarchal by others? What is the role of paternalism? Does the family 

structure in our society influence ethical decision-making? What can be 

understood about analysing the care versus justice orientation of women and 

men? Would it be relevant to compare the findings of studies using hypothetical 

scenarios and real-life experiences to determine which approach is more 

authentic? What is the relevance of our personal values’ system in the Caribbean 

context? Given the pivotal role of religion in Caribbean society, is it time to 

investigate the role of religion in ethical decision-making? These are questions 

that require some further investigation. 

 

Taking another direction, Sidani et al. (2009, 223) suggested that “future 

researchers, rather than concentrating on “who is more ethical”, should allocate 

more effort to understanding the mechanisms by which men and women assign a 

certain behaviour as ethical or unethical.” Should we then focus our research 

efforts in this area? Furthermore, rather than taking gender differences in ethical 

behaviour as paramount, given that multiple factors alongside gender influence 

ethical decision-making while gender may be more or less pronounced depending 

on the circumstances, future research should explore the influence of issues such 

as intrapsychic development, social background, employment environment, 

position of power, and their influence on ethical conduct within corporate 

organisations in conjunction with gender.  
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Abstract 

 
Discussions about the rights of lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender and 

queer (LGBTQ) persons have been ubiquitous in the 21st century. 

Trinidad and Tobago is one of the few jurisdictions in the English-

speaking Caribbean region where efforts have been taken to 

decriminalise homosexuality. Notwithstanding this, disparate treatment 

persists for those who identify as LGBTQ, hence, the objectives of this 

study are to investigate attitudes of a select group of Trinidadians 

towards (1) homosexuality, (2) discrimination against sexual 

minorities, and (3) legislation prohibiting disparate treatment against 

members of LGBTQ communities. Using a sample of 277 

undergraduate students, the findings show that participants generally 

did not perceive themselves to be homophobic, further the belief that 

sexual minorities need greater legislative protection was positively 

related to acceptance of homosexuals, the acknowledgement of the 

negative impact of homophobia, and the entitlement of equal rights for 

all citizens. Religion, race and culture were also important factors as it 

relates to attitudes towards sexual minorities and related legislation. 

This study contributes to a growing body of research relating to factors 

affecting discrimination against members of LGBTQ communities. 

This exploratory study unearths challenges faced by LGBTQ persons in 

Trinidad. Further, it lays the foundation for future studies on LGBTQ 

communities in Trinidad. Limitations, suggestions for future research 

and practical implications are also outlined. 
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Introduction 

 

The rights of persons within Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender and Queer 

(LGBTQ) communities have been incorporated into diversity and equality 

discourses within the 21st century. Enshrined in the constitutions of each of the 

English-speaking islands in the Caribbean region, is the entitlement of equitable 

and fair treatment for every citizen. However, of these islands, only three have 

enacted specific legislation to outlaw discrimination, namely Trinidad and 

Tobago (T&T)i, Guyanaii and St. Luciaiii. These laws prohibit discrimination, on 

identified grounds (including sex, race, ethnicity, origin, disability, religion, and 

marital status inter alia), in employment, education and the provision of goods 

and services. Notwithstanding this, anti-discrimination legislation in these three 

islands do not extend protection on the basis of sexual orientation (including 

gender identity, gender reassignment or any related grounds). An important 

consideration here is that it would be inconceivable to do so, primarily because 

sodomy and buggeryiv are illegal in the Caribbean region, and persons engaged in 

such acts may be imprisoned if they are found guilty in a court of lawv. Across 

the English-speaking Caribbean (specifically in Belize, Jamaica and T&T), 

LGBTQ lobby groups have filed cases with the requisite courts to have these 

laws struck down or ruled unconstitutional; however, to date, such action has 

only had limited success, with the exception of Belize (CADRES 2013; Gaskins 

2013; Bulkan and Robinson 2017; Jackman 2017). 

 

In the main, these laws are remnants of the colonial era when British law 

governed the islands, and same-sex relations were thought to be morally 

reprehensible (Jackman 2016; Tambiah 2009). Though these islands have since 

gained their independence and function as sovereign states, they have elected to 

maintain these laws. This remains the case even after the United Kingdom (UK) 

has repealed and replaced their anti-buggery laws, and have extended protections 

to include sexual orientation, civil partnership, and gender reassignment, within 

the UK Equality Act, 2010.  

 

Although anti-buggery laws are not actively enforced in the English-speaking 

Caribbean, there are contemporaneous reports of individuals being mistreated 

and discriminated against as a result of their sexual orientation. To wit, in 

Trinidad in 2011, Kenny Mitchell, a gay man,  was reportedly taken into police 

custody, as a consequence of his sexual orientation. Subsequent to his detention, 

Mitchell was neither formally charged nor permitted to call an attorney but was 

subjected to a strip search in full view of the other officers in the police station. 

During the strip search, police officers made jokes and derogatory remarks about 

his sexuality and his appendage. Mitchell subsequently sued T&T’s Police Force 

for malicious prosecution and was awarded damages in the amount of T&T 

$28,400 (~US$4,424). This example is not an isolated incident but unfortunately, 
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citizens are often reluctant to publicly address these issues as this might leave 

them vulnerable to further abuse. The continued existence of laws that prohibit 

sexual practices and relations outside of what is perceived as ‘traditional’ and 

‘normative’ (i.e. heterosexual), is vociferously supported by some religious and 

political groups. To date, proposals by LGBTQ advocate groups to update or 

abolish such laws have been largely unsuccessful (CADRES 2013; Gaskins 

2013; Jackman 2017). However, recent legal challenges against such laws and 

the successes in Belize and T &T have not gone unnoticed. Whilst regional and 

national policies vary as it relates to diversity, there remains an absence of broad 

inclusivity and equality on a comprehensive range of grounds. Thus, disparities 

continue to be evident in the experience of individuals as it relates to the disparity 

of treatment on the basis of actual/perceived differences (including race, sexual 

identities, class, social and economic backgrounds), specifically with respect to 

access to education, employment and social services.   

 

Trinidad and Tobago was chosen as the focus of this study for three main 

reasons. First, T&T is one of the largest, wealthiest and most influential islands 

in the Caribbean due to its oil and gas reserves (World Bank 2018). Second, T&T 

is one of the most ethnically and culturally diverse islands in the Caribbean 

region (Bissessar 2014). Third, T&T is one of three English-speaking Caribbean 

islands to (i) enact legislation, namely the Equal Opportunity Act (2000), which 

outlaws discrimination on a wide range of grounds (race, sex, disability, 

ethnicity, marital status, religion and origin) and (ii) the only island state to 

establish an Equality Commission, which has been charged with a mandate to 

work towards the elimination of discrimination, promote equality, investigate and 

conciliate allegations of discrimination. This paper is important at this time 

because of the relative paucity of research that has been conducted on sexual 

minorities within the Caribbean region. As a group, continued disparate treatment 

is likely to affect them negatively and by extension stymie the islands’ 

development.vi Moreover, this paper seeks to contribute to investigations into the 

treatment and experiences of LGBTQ communities in Trinidad and the region 

and will allow for an assessment of growth or development, vis-à-vis attitudinal 

changes towards these groups, modifications to the buggery and anti-

discrimination laws and their enforcement.  

 

The objective of this paper is to investigate attitudes of a select group of 

Trinidadians towards homosexuality and associated discrimination against 

members of the LGBTQ communities, and to critically analyse the challenges 

faced by a select group of Trinidad’s populous with respect to the legislative 

protections, which are available to members of this marginalised community. In 

the case of LGBTQ communities, stereotypes and prejudices may fuel 

discriminatory behaviour against these groups, hence this study will investigate 

the following research questions:  
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a) What is the current status of rights of persons in LGBTQ communities in 

Trinidad? and b) What challenges are faced by persons in LGBTQ communities 

in Trinidad? 

 

The structure of this paper is as follows:- the literature as it relates to attitudes 

towards LGBTQ communities is first examined, this is followed by an analysis 

of the attitudes towards the legitimacy of sexual offences legislation (vis-à-vis 

LGBTQ communities), after which, the importance of organisational non-

legislative factors is then assessed. Following this, the methods used to answer 

the research questions are outlined, after which, the findings of the quantitative 

study are delineated. Finally, the findings of the study are discussed, and the 

study’s limitations considered.  

 

Attitudes Towards the LGBTQ Community 

 

Society’s acceptance of prejudicial stereotypes and/or ignorance in relation to 

LGBTQ communities may lead to community members, who are perceived as 

atypical and consequently marginalised, ostracised, not actively engaged in 

employment, religion, social customs, networks and institutions (Collins 1992; 

Kirton and Greene 2005; Cowell 2011; Giwa and Greensmith 2012; Chadee et al. 

2013). Some of the stereotypes associated with LGBTQ people are that they are 

sexual offenders, conveyors of sexually transmitted diseases, weak, not 

sufficiently masculine (or feminine) as defined by the prevailing heteronormative 

discourse (Crichlow 2004; Wahab and Plaza 2013). It is important to note here 

that stereotypes have been defined as “prejudice expressed by erroneous beliefs” 

(Butler 1980, 9), thus whilst these may be applicable to some LGBTQ persons, 

they may also be equally applicable to persons who identify as heterosexual. 

Within the context of Trinidad and Tobago, heteronormativity is the extant 

cultural expectation, (and this is reinforced by messages from political, religious 

and community leaders) thus, alternatives, as it relates to sexual orientation, are 

viewed as unacceptable and are, therefore, often hidden. The threat of disparate 

and unfair treatment, humiliation, physical and verbal abuse from relatives, 

associates and members of the general public towards persons who identify as 

LGBTQ is constantly looming, resulting in persons remaining closeted (Wahab 

and Plaza 2013; Jackman 2016). Even where these accepted beliefs are not 

overtly acknowledged, societal and cultural influences may result in the 

manifestation of unconscious bias. Hence there may be a reluctance to challenge 

existing norms, and further to socialise, work or otherwise be associated, with 

persons who identify as or are suspected of being LGBTQ. This is for fear of 

being perceived as accepting of their lifestyle or being viewed as a community 

member and as such a target for violence, oppression and marginalisation 

(Chadee et al. 2013; Gaskins 2013).  
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Invariably, such bias and acceptance of stereotypes may lead to LGBTQ people 

being considered a homogeneous group rather than individuals with varying 

experiences, outlooks, levels of skills and competence, who can contribute to the 

workplace (Chadee et al. 2013; Gaskins 2013). Moreover, such stereotypes may 

have unintended consequences on the wider society (Crichlow 2004; Wahab and 

Plaza 2013), as it has been suggested that continuous use of discriminatory 

practices, could have a multiplier effect in many areas of the economy, and thus 

the wider society (Neumark 2009). This effect could be manifested in lack of 

economic growth, reduced tax revenues and increases in public expenditure, for 

example, increased income support which may be required (Neumark 2009).  

 

Trinidad and Tobago is largely a heteronormative and patriarchal society, it is 

structured with men at the pinnacle of society’s hierarchy, ostensibly adopting 

the roles of “protector and breadwinner” (Tambiah 2009; Chadee et al. 2012, 6; 

Gaskins 2013), whilst women are assigned and expected to adopt more 

supportive roles (Bissessar 2014). Hence, where men assume roles traditionally 

associated with women, this is perceived by people who subscribe to 

heteronormativity to be an affront to masculinity. Prevailing societal norms 

require that such practices be perceived as ‘unnatural’ and part of an 

‘undesirable’ sub-culture, which ought to be eliminated in order to preserve and 

protect extant heteronormative culture (Bilgehan-Ozturk 2011; Wheatle 2013). 

This is evident throughout all areas of society and organisational structures, 

including workplaces and within T&T’s criminal justice system. Indeed, the 

defense of justifiable homicide may be relied on, in cases when defendants are 

charged with the homicide of a homosexual male. The effect of this permissible 

defence is to further advance the prevailing narrative that LGBTQ people are an 

undesirable group – or should be perceived as ‘other’ than the status quo 

(Drydakis 2015), and consequently justifies disparate treatment which may be 

meted out to members of this group (Wheatle 2013). In addition to emphasising 

Trinidad’s patriarchal societal structure, it has been argued that discrimination 

against LGBTQ  people may be due to a number of personal and other societal 

factors,  including a result of an individual’s socialisation, lack of interpersonal 

interaction with LGBTQ persons, religious beliefs and the influence of popular 

culture (Smith and Kosobucki 2011; CADRES 2013; Chadee et al. 2013; 

Gaskins 2013; Jackman 2017). Thus, where discrimination has been 

institutionalised within society, prejudicial patterns of behaviour may be 

followed without question because of expectations within society (Reskin 2000). 

Furthermore, the existence of widespread discrimination within society can 

exacerbate such prejudice in the workplace by making it more challenging for 

changes to be made to attitudes and practices within the organisational context or 

other social institutions (Banaji 1999). In addition to stereotypes, workplace 

discrimination may be perpetuated for other reasons such as unfavourable 

treatment in the employment context due to fear of the unknown (if employers 
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have not previously or knowingly interacted with LGBTQ people); lack of 

knowledge by employers as to how to effectively manage their workforce; and a 

belief that employing such persons will ostracise customers or clients, 

particularly those who hold strong religious or societal beliefs (which suggest 

that the LGBTQ lifestyles are wrong and/or immoral).  

 

Within the organisational context, additional factors that are important in the 

treatment of marginalised groups, such as members of LGBTQ people, include 

equality policies, supportive workplace, trade union influence, cultural 

norms/values, religion and legislation (Kirton and Green 2005; Smedley and 

Whitten 2006; CADRES 2013; Ozeren and Aydin 2016).   

 

Attitudes Towards Legislation 

With the exception of the Bahamas, the other independent islands of the English-

speaking Caribbean (Antigua and Barbuda, Barbados, Dominica, Grenada, 

Guyana, Jamaica, St. Kitts and Nevis, St. Lucia and St. Vincent and the 

Grenadines) currently have in effect legislations which outlaw buggery and 

sodomy. However, as it relates to Trinidad and Tobago, the Sexual Offences Act 

(1986), was partially amended in 2018 as a direct result of the case of Jason 

Jones v. Attorney General of Trinidad and Tobago. In this case, T&T’s High 

Court did not repeal the Sexual Offences Act (1986) as such, but ruled Section 

13vii and 16viii (the subject of the lawsuit) as unconstitutional, illegal and therefore 

null and void, which in effect decriminalises this sexual practice between adults, 

where consensual. Notably, the decision by the High Court was subsequently 

appealed by the Attorney General of Trinidad and Tobago and to date a ruling 

has not yet been handed down. The result of this appeal is that sections 13 and 16 

of the Sexual Offences Act (1986) are in abeyance and cannot be enforced by law 

enforcement personnel until the appeal decision has been made. For Trinidad and 

Tobago and the Caribbean region, this is a significant development towards legal 

reform and the decriminalisation of consensual sexual conduct between adults. 

Notwithstanding this, it is notable that other related laws that prohibit 

homosexuality are still enforceable and have not yet been challenged in the 

courts. To wit, the Immigration Act 1969 (amended in 2005), currently prohibits 

the entry of homosexuals into the island in order to protect public morality and to 

deny entry to ‘undesirables’ (Gaskins 2013).  

 

It has been argued that legislation is normally reactive rather than proactive, i.e. 

responding to public concerns rather than leading societal change (Kirton and 

Greene 2005). Therefore, enacting legislation to initiate change, would be 

inconsistent with how governments have historically faced these kinds of issues 

(Dickens 2007). Moreover, there is limited support for the enactment of 

legislation as the first course of action. This is due in part to the absence of 
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evidence suggesting its efficacy vis-a-vis limiting or deterring discrimination or 

inequitable treatment, particularly where other contextual societal factors do not 

also evolve to the extent that they reinforce the desired change (Duncan and 

Loretto 2004; Neumark 2009). Therefore, rather than initiating or leading change 

initiatives, anti-discrimination laws normally capture the general consensus and 

prevailing societal mores (Barron and Hebl 2013). In other words, anti-

discrimination legislation is, to an extent, reflective of society’s misgivings about 

discrimination and perhaps an indicator that there exists a willingness to change 

previously existing norms. 

 

In Trinidad and Tobago, anti-discrimination legislation is not self-enforcing, and 

therefore action beyond its enactment is required to enhance its effectiveness. 

Specifically, legislation must be accompanied by enforcement, education, the 

provision of legal guidance (for example via precedents established by court 

adjudications and tribunal decisions), the development of a societal culture, 

which does not accept discrimination of any type, in any circumstance (Havinga 

2002; Loretto and White 2006). The number of court and tribunal matters which 

are adjudicated in respect of discrimination may be used as one way of assessing 

the extent to which the populous is asserting its legal rights available through the 

legislation. Since the enactment of T&T’s Equal Opportunity Act 2000, there has 

been an increase in the number of queries made and cases filed and heard by the 

Equality Commission, which may be attributed to its education campaign and the 

publicity of high profile cases heard in respect of the grounds of discrimination 

which the legislation prohibits (i.e. sex, race, ethnicity, origin, including 

geographical origin, religion, marital status, or disability).  

 

Indeed, one of the most influential theories, as it relates to legislative efficacy, is 

the deterrence theory (posited by Landes 1968:514), which suggests that when 

discriminatory behaviour is criminalised, it declines to the extent that 

“punishment is certain and severe as a result of rational cost benefit analysis”. 

This is calculated by organisations where the “expected cost” … equals the cost 

of the legal violation if the individual/organisation is caught (e.g. attorney's fees, 

fines) times the probability of being caught (Baron and Hebl 2013, 201). The 

calculable costs incurred are referred to within deterrence theory as the 

instrumental effects of legislation, whilst the symbolic effects of legislation 

include the possible reduction in the discriminatory behaviour because the 

establishment of the legislation signals that non-compliance and discriminatory 

policies and practices are no longer considered acceptable. Both symbolic and 

instrumental effects may differ depending on the type of discrimination under 

consideration (i.e. direct or indirect discrimination). Thus, for example, whilst 

direct discrimination might be affected by the legislation, indirect discrimination 

may not be directly affected as it might be more subtle and difficult to detect 

(Barron and Hebl 2013). 
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There are varying perspectives on the benefits of implementing anti-

discrimination legislation. There is a school of thought which supports a 

legislative approach (Warr and Pennington 1993), within which it is contended 

that legislation guides organisations by outlining legal prohibitions and 

legislation would raise the profile of discrimination. This in turn could reduce the 

potency of some of the negative attitudes which exist in relation to members of 

the LGBTQ communities and permit avenues of recourse for those who might 

experience discrimination in employment and/or wider society. In addition, 

legislation makes explicit, society’s disapproval of discriminatory behaviour, as 

morally unacceptable (Bennington and Wein 2002). Hence the decision by 

Trinidad and Tobago’s High Court in relation to Jason Jones v. Attorney General 

of Trinidad and Tobago is significant, as it signals that the island is taking steps 

towards being inclusive to a cadre of its populous, which were hitherto treated 

with contempt or ignored. If the appeal fails then this could be a catalyst to 

greater legislative reform in relation to the LGBTQ communities. However, in 

making this assertion, it is also acknowledged that it would be ill-advised to 

perceive anti-discriminatory legislation as a panacea, to eliminate the problem of 

discrimination in Trinidad and Tobago. Ideally, such legislation would obliterate 

all aspects of discrimination, however, in practice anti-discrimination legislation 

is more likely to reduce discrimination in its most offensive and obtrusive forms 

(Neumark 2009).  

 

Studies conducted within international jurisdictions have reported various types 

of changes with different degrees of intensity across employment practice as a 

consequence of the implementation of anti-discrimination legislation.  However, 

in more general terms, the types of changes which could occur have been 

described as follows: (i) setting the agenda as regards to the aspects of equality 

considered important; (ii) the establishment and coverage of equality policies; 

(iii) collecting data and monitoring workforce policies and practices to detect and 

address inequalities (Dickens and Hall 2006). The failure of extant literature to 

identify a single predictable outcome to result from the enactment of anti-

discrimination legislation, further suggests that there are factors which may have 

the effect of mitigating the attainment of the goal of non-discrimination. 

Furthermore, within the context of work, it has been suggested that the variations 

in the effect realised, subsequent to the establishment of anti-discrimination 

legislation is dependent on the extent to which workplaces respond to the 

enactment of legislation. There may (i) not be any change at all, as workplace 

managers are content to maintain the status quo; (ii) be minimal required 

adjustments to policy and practice; (iii) be changes to selected policies and 

practices; and finally (iv) be comprehensive and proactive changes made within 

the workplace (Laughlin 1991; Goss, Goss and Adam-Smith 2000; Kirton and 

Greene 2005). 
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Organisational Factors 

 

An actively engaged workforce is an important asset to any nation-state, 

especially a developing nation-state such as Trinidad and Tobago. As previously 

indicated, where there is a lack of active engagement in the labour force due to 

bias or prejudice based on an individual’s sexual orientation, this could result in 

reliance on welfare payments from the state, which could result in higher 

economic costs nationally. Moreover, for those persons who are employable but 

remain either unemployed or underemployed as a result of their orientation, this 

could also have a debilitating effect on their psychological and physical well-

being, health, financial stability, self-confidence and professional development 

(Diaz et al. 2004; White et al. 2010). 

 

Given the limitations aforementioned of achieving non-discrimination through 

legislative means, it is acknowledged that there are other environmental factors 

that mediate change towards non-discrimination. These factors include the way in 

which the workplace responds to the change, knowledge of incidents of inequality 

in the organisation, attitudes of managers and employees towards equality, trade 

union policies, extant workplace culture, previous organisational practice, the 

strength of the beliefs accepted in the organisation; whether key workplace 

employees or groups are committed to change or maintaining the status quo 

(Jewson and Mason 1986; Laughlin 1991; Taylor and Walker 1998). 

 

The areas of commonality in these theories include a commitment to making the 

requisite workplace change. This suggests that unless there is a significant degree 

of support from workplaces and their key managers, then change beyond that of 

the superficial (e.g. change in policy statements) is unlikely to result. Another 

important consideration is implementation. It seems apparent that where policies 

to be implemented are not enforced and monitored, the likelihood of success 

would not be favourable. Justice may be seen to be done as a consequence of the 

bureaucratisation of policies but where non-discrimination is the desired outcome, 

commitment and thorough implementation are essential. Moreover, there are 

factors that are external to the workplace which may mediate the extent to which 

the legislation is influential on workplace practice.  These external factors include 

the existence of trade unions, established codes of practice and technological 

changes (Laughlin 1991; Taylor and Walker 1998; Gagnon and Cornelius 2000; 

Bennington and Wein 2002; Smedley and Whitten 2006). Invariably, the 

elements which comprise external influences are those over which the workplace 

typically has no control but may be obligated (as is the case with legislation) to 

make the required changes to employment practice, or face the consequences. 
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Further to the discussion of the dominant patriarchal heteronormative culture in 

Trinidad and Tobago, it has also been found that even where legislation exists, it 

is only effective in eliminating discrimination against LGBTQ communities in 

those jurisdictions, societies and organisations which are “accepting of gays and 

lesbians” (Hebl et al. 2016, 454). It may be argued that the cultural values which 

are accepted in T&T, reinforce differences and are unlikely to contribute to 

inclusivity across all divides (i.e. race, sex, disability, etc.). Indeed, having 

developed over a significant period, prevailing cultural practices and norms are 

not likely to be easily changed. Such values are now deeply embedded, and even 

with legal prohibitions in place, it is unlikely that enactment of equality 

legislation will result in a complete abdication, by the population, of values 

which are believed to be sacrosanct. However, as suggested, such legislation 

would need to be consistently enforced and additional support such as 

educational diversity and awareness would be necessary to initiate and maintain 

change at a societal level. Further, key stakeholders including government and 

private sector leaders would also need to publicly embrace and promote 

institutionalisation of visible changes, in extant discriminatory policies and 

practices (Stephenson 2019). Moreover change in T&T and by extension, the 

Caribbean, as it relates to issues of diversity, discrimination and equality “would 

also require a cultural change in behaviour considered acceptable which would 

arguably require consistent programmes  at the public” (Stephenson and Persadie 

2019: 782) and supported by government officials, executives within 

organisations, trade unions and other relevant stakeholders.  

 

Methods 

 

Participants 

 

A convenience sampling strategy was used to recruit 277 students from a 

university located in Trinidad. Participants’ races included Indo (East Indian) (𝑛 

= 106, 38.3%), Afro (Black) (𝑛 = 88, 31.8%), mixed-race (𝑛 = 82, 29.6%), and 

Middle Eastern (𝑛 = 1, 0.4%). The sample included 68 males (mean age = 22 

years, 𝑆𝐷 = 4 years) and 209 females (mean age = 22 years, 𝑆𝐷 = 4 years). The 

sample included students who indicated their religious affiliation as Christian 

(n=171, 61.7%), Hindu (n=59, 21.3%), Muslim (n=19, 6.9%), with other 

religious groups, agnostics and atheists accounting for the remaining 10%. 

Furthermore, the sample included 15 and 10 participants employed in a full-time 

and part-time position respectively (9% of the sample was employed). The ages 

of the participants ranged from 18 years to 45 years for the total sample. 
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Measures 

 

This research used a modified version of an LGBTQ survey originally developed 

by Caribbean Development Research Services (CADRES 2013), which measured 

homophobia and sexual prejudice in the Caribbean. The survey is largely self-

reporting in nature. The CADRES (2013) survey was used in previous 

publications (Griffith and Wickham 2016; Jackman 2017; Griffith and Wickham 

2019). 

 

Homophobic 

 

Participants were asked to self-report on the degree of their homophobia on a 5-

point Likert scale (1 = strongly agree to 5 = strongly disagree) with lower scores 

indicating more homophobia. All the attitudes indicated below were represented 

on a 5-point Likert scale with 1 = strongly agree to 5 = strongly disagree. 

 

Attitudes towards Homosexuality 

 

Attitudes towards homosexuality were measured using 11 items. Three items 

were reverse-scored so that higher scores indicated a more negative attitude 

towards homosexuality. Sample items include, “I hate homosexuals” (reverse-

scored) and “I tolerate homosexuals” (ω = .90).  

 

Attitudes towards Discrimination against Sexual Minorities 

 

Attitudes towards discrimination against sexual minorities were measured using 

9 items. The items were scored so that lower scores indicated a belief that 

homophobia had negative repercussions and sexual minorities did not need 

protection. Sample items include, “Homophobia can contribute towards suicide 

being committed by teens or young people” and “Homophobia can contribute 

towards alcoholism or other form of substance abuse” (ω = .68).  

 

Attitude towards Legislation 

 

Attitudes towards existing and future ‘sexual offences’ legislation were measured 

using 14 items. The items were scored so that lower scores indicated that harsher 

legislation is needed to deal with ‘sexual offences’. Sample items include, 

“Persons convicted of buggery/sodomy should be punished” and “I would 

support harsher laws for persons who have been convicted of buggery and 

sodomy” (ω = .90). 
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Attitude towards Same-Sex Penalties 

 

Attitudes towards same-sex penalties were measured using 12 items. The items 

were scored so that lower scores indicated that harsher penalties are needed to 

deal with same-sex relations. Sample items include, “Two men having “sexual 

intercourse” in private should be penalised” and “A heterosexual couple 

(man/woman) having “sexual intercourse” in private should be penalised” (ω = 

.73).  

 

Procedures 

 

All University procedures were followed to ensure confidentiality and ethical 

consent by participants. The survey was administered via the online platform 

Survey Monkey and students were sent a link to access the questionnaire. 

 

Results  

 

Descriptive Statistics for Sexual Orientation and Homophobia 

 

 Sexual Orientation 

 

The survey measured participants’ reports of their sexual orientation. Most 

participants indicated that they were heterosexual (82.3%, 𝑛 = 228). While a 

small percentage of participants indicated that they were homosexual or bisexual 

(5%, 𝑛 = 14), a relatively larger percentage of participants did not answer the 

question (𝑛 = 35, 12.6%). This non-response is likely to indicate sexual 

orientations other than heterosexual because other orientations are generally 

considered unacceptable in Trinidad and Tobago’s culture. It also suggests an 

unwillingness by participants to indicate any deviation from heteronormative 

expectations or the extant heteronormative culture. 

 

 Homophobic 

 

For participants’ self-reports on the degree of their homophobia, the mean score 

was 4.1 (𝜎 = 1.03), with the mode being 5. Therefore, participants generally 

perceived themselves not to be homophobic. But, these self-reports must be 

interpreted with caution because of potential social desirability issues when 

responding to a question on homophobia. 
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Exploratory Factor Analyses for Attitudinal Variables 

 

Prior to analysing the data, exploratory factor analyses (EFAs) were used to 

understand the underlying structure of the set of socially constructed variables 

measuring each attitudinal concept. The EFAs were conducted with oblique 

rotation (promax), and used Horn’s parallel analysis to determine the number of 

factors to extract.  

 

 Attitudes towards Homosexuals 

 

For attitudes towards homosexuals, a parallel analysis indicated that a two-factor 

structure represented the data with three items loading poorly. These three items 

were deleted from the EFA. The resulting factor structure was represented by 8 

items and explained 80.38% of the variance (see Table 1). The two emergent 

factors were named as follows: (1) general acceptance of homosexuals and (2) 

refusal to work with homosexuals. 

 
Table 1 - Summary of Factor Loadings for the Exploratory Factor Analysis with Promax 

Rotation of the Items Measuring Attitudes towards Homosexuals 

 

Item descriptions GA RW 
If I became aware that a friend was homosexual, I would accept them .97  
If I became aware that a family member was homosexual, I would accept 

them 
.93  

If I became aware that a co-worker was homosexual, I would accept them .92  
If I became aware that an employer was homosexual, I would accept them .91  
I accept homosexuals .76  
I would refuse to work for an employer who was a known homosexual  .90 
I would refuse to hire an employee who was a known homosexual  .88 
I would refuse to work with co-worker who is a known homosexual  .84 
Note. Loadings less than .30 are not shown. GA = general acceptance of homosexuals; RW = refusal to work with 

homosexuals. 

 

Attitudes towards Discrimination against Sexual Minorities 

 

For attitudes towards discrimination against sexual minorities, a parallel analysis 

indicated that a two-factor structure represented the data with two items loading. 

These two items were deleted from the EFA, and the resulting factor structure 

was represented by 7 items and explained 71.32% of the variance (see Table 2). 

The two emergent factors were named as follows: (1) perceived effects of 

homophobia and (2) perceived need for government protection for sexual 

minorities. 
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Table 2 - Summary of Factor Loadings for the Exploratory Factor Analysis with Promax 

Rotation of the Items Measuring Attitudes towards Discrimination Against Sexual 

Minorities 

 
Item descriptions PEH GP 

Homophobia can contribute towards alcoholism or other forms of 

substance abuse 
.97  

Homophobia can contribute towards suicide being committed by teens 

or young people 
.93  

Homophobia can contribute towards a state of mental depression .92  

Homophobia can contribute towards temporary or permanent absence 

from school 
.91  

Persons who identify themselves as “gay” do not need protection from 

the government from the discrimination of others in society 
 .90 

Persons who appear to be “gay” do not need protection from the 

government from the discrimination of others in society 
 .88 

Persons living with HIV/AIDS do not need protection from the 

government from the discrimination of others in society 
 .84 

Note. Loadings less than .30 are not shown. PEH = perceived effects of homophobia; GP = perceived need 

for government protection for sexual minorities. 

 

Attitudes towards Legislation 

 

For attitudes towards existing and future ‘sexual offences’ legislation, a parallel 

analysis indicated that a three-factor structure represented the data. This factor 

structure was represented by 14 items and explained 60.45% of the variance (see 

Table 3). The three emergent factors were named as follows: (1) punishment, (2) 

moral perspective, and (3) rights. 

 
Table 3 - Summary of Factor Loadings for the Exploratory Factor Analysis with Promax Rotation 

of the Items Measuring Attitude towards Existing and Future ‘Sexual Offences’ Legislation 

 
Item descriptions P MP R 

I would support harsher laws for persons who have been convicted of 

buggery and sodomy .95   

Persons convicted of buggery/sodomy should be punished .93   

Persons convicted of buggery/sodomy should be mandated to pay a 

monetary fine .86   

The state should enforce these laws by investigating and prosecuting 

persons who engage in these acts (by consent) .80   

Persons convicted of buggery/sodomy should face the death penalty .79   

The laws with respect to buggery/sodomy should be enforced by the 

state .74   

Persons convicted of buggery/sodomy should face a short prison term .57   

The current laws are a fair and reasonable expression of our moral 

standards  .82  

The current laws protect young people from abuse  .71  

The current laws are a fair and reasonable expression of our religious 

standards  .68  

The current laws help to stop the “spread” of homosexuality  .56  

The current laws are important from a Public Health perspective  .52  
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I would support “same sex” marriage (R)   .87 

The protection of gay rights should be a priority for the government 

(R)   .87 

Note. Loadings less than .30 are not shown. P = punishment; MP = moral perspective; R = rights. 

 

 Attitudes towards Same-Sex Penalties 

 

For attitudes towards same-sex penalties, a parallel analysis indicated that a 

three-factor structure represented the data with two items loading poorly. These 

two items were deleted from the EFA. The resulting factor structure was 

represented by 10 items and explained 81.77% of the variance (see Table 4). The 

three emergent factors were named as follows: (1) attitude towards public 

relations penalties, (2) attitude towards private relations penalties, and (3) attitude 

towards private relations between same-sex only. 

 

   

Table 4 - Summary of Factor Loadings for the Exploratory Factor Analysis with Promax 

Rotation of the Items Measuring Attitude towards Same Sex Penalties 

 

Item descriptions Pu Pr PSS 

More than two people (of any sex) for having “sexual intercourse” in PUBLIC 

should be penalised .91   

Two men having “sexual intercourse” in PUBLIC should be penalised .91   

Two women having “sexual intercourse” in PUBLIC should be penalised .91   

A heterosexual couple (man/woman) having “sexual intercourse” in PUBLIC 

should be penalised .86   

Two women having “sexual intercourse” in PRIVATE should be penalised  .96  

Two men having “sexual intercourse” in PRIVATE should be penalised  .92  

More than two people (of any sex) for having “sexual intercourse” in 

PRIVATE should be penalised  .90  

A heterosexual couple (man/woman) having “sexual intercourse” in PRIVATE 

should be penalised -.33 .53  

Change the laws to prohibit only activities between two women, with private 

relations between a man and a woman being allowed   .96 

Change the laws to prohibit only activities between two men, with private 

relations between a man and woman being allowed   .96 

Note. Loadings less than .30 are not shown. Pu = attitude towards public relations penalties; Pr = 

attitude towards private relations penalties; PSS = attitude towards private relations between same-

sex only. 

 

Correlation Analysis 

 

A Pearson correlation analysis was conducted for all of the study’s main 

variables (see Table 5). These exploratory findings are presented below for both 

demographic and attitudinal variables. Note that the attitudinal variables all 

shared weak to strong associations between each other.ix 
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Table 5 (Part 1) - Summary of Intercorrelations, Means, and Standard Deviations for Demographic and 

Homosexuality Variables 

  Gen Age Edu 

Chil

d 

Hom

o Afro Indo 

Mixe

d 

Chris

t 

Hind

u 

Mus

l 

No 

Rel 

Gender             

Age .01            

Education .12 .31**           

Number of children .00 .50** .24**          

Homophobic .16* .01 -.10 -.05         

Afro -.01 .10 .13* .09 -.05        

Indo 
-.07 -.06 -.06 -.01 .02 

-

.54** 
      

Mixed 
.08 -.04 -.08 -.08 .03 

-

.44** 

-

.51** 
     

Christian 
.10 .01 -.09 .03 -.02 .36** 

-
.63** 

.32**     

Hindu 
.01 -.08 .04 -.04 .03 

-

.35** 
.59** 

-

.28** 

-

.66** 
   

Muslim 
-.04 .02 -.05 .03 -.01 -.15* .23** -.08 

-
.34** 

-.14*   

No religion 
-.15* .06 .07 -.01 .02 -.02 .08 -.07 

-

.36** 
-.15* -.08  

General acceptance 
-.09 .07 .09 .01 

-
.59** 

.10 -.12* .02 .10 -.12* .06 -.09 

Refusal to work -

.19** 
-.03 .05 .01 

-

.47** 
.00 .02 -.03 -.05 .06 .08 -.07 

Perceived effects 
-.11 -.02 .08 .05 

-

.37** 
-.05 .02 .02 -.02 .07 .05 -.09 

Government 

protection 
.07 .06 -.01 .02 .41** -.05 .12 -.07 -.11 .08 .00 .07 

Legislation – 

Punishment 
.01 -.06 -.05 -.04 .25** -.04 .01 .03 -.07 -.06 .03 .20** 

Legislation – Moral 

persp. 
.03 -.01 .00 -.01 .29** .04 -.05 .01 .03 -.12 -.01 .15* 

Legislation – Rights 
.08 -.05 -.12* -.13* .51** -.12 .17** -.06 

-

.25** 
.16** .04 .20** 

Public relations 

penalties 
-.07 .00 .06 -.02 -.08 -.10 .16** -.09 -.10 .11 .02 -.04 

Private relations 

penalties 
.04 .00 -.09 -.04 .53** -.02 .07 -.05 -.10 .08 -.06 .17** 

Same-sex penalties .04 .00 -.01 .00 .36** .00 .05 -.05 -.02 -.04 -.09 .23** 

Note. *𝑝 < .05, **𝑝 < .01 
Factor scores were used for each of the factors from the exploratory factor analyses, and thus the mean for those 

items were zero 
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Gender 

 

Gender shared fairly small, but was significant. There were correlations with 

being homophobic, having no religion, and refusal to work with homosexuals. 

Specifically, being male was associated with more homophobia, having no 

religion, and a greater refusal to work with homosexuals.  

 

Race 

 

Race was associated with religion, specifically, Afro-Trinidadians were more 

likely to be Christian and less likely to be Muslim and Hindu; Indo-Trinidadians 

were more likely to be Hindu and Muslim and less likely to be Christian; and 

 

Table 5 (Part 2) - Summary of Intercorrelations, Means, and Standard Deviations for Demographic and 

Homosexuality Variables 

 

  GA RW PE GP P MP R Pu Pr Mean SD 

Gender          .75 .43 

Age          21.86 3.92 

Education          3.27 1.25 

Number of children          .11 .47 

Homophobic          4.09 1.03 

Afro          .32 .47 

Indo          .38 .49 

Mixed          .30 .46 

Christian          .62 .49 

Hindu          .21 .41 

Muslim          .07 .25 

No religion          .08 .27 

General acceptance          .00 .99 

Refusal to work .58**         .00 .96 

Perceived effects .31** .23**        .00 .96 

Government 
protection 

-
.43** 

-
.37** 

-
.36** 

      .00 .97 

Legislation – 

Punishment 

-

.40** 

-

.28** 

-

.28** 

.37
** 

     .00 .98 

Legislation – Moral 
persp. 

-
.33** 

-
.25** 

-
.19** 

.29
** 

.48
** 

    .00 .92 

Legislation – Rights -

.65** 

-

.42** 

-

.30** 

.46
** 

.52
** 

.45*

* 
   .00 .93 

Public relations 
penalties 

.01 .10 .13* 
-
.01 

-
.10 

-.06 .07   .00 .97 

Private relations 

penalties 

-

.65** 

-

.43** 

-

.26** 

.38
** 

.47
** 

.36*

* 

.58
** 

-

.14* 
 .00 .99 

Same-sex penalties 
-

.39** 

-

.29** 

-

.27** 

.34
** 

.45
** 

.39*

* 

.45
** 

-
.24*

* 

.54
** 

.00 .99 

Note. *𝑝 < .05, **𝑝 < .01 
Factor scores were used for each of the factors from the exploratory factor analyses, and thus the mean for 

those items were zero 
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mixed-race individuals were more likely to be Christian and less likely to be 

Hindu. Race also shared fairly weak associations with gay rights (Indo-

Trinidadians were largely supportive of gay rights, e.g. same-sex marriage and 

government prioritising such rights), and public relations penalties (Indo-

Trinidadians not being supportive of such penalties). While all of these 

associations were significant, the strength of these correlations was fairly weak. 

 

 Religion 

 

As it relates to religion, being Christian was associated with not wanting rights 

for same-sex people (i.e., government priority on these matters inclusive of same-

sex marriage). In contrast, being Hindu and of no religion were both associated 

with wanting rights for same-sex people. Further, being of no religion (atheist, 

agnostic, or no religion) was associated with all attitudes towards legislation for 

homosexuality, private relations penalties, and same-sex penalties. Here, being of 

no religion was associated with not wanting legislation or penalties for dealing 

with homosexuality and not believing that present laws are reflective of society’s 

standards or appropriate to ‘protect’ against homosexuality. 

 

 Self-reported Homophobia 

 

Self-reported homophobia was moderately to strongly associated with all of the 

attitudinal variables with the exception of public relations penalties. Specifically, 

higher homophobia was associated with a lower general acceptance of 

homosexuals, greater refusal to work with homosexuals, more perceived negative 

effects of homosexuality, less need for government protection, wanting 

legislation to deal with homosexuality with the perception that existing 

legislation is reflective of society’s standards, and greater need for private and 

same-sex penalties. 

 

 General acceptance of Homosexuality 

 

The correlations between general acceptance of homosexuality and attitudes 

indicated that lower acceptance was strongly associated with (1) greater refusal 

to work with homosexuals, (2) greater beliefs that same-sex individuals do not 

need rights, and (3) greater beliefs in the need for harsh penalties for private 

relations between individuals. In addition, the correlations between general 

acceptance and attitudes indicated that lower acceptance was also moderately 

associated with (1) lower perceived harmful effects of homophobia, (2) greater 

beliefs that sexual minorities do not need government protection, (3) greater 

beliefs that there is a need for harsh legislation, and (4) greater beliefs that there 

is a need for harsh same-sex relations penalties. 
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 Refusal to work with Homosexuals 

 

Higher refusal to work with homosexuals was strongly associated with lower 

acceptance of homosexuals. Higher refusal to work with homosexuals was also 

associated with greater beliefs that sexual minorities do not need government 

protection, greater beliefs that harsh legislation is needed along with fewer rights, 

greater beliefs that harsh penalties are needed for private and same-sex relations, 

and lower beliefs that homophobia had negative repercussions. Given these 

findings, it is likely that individuals who are more likely to refuse to work with 

homosexuals are also more likely to believe that such individuals choose to be 

that way. A separate correlation analysis confirmed these suspicions and showed 

that refusal to work with homosexuals was positively associated with the belief 

that homosexuals choose to be that way (𝑟 = .13, 𝑝 < .05) and negatively related 

to the belief that homosexuals are born that way (𝑟 = -.33, 𝑝 < .01). 

 

 Perceived effects of Homophobia 

 

Perceived effects of homophobia shared moderate correlations to expected 

variables. Specifically, individuals who are more likely to perceive homophobia 

as not having negative effects were (1) less accepting of homosexuals and less 

willing to work with them, (2) less likely to believe that sexual minorities need 

government protection, (3) more likely to perceive that there is a need for harsh 

government legislation with fewer rights, and (4) more likely to believe that 

harsh private relations and same-sex penalties are needed. 

 

 Sexual Minorities needing Government Protection 

 

Greater belief that sexual minorities need government protection were associated 

with (1) greater acceptance of homosexuals and lower refusal to work with 

homosexuals, (2) greater belief that homophobia has negative effects, (3) greater 

belief that there is no need for harsh legislation and more rights, and (4) greater 

belief that there is no need for harsh private and same-sex relations penalties. 

 

Attitudes towards Legislation 

 

Greater belief that harsh legislation is needed along with fewer rights for 

homosexuals were associated with (1) lower acceptance of homosexuals and 

greater refusal to work with homosexuals, (2) greater belief that homophobia 

does not have negative effects, (3) greater belief that sexual minorities do not 

need government protection, and (4) greater belief that there is a need for harsh 

private and same-sex relations penalties. 
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 Private and Same-Sex Relations Penalties 

 

Greater belief that harsh private and same-sex relations are needed were 

associated with (1) lower acceptance of homosexuals and greater refusal to work 

with homosexuals, (2) greater belief that homophobia does not have negative 

effects, (3) greater belief that sexual minorities do not need government 

protection, and (4) greater belief that there is a need for harsh legislation with 

fewer rights. 

 

Discussion/Conclusion  

 

The stated objectives of this research were to investigate attitudes of a select 

group of Trinidadians towards homosexuality, the extent to which they are 

homophobic or otherwise discriminate against LGBTQ people and their 

perspective as it relates to the legal protections which may be made available to 

this group. The findings of the present study suggest that the select group of 

Trinidadians are not generally homophobic. However, male respondents were 

found to be more homophobic than female respondents. Male respondents also 

indicated a lower relative desire to work with, be supervised by or socialise with 

persons who are known to be homosexuals. This finding is consistent with the 

patriarchal heteronormative culture which prevails within the wider Trinidadian 

society, and consequently a desire by males to be aligned with extant cultural 

norms and perceived as masculine, rather than be passive or deviate from cultural 

expectations and be assumed to have an alternative sexual orientation (CADRES 

2013; Chadee et al. 2013; Gaskins 2013). Otherwise stated, the finding of the 

objection by male Trinidadians to socialising or otherwise associating with 

sexual minorities is a strategy which is typically employed in heterosexist 

cultures to ensure that, by their behaviour, they signal their objection and 

abhorance to and lack of support for LGBTQ communities and identification 

with the status quo (Jackman 2017). 

 

In addition to gender, previous research shows that one of the most influential 

factors, as it relates to the inclusion of persons from the LGBTQ communities, 

was religion (CADRES 2013; Ozeren and Aydin 2016). Our findings suggest a 

more nuanced perspective may be appropriate as it relates to religious influence. 

We found that Christian respondents are less likely to support legal protections 

for LGBTQ people and expressed a desire to continue to have laws that make 

buggery illegal. This finding aligns with a segment of literature on Christianity 

and homosexuality, specifically, Christians have viewed homosexuality as 

morally wrong since the inception of Christianity, and these attitudes prevail 

today among most mainstream denominations (Kuefler 2006; Subhi and Geelan 

2012).x The objection of some Christians to homosexuality is based on an 

interpretation of Biblical teachings and Biblical scripture which assert that same- 
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sex relations are unnatural, immoral, and detestable. Hence, sexual conduct by 

members of the LGBTQ community is perceived by Christians to be illicit, 

prohibited and warranting condemnation (Kuefler 2006).  

 

In contrast to the findings for Christian respondents, Hindu and non-religious 

respondents indicated support for equal rights and protection from discrimination 

for the LGBTQ community. Hinduism, like other religions of Asia such as 

Buddhism, Taoism, and Shinto, lacks significant homophobic traditions and is 

seen as less homophobic than Catholicism (Dynes and Donaldson 1992; Jackle 

and Wenzelburger 2015). In fact, ‘Vedic’, which refers to ancient Hinduism, 

recognises a ‘three-gender’ system according to ‘prakriti’ (or nature) – 

heterosexual males (‘pums-prakriti’), heterosexual females (‘stri-prakriti’), and 

people of the third sex (‘tritiya-prakriti’) (Wilhelm 2004). The third sex is 

defined as “a natural mixing or combination of the male and female natures to the 

point in which they can no longer be categorised as male or female in the 

traditional sense of the word” (Wilhelm, 2004, 5). These people of the third sex 

are mentioned throughout Vedic literature, with specific references to lesbians 

(‘svairini’) and gay men (‘kliba), transgenders (‘shandha’), intersex (‘napumsa’), 

and bisexuals (‘kami’) (Wilhelm 2004). While Hinduism is considered one of the 

least homophobic religions, agnostic/atheism is regarded as the end of the 

spectrum of all religious beliefs that promote homophobia to varying degrees 

(Jackle and Wenzelburger 2015). Empirical research on homosexuality are based 

on samples within the United States and European nations (Adamczyk and Pitt 

2009), therefore, our findings add to this body of knowledge, from the 

perspective of a developing nation within the Caribbean region. Here, Trinidad 

offers a unique context for the study of religion and tolerance of homosexuality 

because of its diverse religions that facilitate a direct comparison of tolerances of 

homosexuality between religions.xi 

 

As it relates to race, there were key differences between Indo-Trinidadian and 

Afro-Trinidadian respondents. Indo-Trinidadian respondents expressed a desire 

for legislated rights and the removal of laws that prohibit consensual homosexual 

relations. Conversely, Afro-Trinidadians were relatively less supportive of rights 

for LGBTQ people and the removal of antiquated laws which criminalised same-

sex relations. Research generally supports these latter findings for Afro-

Trinidadians, showing that Afro-Trinidadians appear to be more disapproving of 

homosexuality than other groups (Durell et al. 2007; Calzo and Ward 2009). The 

key reason cited for this finding is that of religious beliefs (i.e. African 

Trinidadians are more likely to be involved in conservative Protestant churches) 

(Adamczyk et al. 2016), and this reason may extend to our sample as well. 

Specifically, in our sample, most Afro-Trinidadians identified as Christian, whilst 

Indo Trinidadians identified as Hindi, Muslim or agnostic.  



194                                       Journal of Eastern Caribbean Studies 

 

Taken together, these findings for race, gender and religion seem to highlight the 

importance of the culture and socialisation in the formation of individuals’ 

beliefs about non-traditional sexual relationships (i.e. same-sex relationships), 

which then affect their acceptance of stereotypes and adoption of prejudices 

which may guide their behaviour. The current study’s findings highlight how 

these perceptual biases may be related to behaviour by showing strong 

associations between self-reported homophobia and numerous attitudinal 

concepts that may have implications for the workplace, e.g. acceptance of 

homosexuals and refusal to work with homosexuals.  

 

Further, respondents who supported fewer rights for LGBTQ people, also 

adopted the position that whether their sexual behaviour was overt or private, 

harsh penalties should be imposed on offenders and the current Sexual Offences 

Act (1986) should be actively enforced. These respondents did not subscribe to 

the view that discrimination against persons in LGBTQ communities had any 

adverse effect on them, and viewed the law as a useful tool in mandating 

conformity with perceived societal norms. This is consistent with the findings 

reported by CADRES (2013), where 23% of the respondents indicated that the 

state needed to provide special protection from discrimination, for persons who 

identify themselves as gay and 60% supported the maintenance of the current 

buggery laws, which they believe to be a fair and reasonable expression of moral 

and religious standards. Hence, anti-LGBTQ, heterosexist sentiments remain 

embedded in the psyche of the nation’s populous. Where this remains 

unchallenged, is passed on from one generation to another and its veracity 

unquestioned, agitation for social change and acceptance of sexual minorities is 

likely to be a protracted cultural change process, engaging an extensive education 

campaign offering justifiable reasons – including equity and fairness for 

minorities, social justice and the economic benefits that greater inclusion might 

effect – against homophobia and disparate treatment (Liff and Dickens 2000; 

Kirton and Greene 2005; Kempadoo 2009). One of the interesting anomalies as it 

relates to religious objections, particularly in respect to Christianity is that 

adultery and fornication are also practices which are prohibited by biblical 

teachings, yet public displeasure campaigns, rallies and cultural outrage against 

such ubiquitous practices, remain outstanding (Atluri 2001; Murray 2009). 

 

Prior to the decision in the case of Jones v. Attorney General of Trinidad and 

Tobago, the adjudicated sections of the Sexual Offences Act (1986) were not 

actively enforced, however their existence did provide tacit support for 

discriminatory practices, within society and employment. Indeed, one of the 

arguments advanced by Jones is that the identified sections were unconstitutional 

as they were in breach of the equality of human rights entitlement, which is 

guaranteed by the island’s constitution, to its populous. Congruent with 

deterrence theory, the limited success of the Jones case (i.e. the objectionable 
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sections of the Act were not immediately struck down), the symbolic effects of 

this action cannot be overemphasised. Specifically, the outcome of Jones v. 

Attorney General of T & T (that is, the successful legal challenge to the sections 

of the Sexual Offences Act dealing with sodomy and buggery) may provide an 

indicator to Trinidadians and perhaps to the wider Caribbean region that animus 

towards LGBTQ people is unwarranted, particularly as the primary objection is 

unilaterally to private sexual practices of  this marginalised group (Murray 2009). 

The idea that buggery is outlawed and objected to is a dog whistle for objections 

to homosexuality, because the act of buggery can also be engaged in by 

heterosexual couples, but this is not objected to with the same contempt as when 

it is believed to occur between gay men (Atluri 2001; Murray 2009). The 

instrumental effects would arguably be more likely to be considered in the long 

term, as at present the Equality Act, 2000 is toothless, insofar as it is self-

enforcing and the penalties associated with it are not sufficiently punitive to be 

an effective deterent.  

 

The consequences of discrimination perpetrated on LGBTQ people may include 

discrimination at work, harassment or victimisation by colleagues, on the basis of 

their sexual orientation. Even if the current appeal (in the Jones v. Attorney 

General of T&T) is in favour of the current High Court decision, to wit sections 

13 and 16 are determined to be unconstitutional, individuals may still legally 

experience disparate treatment when seeking employment, education or access to 

social services, as it is not yet one of the prohibited grounds protected by 

Trinidad’s Equal Opportunity Act, 2000.  This suggests that further reforms will 

continue to be needed and the island’s LGBTQ lobby groups (such as Coalition 

Advocating for Inclusion of Sexual Orientation–CAISO) and relevant 

stakeholders will need to continue to agitate for change, and ensure that the law 

does not operate as a tool of oppression and resistance against LGBTQ people 

(Reid 2003). Nonetheless, this action sends a signal to other societal members of 

embracing tolerance, though it is not as strong as rejecting discrimination in 

favor of equality for all. 

 

In addition to this, Gagnon and Cornelius (2000) suggest that legal approaches 

adopted to address discrimination are limited, insofar as it relates to the extent to 

which they can affect change towards equality for sexual minorities. This is 

because comprehensive and long-lasting change, will require cultural changes  

across the island about what is considered to be ‘acceptable’ or ‘normal’ sexual 

practices, as well as a commitment from societal stakeholders, legislators and 

organisations to pursue non-discrimination in comprehensive and holistic 

approaches.  
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There is currently a relative paucity of research as it relates to discrimination and 

diversity in the ‘LGBTQ community’ in the Caribbean and specifically, the 

relationship between sexual orientation and legislation is an empirically 

underexplored area (Ozeren 2014; Hebl et al. 2016; Jackman 2017). This paper 

extends the current available research on the LGBTQ community within Trinidad 

and by extension the Caribbean region. Thus, legislators, policymakers and 

organisations may wish to consider the findings of this research in amending 

and/or repealing current buggery laws, extending current anti-discrimination 

legislation to the rest of the islands in the Caribbean region and including sexual 

orientation as one of the protected grounds of discrimination.  Organisational and 

specifically human resource practitioners may use the findings to rethink their 

bias and reconsider taking an applicant’s or employee’s (actual or perceived) 

sexual orientation into consideration when making hiring, training or 

developmental decisions.  

 

Limitations and Suggestions for Future Research 

 

There are two main limitations of the present study. First, the use of convenience 

sampling may mean that university students’ responses may not necessarily be 

reflective of the wider society. Here, the average age of participants was 22 

years, and hence it is worth investigating different age brackets to determine if 

any differences in attitudes exist between generations. However, this does not 

negate the study’s findings, as other demographic factors associated with the 

respondents vary, and this contributes to the sample’s heterogeneity. Second, 

self-report measures are used. Self-reports of sensitive topics such as 

homophobia may be prone to social desirability. As such, future research on this 

topic can control for social desirability by directly measuring this bias (Fischer 

and Fick 1993). In addition, future research should investigate the predictors of 

the set of attitudinal variables identified in the present study. For instance, given 

the findings in the present study, what are theoretically sound predictors of 

general acceptance of homosexuality or refusal to work with homosexuals? Such 

empirical studies can identify the potential causes of these important variables, 

and thus have important practical implications for managing these attitudes. 
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Endnote 

                                                      

i Trinidad and Tobago’s Equal Opportunity Act Chapter 22:03, prohibits discrimination on the 

basis of sex, race, ethnicity, origin, including geographical origin, religion, marital status, or 

disability. 
ii Guyana’s Prevention of Discrimination Act, Cap 99:09, prohibits discrimination on the basis of 

race, sex, religion, colour, ethnic origin, indigenous population, national extraction, social origin, 

economic status, political opinion, disability, family responsibilities, pregnancy, marital status, age.  
iii St. Lucia’s Equality of Opportunity and Treatment in Employment and Occupation Act, Chapter 

16:14, prohibits discrimination on the basis of race, sex, religion, colour, ethnic origin, family 

responsibilities, pregnancy, marital status, or age, social origin, political opinion, disability. 
iv Buggery is defined as “anal intercourse between a man and a woman, or between two men”. 

(Chiswick, 1983, 237). 
v The length of imprisonment may vary, for example: St. Kitts and Nevis – up to 10 years (Offences 

against the person Act, 2002); Antigua and Barbuda – up to 15 years (The Sexual Offences Act, 

1995); Dominica – up to 10 years (The Sexual Offences Act, 1998); St. Lucia – 10 year to life 

(Criminal Code, 2004); St. Vincent the Grenadines – up to 10 years (Criminal Code 1990); 

Barbados – life imprisonment (The Sexual Offences Act, 1992); Grenada – up to 10 years 

(Criminal Code, 1993); Jamaica – up to 10 years (Offences against the Person Act, 1864); Guyana 

– up to life (Criminal Law (Offences) Act, 1894). 
vi It is crucial to note that sexual minorities do not comprise a homogenous grouping, but rather 

various differences exist amongst those who are labelled as sexual minorities due to an array of 

factors including gender, race, ethnicity, class, religion, abilities, age, education, and geographical 

location. 
vii Section 13 (1) A person who commits the offence of buggery is liable on conviction to 

imprisonment for twenty-five years. 
viii Section 16 (1) A person who commits an act of serious indecency on or towards another is liable 

on conviction to imprisonment for five years. 
ix For the attitude variables, note the following scoring for ease in interpretation of the correlation 

matrix: for general acceptance, 5 = less acceptance, 1 = more acceptance; for refusal to work, 5 = 

more refusal to work with homosexuals, 1 = less refusal to work with homosexuals; for perceived 

effects, 5 = homophobia doesn’t have negative effects, 1 = homophobia has negative effects; for 

government protection, 5 = sexual minorities need protection, 1 = sexual minorities do not need 

protection; for legislation, 5 = no harsh legislation and more rights, 1 = harsher legislation and less 

rights; and for penalties, 5 = no harsh penalties for sex relations, 1 = harsher penalties needed for 

sex relations. 
x Within Christianity there exists nuanced views and approaches to matters relating to LGBTQ 

communities, as illustrated in recent research focusing on Christianity, sexuality, gender and rights 

within the English-speaking Caribbean. Indeed, research shows the differences between 

conservative Evangelical Christians and those who subscribe to other theological viewpoints. 

Within the region, various Christain leaders from non-Evangelical churches have also openly 

shown their support for recognition, greater inclusivity and protection of LGBTQ people (see 

Lazarus 2016). 
xi Research in sexuality also complicates this very notion of tolerance.  Specifically, a tolerant 

society may provide opportunities and spaces for dialogue; however, dialogue does not mean a 

complete dismantling of discriminatory ideological viewpoints or societal practices (Lazarus 2011). 

Tolerance, in other words, “does not guarantee ultimate [social] acceptance [or inclusion] or even 

[societal] change” (ibid., 88) 
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Preface 
 

Fisheries and gender scholars, as well as fisheries managers, overlook gender as a 

research and operational issue in Caribbean fisheries. Yet, gender in small-scale 

fisheries is of critical importance to Caribbean development; marine resource 

sustainability; food security and nutrition; and human well-being. We briefly 

review gender in the global fisheries literature and in Barbados fisheries data 

before reporting on a pilot test of fieldwork methods among female fish vendors 

at the Oistins fish market in Barbados. Women play important roles in the 

harvest, postharvest and supporting services in the Barbados fishing industry. 

 

Introduction 

 

In the Caribbean, fishing is a male-dominated industry laden with stereotypes of 

fishermen. The involvement of women in fish harvest is minimal, even though 

the gender-neutral terms ‘fisher’ and ‘fisherfolk’ are now commonly used by 

people in the industry. Yet fisheries entail much more than just fish harvest and 

men’s work. A seminal global investigation showed that if postharvest (e.g. fish 

processing and trade) and ancillary activities (e.g. supplying fishing inputs and 

credit) are taken into account, then the gendered image is quite different (FAO et 

al 2008). Overall, the numbers of women and men in fisheries are similar, and to 

this one must add the growing number of women engaged worldwide in fisheries 

policy, management, science, education, civil society advocacy and other 

activities related to fisheries that were previously more male-dominated (FAO 

2016).  
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The above is at global level, but what about in the Caribbean? Can we adequately 

describe and analyse gender in fisheries in our region? Perhaps we cannot. There 

is little research on gender issues related to Caribbean marine resources. 

CARICOM countries generally lack gender disaggregated data and information 

on fisheries useful for assessing and comparing the differing roles and 

socioeconomic contributions of women and men.  We really cannot speak with 

the authority of empirical data, or develop evidence-based policy, on gender in 

fisheries anywhere in the English-speaking Caribbean.  

 

To deal with the deficiency in empirical data, the authors argue for an agenda of 

participatory action research to address the many gaps in our knowledge and 

understanding of gender in Caribbean fisheries. We suggest that drawing upon 

the livelihoods and network analyses often used for gender research in fisheries 

(Weeratunge et al. 2010), focusing first on sharing the untold stories of women in 

fisheries to give them voice, promoting networks among women in fisheries in 

order to develop capacity, and encouraging women who participate in the 

research to guide the agenda, should all be part of an applied research initiative. 

To accomplish these activities, the authors helped to establish the regional 

Gender In Fisheries Team (GIFT) coordinated by the Centre for Resource 

Management and Environmental Studies (CERMES) at the Cave Hill Campus of 

The University of the West Indies. We wish to encourage other researchers to 

join in this initiative. To do this we present some background on thinking about 

gender in fisheries along with a pilot study example of the type of research that 

can be undertaken in the Caribbean. This pilot study was the genesis of GIFT. 

 

This article has two major parts. The first part briefly reviews literature on gender 

in fisheries in order to provide context, a research framework and rationale for 

the methodology. We examine gender issues, livelihood analysis and social 

network analysis. The second part reports on pilot fieldwork undertaken at a fish 

landing site in Barbados to test some of the investigative methods. We share 

information on field methods and secondary data analysis. The article concludes 

with a discussion of preliminary results from the pilot field research along with 

recommendations that may inspire others to investigate gender in Caribbean 

fisheries, similar to GIFT.  

 

Gender in Fisheries 

 

Accurate statistics on fisheries and aquaculture occupations are scarce, but an 

estimated 200 million people depend either directly or indirectly on fisheries and 

aquaculture worldwide (FAO 2016). These sectors are significant to livelihoods, 

and employment in them is expanding. Employment in small-scale capture 

fisheries in developing countries alone involves 25-27 million people, with an 

additional 68-70 million engaged in postharvest (FAO et al. 2008). Weeratunge 
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et al. (2010) assert that if gleaning from the shoreline, processing of seafood, fish 

trading and fish farming were enumerated in addition to fishing (harvest at sea), 

the fisheries/aquaculture sector might well turn out to be a female sphere, 

replacing the global image of aquatic resource use being predominantly male. In 

Australia, Aslin et al. (2000) determined that women there have a major role to 

play in moving fisheries away from traditional stereotypes of ‘blokes in boats’ to 

more community and household images. Images are significant, and they suggest 

that the term ‘fishing industry’, for example, conjures an image that focuses 

attention on harvest and men’s work more than the term ‘seafood industry’ which 

is more equitable.  

 

The postharvest situation is particularly inequitable in some respects. Women 

outnumber men in fish processing and trading across the world, but their 

informal sector activities are often not recorded and they are invisible in national 

labour and economic statistics (FAO 2017). Thus, the socioeconomic 

contribution of women is typically underestimated. Differentiation of statistical 

data and other information by sex is termed gender disaggregation. Only a few 

countries in the developing world, such as India, collect gender disaggregated 

data for fisheries as part of their national statistics (Weeratunge et al. 2010). 

Without comparative data for women and men it is difficult in most places to 

determine the disparity between female and male activities and livelihoods, 

including in the Caribbean. The scarcity of gender disaggregated data on 

employment in fisheries has constrained gender sensitive policies and planning, 

with little action taken to address the disadvantageous position of women 

(Sharma 2003).  

 

It is widely accepted in the Caribbean that women strongly influence the 

socioeconomic and cultural aspects of fishing households and the industry as a 

whole (Grant 2004). There is an increasing number of women in technical and 

scientific posts in fisheries authorities across the region, but few are in the 

political sphere. Exceptions exist in civil society such as the women who lead 

national fisheries organisations. Examples include the two female presidents and 

other executive members of the Barbados National Union of Fisherfolk 

Organisations (BARNUFO). The political subordination of women despite their 

socioeconomic power is worth examining, especially to distinguish the deliberate 

choices and strategies of women from constraints on their political aspirations. 

 

In some societies where men engage in the most conspicuous fisheries-related 

socioeconomic and political activities the women are labelled ‘fisher wives’ 

(Weeratunge et al. 2010). The implied subordination is misleading.  In Ghana 

women dominate local markets for fish and other agricultural commodities. 

Fisher wives or fish mammies support the entire small-scale fishing industry as 

they invest in fishing boats and gear, or provide loans to husbands and other 
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fishers while running small socioeconomic empires without formal political 

power (Walker 2001). Attempts there to encourage women’s cooperatives for 

empowerment led to increased friction and tension among the women fish traders 

who can exacerbate overfishing by financing and promoting unsustainable 

fishing for short term gain. Although addressing gender inequity is critical, 

interventions need to be carefully designed. Walker (2001) found in Ghana that 

some ‘women in development’ projects contributed to the disadvantageous 

breakdown of the socioeconomic structure of fish marketing, and the real power 

that women held, through introducing poorly designed credit schemes. 

 

Small-scale fisheries in developed and developing countries have striking 

similarities. In both, gender issues are often overlooked or misunderstood 

because of an analytical focus that looks at the fisheries sector in isolation, and is 

concerned primarily with narrow ecological and economic factors such as 

maintaining fish stocks to ensure viable long-term harvest. Interventions have 

been directed more at men harvesting at sea, rather than at women engaged in 

postharvest on shore, or than at the interconnections between harvest and 

postharvest (Weeratunge et al. 2010). Although this narrow, male sectoral 

perspective is changing as the ecosystem approach to fisheries becomes more 

widely adopted (FAO 2003), gender is not yet always mainstreamed into this 

approach, despite advances in incorporating other social, cultural and 

institutional dimensions (De Young et al 2008). The ecosystem approach to 

fisheries is just one facet of the changing face of fisheries governance which is 

receiving increasing attention as solutions are sought to address the failure of 

conventional fisheries management as evidenced by globally depleted fish stocks 

(FAO 2016). 

 

Governance comprises public as well as private interactions taken to solve 

societal problems and create societal opportunities. It includes the formulation 

and application of principles guiding those interactions and care for institutions 

that enable them (Kooiman et al. 2005). Worldwide, fisheries governance has 

long neglected women, and fisheries authorities have not factored gender 

relations into policies and programmes. As overarching societal concerns, gender 

issues are more appropriately considered in the wider context of fisheries 

governance than fisheries management. Gender equity is being addressed within 

the Voluntary Guidelines for Securing Sustainable Small-Scale Fisheries in the 

Context of Food Security and Poverty Eradication (SSF Guidelines) that are of 

particular importance to fisherfolk (FAO 2015). To facilitate their 

implementation, we must understand the many factors that are responsible for the 

previous inattention to gender in fisheries governance (Jentoft et al. 2017).  
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First, fisheries are not sufficiently important to economic development in the 

Caribbean, typically around one to five per cent of gross domestic product 

(Masters 2014), to receive more attention than other sectors such as tourism. 

Second, since fish harvest, postharvest and ancillary activities are not usually 

treated as a livelihood system in Caribbean policy, planning and management, 

the role of women is often secondary to the roles of men which stand out in the 

technological aspects of fish harvest. Third, if livelihoods are considered, the 

household is often treated as a single unit. This underestimates the importance of 

gender relations and women's roles within households. From national to 

household level we see the systematic marginalisation of gender in fisheries.  

 

Gender equity remains a key governance and development issue in both 

developed and developing countries. Its many interconnected dimensions relate 

to vulnerabilities, assets, opportunities, capabilities, coping strategies, outcomes, 

food security, empowerment and more. With growing attention to sustainable 

development, environmental and socioeconomic issues involving gender are 

featuring more prominently in fisheries-related discussions (Sharma 2003). In 

many developing countries a large proportion of households are headed by 

women, and much fisheries postharvest production is controlled by women. State 

and civil society agencies realise that well-being will not be improved, and 

poverty will not be reduced, if gender is not adequately addressed. It is becoming 

appreciated that gender mainstreaming should be an integral part of fisheries. 

Yet, the required mainstreaming is not occurring to achieve the envisioned 

outcomes. One of the main reasons is that there has been insufficient gender 

research to support policy, despite recent guidance associated with the SSF 

Guidelines to address this deficiency (FAO 2017). 

 

Gender Research in Fisheries 

 

Gender research deals with differences in the roles of men and women in diverse 

cultural, social, economic and political contexts. These differences are due partly 

to gender role socialisation and partly also to biological differences between male 

and female sexes. Gender role socialisation is the process by which people learn, 

from childhood, the appropriate ways for males and females to behave in their 

particular culture and society. Gender research is encountered in social science 

literature such as rural sociology, anthropology, ethnography and political 

economy. Gender was acknowledged to be an important dimension of fisheries 

decades ago (e.g. Smith 1977, Acheson 1981). There is a growing policy-relevant 

fisheries literature on gender and women’s roles and contributions in health and 

well-being (Allison and Seeley 2004, Bene and Merten 2008), networks and 

identities (Aslin et al. 2000, Choo et al. 2006), governance structures and 

arrangements (Bennett et al. 2001, Bennett 2005), and sector employment (Davis  
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and Nadel-Klein 1988, Weeratunge et al. 2010). However, additional gender 

research is needed to adequately inform evidence-based fisheries policy (FAO 

2006, WECAFC 2016). 

 

Davis and Nadel-Klein (1992) identified three main approaches to analysing 

gender issues: 

 

 a polarised view of women’s lives as separate or distinct from men’s 

lives in complementary spheres of activity (a fairly feminist approach) 

 a ‘macro-level’ power relations approach based on the ideas of Marx (the 

‘production and reproduction’ approach)  

 ‘micro-level’ studies that allow multiple concepts of power, status and 

social structure, and allow multiple views of men and women’s roles in 

particular societies (the ‘multiple roles’ approach). 

 

Of these, the latter has become the preferred approach in the gender and fisheries 

literature, but all approaches are often combined (Neis et al. 2005). 

 

Weeratunge et al (2010) identify research priorities for more effective policy 

formulation. They suggest that, to engage policy on sustainable development, 

research is needed to assess to what extent livelihood diversification benefits 

women and men differently and whether it adds to or undermines the economic 

benefits derived from their concentration on the fisheries sector alone. Analysis is 

also needed on the gendered nature of productive and reproductive work, how 

these are managed by women and men differently, and the extent to which 

gender roles and ideologies shape employment options. 

 

New areas of policy may be introduced at the level of programme or project 

within national plans. Caribbean countries may lack functional mechanisms 

either to ensure that fisheries-related gender issues are incorporated into national 

budget processes, or to ensure that gender issues identified in planning are 

appropriately externally funded, but there are opportunities for project level 

introduction. At the project level, gender analysis is the process of assessing the 

impact that an activity may have on females and males, and on gender relations 

such as the socioeconomic relationships between males and females constructed 

and reinforced by social institutions (Hunt 2004). Gender analysis can be used to 

ensure that neither men nor women are disadvantaged by development activities, 

and to identify priority action to promote gender equity. It can also assess and 

build capacity and commitment to gender sensitive planning and programming, 

and identify gendered issues and strategies at country, sectoral or thematic levels 

(Hunt 2004). Livelihoods are good entry points for connecting gender, emerging 

resilience thinking and the ecosystem approach to fisheries. 
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Livelihoods Analysis 

 

A livelihood is more than a way of making a living. Allison and Ellis (2001, 379) 

explain a livelihood as “…the assets (natural, physical, human, financial and 

social capital), the activities, and the access to these (mediated by institutions and 

social relations) that together determine the living gained by the individual or 

household”. Livelihoods are situated within the broader social and economic 

systems of culture and society. Within these interlocking systems, a variety of 

policies, institutions, processes and other factors impact on the strategies, 

capacities, resilience and vulnerabilities of people's way of life. Assets, work and 

social ties help people get ahead in their livelihoods. Livelihoods are deemed 

sustainable when they can maintain or enhance assets, and cope with internal and 

external perturbations, without irreversibly compromising the natural resource 

base on which they rely. A sustainable livelihood approach or framework (Figure 

1) applies this broader understanding of livelihoods and is frequently used in 

fisheries (Allison and Horemans 2006, Weeratunge et al. 2010). 

 

Figure 1: Sustainable livelihoods framework 

 

 
 
(Source: Department for International Development of the United Kingdom) 

Vulnerability provides a context in which people apply their various livelihood 

assets, through governance structures and processes and by means of various 

strategies, to achieve desirable livelihood outcomes. Throughout the system there 

are multiple nested layers of positive and negative feedback. Conceptualised in 

this way, livelihoods are consistent with resilience thinking and complex 

adaptive systems models (Walker and Salt 2006). Outcomes result from learning 

about the effectiveness of, and adapting, different livelihood strategies. Four 

principal types of fisheries livelihood strategies are recognised: (i) fishing as a 
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survival strategy, (ii) fishing as a semi-subsistence diversification strategy, (iii) 

fishing as a specialist occupation, and (iv) fishing for accumulation (IFM and 

Asian Development Bank 2007). 

 

Weeratunge et al. (2010) argue that a livelihoods approach better enables an 

understanding of how fisheries work is embedded in social, cultural, economic, 

political and ecological linkages that shape gender, and how gender issues such 

as disparities and inequities might be addressed. These researchers suggest that 

four thematic areas: (i) markets and migration, (ii) capabilities and well-being, 

(iii) networks and identities, and (iv) governance and rights, could reveal 

significant facets of the embeddedness of gender in fisheries at global, regional, 

national and local levels. This would assist policy needed to bring about gender 

equitable outcomes at various levels. 

 

Treating fisheries as a livelihood system has been an important advance in gender 

research (FAO 2017). Analysis has expanded from fishing to fishing-related 

activities, and includes resilience thinking and social network analysis. 

Livelihood strategies necessitate building relationships or networks with others 

whose livelihoods and status may be either similar or different. Identities are 

shaped and reshaped by interactions with others in the network. However, the 

ways in which gendered networks might be used in fishing communities to cope 

with or escape from poverty is poorly documented (Weeratunge et al. 2010). The 

notion of livelihood is central to networks and socioeconomic organising 

practices, but the gendered analysis of networks in fisheries is quite 

underdeveloped. Particularly lacking is a detailed analysis of livelihood 

portfolios of men and women, and male and female youth, within households, 

and the resources and options available for different groups negotiating trade-offs 

between fisheries and non-fisheries related livelihoods (Weeratunge et al. 2010).  

 

Social Network Analysis 

 

There has been a resurgence of interest in social networks in both the popular and 

academic literature, including natural resource governance based upon resilience 

thinking (Walker and Salt 2006). Social networks influence and shape 

endowments and entitlements to food, shelter, finance, labour, moral support, 

tacit cultural knowledge, education, information, participation in processes and 

systems, employment opportunities, status and identity; all of which can impact 

upon the livelihoods of women and men in fisheries (Weeratunge et al. 2010). 

 

There is a growing literature on fisheries-related network analysis in the 

Caribbean (e.g. McConney and Parsram 2008, Parsram and McConney 2011). 

Yet, more research is needed to understand the manner in which formal networks 

such as membership in associations interact with more informal networks, what 
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exactly are the costs and benefits of such memberships, and how being part of a 

network might enable or constrain men and women in fishing communities 

differently. Weeratunge et al. (2010) note that female and male choices on where 

and how to optimise participation and benefits need to be better understood. 

Social networks contain costs such as obligations that need to be honoured. 

While reciprocity may offer security and mitigate risk, it can also trap women 

and men in socioeconomic arrangements that perpetuate problems. Networks are 

a useful way to map the many types of multi-level and multi-scale linkages that 

are involved in governing fisheries as complex adaptive systems (Mahon et al. 

2008). 

 

Combining Research Methods 

 

Combining analyses of gender, livelihoods and social networks creates powerful 

research tools. An example of this combination is found in Aslin et al. (2000). 

They found that women’s roles and productivity in Australian fisheries were 

poorly reflected and recognised in official statistics. They sought to provide 

insight into what livelihoods most interested women, what issues concerned them 

and how they might further develop their roles. The study also sought women’s 

views about the value of women’s networks and the services these networks 

needed to provide.  

 

Aslin et al. (2000) remark upon the complexity of the Australian commercial 

fishing industry and how difficult it was to make valid generalisations across the 

various industry sectors and for women in varying industry roles. Women in their 

study were generally satisfied with their main role in the fishing industry. 

However, more than half wanted to make some change to obtain better status or 

recognition for their industry role. The majority believed that women face 

practical barriers in the industry (time commitments, childcare responsibilities, 

conditions on boats), and overt discrimination from men. Fewer considered lack 

of training and organisational rules (livelihood processes and structures) as 

barriers. For those who indicated that either lack of money or lack of training 

were barriers, research and development grants, or better financial reward for 

their current role, were the most frequently wanted forms of financial assistance. 

 

The study reports that in Australia, networks assist women in overcoming 

livelihood structural and organisational barriers and, in contrast to those of men, 

women’s networks also tend to provide personal and social support. They add 

that women are often critical of the political orientation of male-dominated 

networks and prefer a more informal, less-politicised approach. Most believed 

women’s networks could improve women’s status in the industry by providing 

opportunities for information exchange among industry women. This was seen 

partly as a basis for empowering women through knowledge mobilisation. 
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Another major response was the need for networks to provide support and 

encouragement for women, to help build their confidence and provide avenues 

for them to air issues without fear of ridicule or criticism. 

 

The research by Aslin et al. (2000) does not cover all aspects of gender in 

fisheries, and fisheries in Australia differ from those in the Caribbean. Yet it 

illustrates the feasibility of using the combination of methods advocated by 

several researchers. The next section sets out how the authors designed and 

implemented a small pilot test of some research methods at a fish landing site in 

Barbados. Some preliminary results and discussion follow. 

 

Study Site and Methods 

 

Barbados has a coastline of 95km dotted with nearly thirty fish landing sites of 

various sizes, types and importance. The landing sites with the most physical 

infrastructure are under the jurisdiction of the government’s Markets Division 

and the sites with the least or no infrastructure are under the jurisdiction of the 

Fisheries Division. These two government authorities overlap considerably in 

their mandates, but the Fisheries Division’s emphasis is on the harvest sector 

whereas the Markets Division focuses mainly on postharvest, except for its 

management of the island’s fishing harbour in the capital city, Bridgetown.   

 

Fisheries in Barbados are dominated by the highly seasonal harvest of migratory 

pelagic species such as flyingfish and dolphinfish, which comprise more than 

70% of the catch in most years, mainly between December and May. In the off or 

low season, which coincides with the hurricane season from June to November, 

harvest shifts mainly to demersal species such as snappers and reef fish. 

Bridgetown is the largest fish landing site, but Oistins in the south of the island 

(Figure 2) is next, and it has a socio-cultural heritage strongly identified with 

fishing. It is the home of the Oistins Fish Festival each year at Easter, and its 

‘fish fry bay garden’ serving mainly seafood is a popular attraction for both 

locals and tourists. The Oistins fish market was recently renamed to honour a 

female fisher, fish vendor and fishing family matriarch (Berinda Cox) who was 

an icon in the fishing community. Along with its other successful female fish 

vendors and female entrepreneurs in the fish fry area, and as a place where 

women have been boat owners for as long as men have fished, Oistins was 

considered a good study site to begin investigating gender in fisheries, starting 

with the women’s stories. 
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Figure 2: Oistins is located in the South of Barbados in the Eastern 

Caribbean 

 

Oistins	

Eastern		
Caribbean	 Barbados	

 

Regarding the roles of the authors of this paper, Nicholls encouraged the research 

to assist BARNUFO in obtaining information on the contribution of women to 

fisheries. She did this as the President of BARNUFO and as President of the all-

female Central Fish Processors Association in Bridgetown that comprised 

women like her whose main livelihood was fish vending and small-scale fish 

processing. McConney and Simmons selected Oistins as the pilot site, and 

Nicholls agreed. As a fisherfolk leader, her support was important as a credible 

gatekeeper to facilitate access to people and information in the fishing industry. 

In addition to the significant socio-cultural and economic features mentioned 

above, Oistins was also a logistically convenient study site. It was well known to 

all of the authors and easily accessible on a regular basis at short notice. 

McConney led research design in collaboration with Nicholls. Simmons led the 

fieldwork methods testing, including design adaptation, along with final 

fieldwork implementation and the analysis of results. All authors assisted with 

interpretation. The pilot study was implemented in phases between October 2010 

and February 2011 (Figure 3), culminating with a presentation at the Institute for 

Gender and Development Studies Biennial Symposium: Contemporary Issues in 

Caribbean Research on Gender and Feminism held 24-25 February 2011 in 

Barbados. 
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Figure 3: Main stages in the field research 

 

 

First, a flyer explaining the research was distributed at the Berinda Cox Fish 

Market, to the Markets Division and to the Fisheries Division. Meetings were 

then held with these authorities to explain the research, confirm their cooperation 

and request official statistics. Officials were also given the opportunity to 

participate in the research if they desired, and asked to share what their agencies 

hoped to get out of the research. Follow-up meetings were held on the statistical 

data.  

 

Second, each of the five vending stalls at the fish market were visited, and the 

research was explained during several visits to female fish vendors. Each stall 

accommodated five to ten vendors and their assistants (both female and male). 

Their introduction to gender in fisheries as a research topic employed a largely 

photographic slide show displayed on a laptop computer. It was usually followed 

by an informal discussion of the topic if the vendors were not too busy. There 

was considerable interest in the images of women’s work in fisheries around the 

world.  We selected a convenience sample of two vendors per stall, or ten female 

respondents in all, based mainly upon their willingness and availability to 

participate in the research. Participants were selected only after all vendors were  
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told about the research and additional visits made by the field researcher to get to 

know the work of fish vendors, and the women themselves, informally before 

formal interviewing commenced.  

 

Third, semi-structured interviews were designed, tested and adapted to use the 

livelihood analysis framework described previously. They were administered 

using the socio-economic monitoring methods of Bunce et al. (2000). These 

methods (timeline, livelihood assets, seasonal calendar and daily time use 

pattern) facilitate visualisation and allow the respondents’ responses to be 

quickly fed back to them for gap-filling, validation and further investigation. 

Additional components of the pilot study were intended to cover other female 

and male users of the Oistins landing site and the fish fry area. Methods for social 

network analysis were also to be tested. However, these additional activities had 

to be postponed and are not reported in the pilot study results presented and 

discussed the next section. 

 

Results and discussion 

 

Employment in the Barbados fishing industry has been roughly estimated at 

between 2,000 and 6,000 persons depending upon the extent to which part-time 

work and ancillary service jobs are taken into account (Fisheries Division 2004). 

There is a fairly clear gender-based division of labour in the Barbados fishing 

industry (Table 1). 

 

Table 1: Gender in fishing industry livelihoods 

 
 Occupation Gender 

h
a

rv
e
st

 

Boat captain  Mostly males  

Boat crew  Mostly males  

Boat owner  Mostly males  

Boat agent  Mostly males  

p
o

st
h

a
rv

e
st

 

Fish vendor  Mostly females  

Fish boner  Mostly females  

Fish skinner  Mostly males  

Fish processor  Mostly males 

Fish cleaner  Male or female  
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At Bridgetown there are several male fish vendors, while at Oistins and most 

other landing sites fish vending is a predominantly female job, often combined 

with cleaning and boning flyingfish. Oistins also features a retail stall reserved 

for boat owners, who are mostly male. The rationale is that it allows boat owners, 

or their fishers, to sell directly to the consuming public for a higher price than 

they would sell to the fish vendors as intermediaries in the supply chain. Since 

boat owners and fishers complain that fish vendors (whether female or male) 

collude to set low ex-vessel prices, this is seen as a way of offering an 

opportunity for equity among fisheries stakeholders. The gender dynamics of this 

arrangement are crucial to understanding fish marketing, but the intent of the 

boat owner stall was not to address gender equity by favouring males. Further 

investigation is warranted on gender as a factor in power exercised along the 

seafood supply chain. 

 

From informal interviews it was apparent that the Markets Division and Fisheries 

Division do not pay much attention to gender in their policies, plans and 

operational management, but both are conscious of the gendered divisions of 

labour in the industry and some of the implications of the different roles of men 

and women. Gender disaggregated data are not routinely used, but several 

official forms contain a field for ‘sex’ that allows gender querying of databases 

of registered boats and of occupations, for example. From the Fisheries Division 

it was possible to roughly disaggregate boat ownership by sex for the four types 

of fishing vessel prevalent in the fleet as shown in Table 2. About 10% of the 

total fishing fleet is solely or jointly owned by women. The proportion of women 

registered as owners or co-owners of fishing boats increases with the capital cost 

of the investment and size of vessel. Hence nearly 20% of all longline fishing 

vessels are either owned or co-owned by women, but this drops to ownership of 

only 5% of the small open vessels or dinghies locally known as ‘moses’. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

a
n
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il
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ry

 

Boat mechanic  Mostly males  

Boat builder  Mostly males  

Fuel and ice supply Male or female  

Gear and equipment Male or female  
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Table 2: Vessel ownership by type and sex 

 

Vessel Type by Sex (N=1398) Sex 

Vessel Type Female Male Unknown Total 

Longliner 1% 4% 0% 5% 

Iceboat 5% 17% 1% 23% 

Launch 3% 19% 3% 25% 

Moses 1% 41% 5% 47% 

Grand Total 10% 81% 9% 100% 

(Source: Extracted from Fisheries Division database) 

 

For commission payment, agents manage some fishing vessels on behalf of their 

owners, especially those residing overseas. The agent responsibility is male-

dominated, but Table 3 shows that the proportion of female agents is high in the 

iceboat category (vessels for multi-day trips). Further research is required to 

determine gender trends in assigning agency. The table also suggests that women 

may be actively managing more of the fishing fleet than would be assumed by 

researchers and fisheries managers in the absence of published statistics. Agents’ 

commissions from catch revenue are earned with little risk to them as they are 

not investors or operators, and few fisheries skills are required. This role has 

particularly interesting implications for providing additional income in mixed 

fisheries livelihoods portfolios. Further research is required to determine the 

nature of the ownership and agency arrangements, and the managerial power 

conferred to women through ownership or agency given that, except for less than 

a handful of persons, fishing captains and crew are male. 

 

Table 3: Vessel agency by sex 

 
Agent by Sex (N=150) Sex 

Vessel type Female Male Total 

Longliner 5% 14% 19% 

Iceboat 21% 29% 50% 

Launch 5% 13% 18% 

Moses 3% 10% 13% 

 

The vessel registration database also allows extraction of the Oistins fishing 

boats by querying primary landing site and mooring site. It reveals that 7% of the 

Oistins fleet is registered to women. Further analysis shows that most of these are 

iceboats (making multi-day trips), rather than the more numerous dayboats (that 

make only day trips) and moses (that fish inshore). These statistics may suggest 

that women focus more on investment from which they expect to get reasonable 
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returns compared to men who say that they own boats mainly because they 

personally like to fish. The differences in motivation for boat ownership and the 

involvement of owners in boat operations require further study along with other 

variables such as history and duration of boat ownership, reasons for entry and 

exit from the industry, networks that enable or support successful female 

ownership and more.   

 

The Fisheries Division registers ‘fisheries workers’ to issue identification cards. 

The fields for education institution attended and qualifications received allow 

applicants to pick multiple responses, and their choices are not always easy to 

interpret due to gaps and overlaps. The registration database contained 16% 

female fisheries workers compared to 84% male workers. The education 

institutions and qualifications are shown in Tables 4 and 5 respectively. Both 

males and females appear to be fairly well educated, up to secondary school 

level, and most have school qualifications. The extent to which fisheries mainly 

provide occupations of last resort for uneducated people needs to be investigated 

among both men and women to determine the veracity of this persistent 

socioeconomic stereotype and differences by sex.    

 

Table 4: Education institution by sex 

 
Education Institutions  Female 

(n=813) 

Male 

(n=4264) 

Elementary/Primary 
42% 48% 

Secondary school 
45% 36% 

Polytechnic 
3% 7% 

College 
7% 5% 

University 
3% 2% 

Other 
0% 1% 

(Source: Extracted from Fisheries Division database) 

 

Table 5: Qualification by sex 

 
Qualification  Female 

(n=185) 

Male 

(n=943) 

Nil 1% 3% 

Certificate 1% 1% 

GCE unspecified 2% 2% 

O' Level/CXC 57% 46% 

A' Level/CXC 8% 11% 

Diploma unspecified 16% 20% 
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City & Guilds 1% 6% 

Associate Degree 4% 1% 

University Degree 11% 10% 

(Source: Extracted from Fisheries Division database) 

 

The fisheries worker database is also intended to record the applicant’s main role 

in the industry, but it allows an individual to select multiple roles without clearly 

identifying their main role. Table 6 shows the breakdown of registrants, but the 

proportion of the industry that is registered cannot be estimated. One would 

expect that boat owners and fishermen (both mostly male) would have a higher 

rate of registration since harvest sector financial incentives, such as duty free 

goods and a boat maintenance subsidy, are easier to access with the official 

identification card. The ‘miscellaneous’ category contains around forty 

occupations each with few registrants. With improvements in design this 

database could become quite informative for livelihood and gender research.  

 

 Table 6: Role in Industry by Sex 

 
Role in Industry (livelihood) Female 

(n=592) 

Male 

(n=2732) 

Boat owner 20% 44% 

Fisher 2% 42% 

Vendor 30% 3% 

Boner 27% 1% 

Boat agent 10% 4% 

Hawker 3% 1% 

Wholesaler 1% 1% 

Miscellaneous  (40 other roles) 9% 4% 

    (Source: Extracted from Fisheries Division database) 

 

Turning from the secondary data collected from official records to the primary 

data from Oistins fieldwork, the sample of ten female fish vendors ranged from 

30 to 64 years in age, with a mean of 50 years. Eight out of the ten reported 

completing primary but not secondary school, having left formal education in 

their early teens. About half of them were brought into the industry by kin, and 

the remainder by friends. This was most often in the entry-level position of fish 

cleaner where no prior skills were expected, and apprenticeship was customary. 

Few had pursued further education or training after entering the industry, but fish 

handling was the most prevalent vocational training of those few. All of the 

vendors sold mainly flyingfish and large pelagics such as dolphinfish, wahoo 

(locally called kingfish), tunas and billfish (marlins and sailfish). In the low 

season some of this fish sold as fresh could have been imported. 
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The majority of vendors sampled were from female-headed households with one 

to eight members spanning up to three generations. The average age was 25 years 

for household members. Most households contained both male and female 

members, including at least one other person involved in fisheries work. Other 

household members typically had jobs in industries such as health, food, hotel 

and a variety of services. 

 

A portion of the initial interview sought to construct timelines of livelihood 

events for each vendor with the intention of probing deeper into specific events 

and making linkages to their vulnerabilities, assets, strategies and outcomes in a 

livelihoods analysis.  Although most vendors appeared to cooperate readily with 

the female field investigator, their timelines remained sparse despite much 

probing and triangulation through alternative lines of questioning. It was unclear 

whether vendors were intentionally withholding information or whether their 

timelines were indeed quite uneventful. A composite time line was prepared to 

highlight just a few of the major events in Oistins (Table 7). 

 

Table 7: Composite timeline of events in Oistins 

 
Years  Event  

1980-1984  New fish market opens 1983; Fish gluts due to new ice boats  

1985-1989  Poor fishing seasons late 80s; Ice boat expansion accelerates  

1990-1994  Fishing dispute erratic supply; Oistins fish fry really starts?  

1995-1999  Good seasons in late 1990s; Fish kill kills sales in 1999  

2000-2004  One vendor sold her boats; Oistins attracts more tourists  

2005-2009  Vendors buy own ice boxes; Fish fry re-opens by se 2008  

2010 onward  Training in fish handling used; Our gender research begins  

 

Referring to the livelihoods analysis framework, perceived vulnerabilities were 

investigated. The majority of vendors did not indicate any vulnerability. 

However, the three main reported vulnerabilities were lack of fish, fish market 

equipment failures and not enough space for selling fish. The last two of these 

vulnerabilities are directly related to the management of the fish market and are 

less likely if the vendors had power to influence management systems and 

infrastructure. The engagement of vendors in running the market should be 

further investigated. 

 

Figure 4 summarises their reported livelihood assets. Social capital is a major 

asset for their livelihoods, spilling over into others such as the meeting turn or 

rotating credit association. More research into their asset portfolios and the use of 

these forms of capital is urgently needed to understand their livelihood strategies.  
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Figure 4: Fish vendors' livelihood assets 

 

 
Harvest sector livelihood projects often seek or document alternative livelihoods 

for male fishers as a way to reduce resource over-exploitation and promote fish 

stock recovery while making it more profitable for those who remain in the 

fisheries. The common livelihood project postharvest concern, involving mainly 

women, is about diversifying livelihoods to ensure year round sustainable 

household income. These are not alternative livelihoods, but supplementary ones 

used to fill gaps in time and earnings to provide a more reliable and predictable 

income stream. Over 30% of the small sample had no supplementary livelihoods 

while the remainder reported a diverse portfolio of options. These livelihoods 

included babysitting, hotel work, agriculture, home care, and selling a variety of 

items such as vegetables and household goods.  

 

Supplementary livelihoods are linked to seasonality in the industry and are 

pursued mainly in the off season, although there is some multi-occupationality 

throughout the year. Within the suite of occupations of all household members, 
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the women reported that fish vending made only a “medium” contribution to 

average household income. Further investigation of supplementary livelihoods 

and gender differences among them would be enlightening. 

 

The daily time use composites compiled from the responses of all vendors used 

the reference periods of March (main season) and August (off season) for 

comparison (Table 8). In addition to their domestic work, the vendors worked in 

the fish market nearly 12 hours per day in March when flyingfish and the large 

pelagics should normally be available. The most routine domestic responsibility 

was said to be early morning food preparation for the household. In comparison, 

August, is characterised by shorter fishery work days, with more time spent on 

household work, recreation and socialising. From informal interviews it appeared 

that recreation (e.g. playing dominoes) strengthened social networks, building 

social capital. The off season was also when vendors had time for self-

improvement (such as attending free training) and planning for the next fishing 

season. 

 

Table 8: Vendors’ daily time use in March compared to August 

Time period  March 2010 (main season) August 2010 (off season) 

0000-0600 Sleep entire period Sleep entire period 

0600-1200 Household cooking, etc. from 0600 

Work in fish market from 0730 

Household cooking, etc. from 0600 

Work in fish market from about 0900  

1200-1800 Main sales period in fish market Main sales period in fish market 

1800-2400 Clean up stall and leave at 1930 

Cook dinner and relax to 1000 

Sleep from 1000 or later onward 

Clean up stall and leave at 1800 

Cook dinner, relax, socialise to 1100 

Sleep from 1100 or later onward 

 

Vendors were asked to comment on what livelihood strategies contributed to 

success in the fish market. Their responses included their purchasing practices, 

customer service, fish storage, product quality and the division of labour in the 

vending stalls. Vendors seldom mentioned networking and empowerment 

directly despite the presence of three struggling fisherfolk organisations in the 

Oistins area. They also did not mention any serious barriers to success.   
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Conclusion 

 

In conclusion, fisheries are regionally, nationally and locally important uses of 

Caribbean marine resources.  We need to seek deeper understanding of how 

society, culture, formal and informal education, household arrangements, 

entrepreneurship and other factors combine to shape similarities and differences 

in the involvement of women and men in fisheries. Gender analysis that includes 

livelihoods and networks is essential for informing fisheries governance within 

the context of resilience thinking and an ecosystem approach to fisheries. There 

are gender inequalities, especially in harvest and postharvest livelihoods, in the 

Barbados fishing industry as in most countries. Inequalities are fewer in areas 

such as education, and this is important for capacity development both within and 

outside of the industry. Women own capital, but sex-disaggregated data on 

investment are available mainly for the male-dominated harvest sector. The full 

extent of female investment and involvement in fisheries could not be determined 

in this scoping study due to limitations in sex-disaggregated data. We strongly 

recommend more of the type of research that GIFT is doing in order to provide 

useful insight into the dynamics of gender in Caribbean fisheries. 
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