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ABSTRACT
Over the last decade, there has been a surge of LGBTQ human rights movement and activism in
the Caribbean region. Guyana, located in South America, and woven into the anglophone
Caribbean, is not outside of these shifts and changes occurring in the broader region. Despite the
vast research on non-normative sexuality in the region, little is known about the perspective and
experience of Guyanese women. This dissertation concerns itself with the sexual praxis,
identities, and conceptualizations of LGBTQ ‘rights’ from the perspective of women who love
women (WLW) and LBGQ women in Guyana. This work has three central aims: to investigate
the ways in which the intersecting factors of race, class, gender, and space operate to construct
and inform women’s identity and positionality in urban Georgetown and rural Berbice; to
examine the different manifestations of violence within a heteropatriarchal society; and to assess
the impact of transnational LGBTQ rights on women’s understanding of same-sex marriage and
citizenship. To answer these questions, this study utilizes qualitative methods, namely in-depth
interviews and participant observations with thirty-three Guyanese women in urban Georgetown
and rural Berbice. An analysis of the interviews yields that the women’s lives are deeply
complicated by their racial, gender, class and spatial positions which, at times, reinforce and
challenge our assumptions about their sexual identities, praxis, community and being ‘out and
proud’ in urban and rural spaces. The interviews further reveal and depart from heteropatriarchal
theorizations of violence and offer an affectual counterpoint to understanding violence. The final
part of this study demonstrates the contradictions in experiences embedded within LGBTQ rights
as human rights, particularly same-sex marriage and citizenship. Overall, this dissertation argues
that there needs to be a sustained analysis and attentiveness to ways in which differences of race,

class, sexuality, gender, and regional positionalities are embodied and shape the lives of WLW
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and LGBQ women. This study adds nuances to our understandings of who WLW and LGBQ
women are in Guyana and simultaneously illuminates the structural socio-political and economic

context that impact lives.
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Introduction
In January 2016 after arranging for an interview over the phone, I met Sandra at her
business in Georgetown. I was nervous as I had never met a participant at a private location,
much less at their own private place of work. There were a few women and a child in the lobby
when I walked in and having never met Sandra, I had to introduce myself and ask for her. She
came out from the back room, said it was nice to meet me and offered me a cold drink as it was a
blazing hot day in the city. I politely took the drink and was happy to be in the air-conditioned
room. After a few moments, Sandra introduced me to one of the women as her sister-in-law and
the child as her nephew. I couldn’t quite gauge what her sister-in-law knew of Sandra and if she
was aware that [ was here to conduct an interview with her, so I said very little regarding myself.
We made small talk for a few minutes. Her sister-in-law and nephew left and disclosed that they
would be returning later in the evening. Sandra asked me to follow her to her office where we
would chat for the rest of the afternoon. We talked about her early childhood, her teenage years,
the first boy she ever dated, her marriage and divorce, and the violence she has also experienced.
Describing the Guyanese context and recalling the moment she realized that she is attracted to
women, Sandra said:
We did not talk about sexuality or anything in this context. I did not know that I was who
I am today [laughs] I didn’t know anything about it. I didn’t know not until I became an
adult. I felt something for a woman but of course, I did not understand it and then
because of our culture here in Guyana, we didn’t see a lot of it or hear a lot about it as
kids. I didn’t know what it was that was happening to me or what I was feeling...I didn’t
understand it, and [long pause] when I, you know, of course, you grow up knowing that
man is for woman and woman is for man, and so when you’re old enough to think that
this is a sexual feeling, I thought “omg, this is not a good thing...I thought this is a really
bad thing so I, of course, tried to deny myself” ...and I did for many years, try not to be

...not to like women or feel anything for them but if it’s who you are then there’s no way
you can do that successfully (Sandra, 30s, mixed race)



What does it mean to be attracted to other women? What does it mean for one woman to love
another woman in the context of Guyana, where same-sex desire, attraction, and love are
punished and regulated? What does it mean to grow up and live in a context that rarely talks
about “it” as Sandra suggested? How does one navigate such a context and their own
embodiment? What does it mean to be unable to deny yourself? How does the heteropatriarchal
state, gaze, and structure shape and influence women’s subjectivity and their relationship to other
women? Are Western lesbian, gay, bisexual, trans and queer identities and rights applicable to
Guyana? If so, in what ways? How do Guyanese women narrate experiences of violence, claim
identities and rights in the country? This dissertation attempts to answer some of these questions
and tells a story that focuses exclusively on women who love women (WLW) in the
contemporary moment in Guyana.

Located in South America and bordering the Atlantic Ocean, the post-colonial nation of
Guyana has under a million people of different ethnic groups. Although located in South
America, Guyana is considered to be part of the Anglophone Caribbean and Caribbean
Community (CARICOM) due to its colonial history, economic, political, and social links to other
countries in the region. Similar to other British post-colonial nations in the region, post-
independence Guyana has retained its colonial laws concerning same-sex relations, particularly
targeting men. At the current moment, there is a discussion in the region and in Guyana
regarding gender equality, sex, sexual rights, and citizenship status of non-conforming
individuals in the region. This is reflected in current debates, political conversations and public
opinions in Guyana, where the focus is largely on decriminalizing the cross-dressing laws, and
“buggery” or anal sex between men. Local organizations such as Guyana Trans United (GTU)

and the Society Against Sexual Orientation Discrimination (SASOD) are creating a space to



redress some of the existing archaic colonial laws, and to have conversations concerning the high
levels of violence and discrimination that gays, lesbians, trans, and bisexual (LGBTQ) people
continue to be subjected to by the state and general public.

However, there are others such as different political parties and religious bodies, that hold
considerable power and play influential roles in Guyana’s reform process, especially on the
subject of changing Guyana’s constitutional laws regarding cross-dressing and “buggery”. These
groups largely advocate that homosexuality disrupts the moral and religious order of society, and
to some degree is a symptom of psychiatric disorders. On the other hand, these same groups,
attempting to position themselves as “modern”, advocate tolerance and acceptance of lesbian,
gay, bisexual, transgender and queer people, but not constitutional reforms. To this end, one of
their arguments is that Guyanese society is tolerant, accepting and open to sexual diversity, and
consequently the existing laws do not need changing, and/or that the implementation of special
laws offering legal protection is unnecessary and/or require further prolonged debates. Another
argument is that homosexuality is a “choice” and requires no special protection by the state
(Caribbean Development Research Services [CADRES], 2013). Words of tolerance, acceptance,
and open-mindedness are substitutes for resisting political, cultural and legal changes, keeping
intact different levels of violence—homophobia, rape, verbal and physical abuse, and intimate
partner violence within same-sex relations.

In the public arena, discourses of violence are normalized, celebrated and upheld within
different cultural productions, such as dancehall music calling for the killing of homosexual men
and women, and chutney and soca music normalizing alcoholism and domestic and sexual
violence between men and women. These particular cultural discourses are informative sites and

spaces wherein gender, sexual, and racial dynamics are palpable, and where violence is learned,



re-enacted, and performed on a daily basis throughout Guyanese society. These combining
discourses produce a climate where the heteropatriarchal state regulates gender and sexually non-
conforming men and women differently depending on their respective locations and position in
Guyanese society. Within these incongruent discourses, I center the voices and experiences of
LGBQ women and WLW in Guyana, demonstrating the ways in which they negotiate a
heteropatriarchal state that governs their lives.
LGBTQ Studies in Euro-North America and Caribbean Sexualities

Birthed in the 1970s, Euro-American discourses of gay and lesbian studies and queer
studies often have as their starting point of analysis the white gay male subject whose sexual
orientation, sexual identity, and practices became politicalized in order to access freedom,
equality, and legal rights enabled through marriage laws (Alexander, 2005; Altman, 1996;
Bulter, 1990; Weston, 1995). Locally and transnationally, the universal white gay identity is
often the framework through which all racialized others, sexual subjectivities, practices, and
desires are modeled, with the latter marked as regressive and in need of Western intervention
enabled through a range of capitalistic policies (Alexander, 2005; Berlant, 2011; Duggan, 2003;
Ferguson, 2004; Gopinath, 2005; Hennessy, 2009; Manalansan, 2003; Puar, 2012; Sedgwick,
1990). Queer of color scholarship has responded to this body of literature by challenging the
explicit whiteness and privileging of ‘white gay male subjectivity,” often at the expense of other
types of non-normative bodies, sexualities and practices (Ahmed, 2004; 2005; 2010; Cvetkovich,
2003; Eng, 2010; Ferguson, 2004; Gopinath, 2005; Halberstam, 2005; Luibheid, 2008; Munoz,
1999; 2009; Patton & Sanchez-Eppler, 2000). Additionally, this body of work has detailed the
numerous ways in which transnational capitalism— through the logic of tourism, human rights

discourses, migration, diaspora, terrorism, legalization of same-sex marriage, to name a few has



restructured and continues to produce different articulations of sexual identities, practices,
human rights, kinship and family structures, and belonging to local and transnational spaces.
Local practices and understandings of sexuality and sexual identities that are refashioned through
transnational capitalistic discourse can become complicit in upholding Euro-American models of
sexualities (Gopinath, 2005; Puar, 2012; Alexander, 2005). At other times, they may challenge
these discourses or materialize into new formations of sexualities that have little or no
resemblance to Euro-American paradigms (Gopinath, 2005; Munoz, 1999; Murray, 2012).

For instance, cautioning us against the normalization of gay rights within liberal
democracies, Jasbir Puar (2007) has demonstrated the ways in which the inclusion of queer
subjects into the U.S nationalistic landscape and their attendant gains with respect to democratic
rights, economic mobility, and citizenship—homonationalism—was aided by the mobilization of
queer sexuality to discipline and police racialized bodies. While queerness as both a discourse
and a framework are often theorized as liberatory, transgressive, subversive, and freedom from
heteronormative norms and practices, in this instance, according to Puar (2007) queer becomes
regulatory, operating to mark the white queer as the ideal queer against racialized bodies as
improper, perverse and/or inhabiting queerness in limited ways. Holding the tension between the
liberatory and regulatory potential of queerness, I am hesitant to impose and apply Euro-
American paradigms of sexualities to the Caribbean landscape, in particular, Guyana. Instead,
throughout this dissertation, I demonstrate the ways in which queerness, queer of color theory,
and other writings from a Euro-American context intersect with Caribbean sexualities and may
or may not be applicable to Guyana.

Existing scholarship on same-sex relations in the Caribbean has examined a number of

areas such as nationalism, violence, citizenship, and homophobia to name a few (Atluri, 2001;



Wahab, 2012; Alexander 1994; 2005; Smith, 2011, Wekker, 2006; Tinsley, 2012; Glave 2008,
Gosine, 2009, Robinson, 2009; Murray, 2012). However, discussions of sexuality remain
connected predominantly to men and masculinities. The hypervisibility of male homosexuality is
often discussed within the context of HIV, homophobia, and violence in the public sphere of the
Caribbean (Gosine, 2009; Padilla, 2007; Murray, 2009; Wahab, 2016). Barry Chevannes (2002)
portrays the visibility of male heterosexuality and homosexuality in the public sphere as a natural
phenomenon, that is male sexuality is “‘seen’, public; it belongs to the realm of the day.
Women’s sexuality is ‘unseen’ and ‘private’, belonging to the realm of the night” (2002, p. 489).
The natural splitting of the public (read as belonging to both heterosexual and homosexual men)
and private realm (read as belonging to heterosexual women) by Chevannes obscures the
complex histories and heteronormative structures that have operated to place women’s bodies
and sexualities in the private space. Such an assumption and analysis also erase gender-
segregated spaces or liminal spaces such as the yard culture and garden space offered by
Omise’eke Natasha Tinsley (2010), or Matikor by Rosanne Kanhai (1999), that exist on the
boundaries of private/public. When conversations of female sexuality enter into the public
discussion, it is often in the context of heterosexism, nationalism, sex work, tourism, labour
arrangements, cultural productions (Kempadoo, 2004; Peake & Trotz, 1999; Alexander, 1994;
Mohammed, 2002; Kanhai, 1999; 2011; Mehta, 2004; Niranjana, 2006; Bahadur, 2013). Women
who love women desires, relationships, claims to citizenship, and access to rights, among other
issues, remain relatively invisible in the public imagination and in current theorizations of
Caribbean women’s sexualities.

Current literature, anthologies, and ethnographic and literary works have explored the

multiple ways in which women often engage in a myriad of relations, both heteronormative and



homonormative across the Caribbean. Located between the global north and south, the Caribbean
space has been forged between multiple histories of colonialism, patriarchies, nationalist
movements, and violence. It is in this space that scholars such as J. Alexander (1994; 2005), Joan
French and Michelle Cave (1995), Krystal Ghisyawan (2016), Gayatri Gopinath (2005), Kamala
Kempadoo (2004), Rosamond S. King (2008; 2014), Angelique Nixon and Rosamond S. King
(2012; 2017), Angelique Nixon (2016), Lauren Pragg (2012), Makeda Silvera (1991) Omise’eke
Natasha Tinsley (2010), and Gloria Wekker (2006) have turned their attention to the ways in
which women who engage in same-sex/gender relations resist hegemonic notions of
heterosexuality for alternative social and living arrangements. For instance, the Caribbean space
contains a range of ideas, vocabularies, and networks of non-normative sexualities, and more
importantly, the specific conditions which gave rise to intimacy between same-sex women.
These conditions are what makes the Caribbean both a space and a site of analysis different from
the global north. Tinsley (2010) draws attention to a range of gender and sexual formations,
identities, and practices that are indigenous to creole societies, which existed prior to the rise of
queerness in the North American context (p. 242). Rosamund King (2014) also notes that the
Creolized vernacular includes “zami”—used as either a verb or a noun—to refer to the intimacy
between women, “man royal” to refer to women loving women in Jamaica, and Jamettes in
Trinidad, and others such as “kambrada, ma divine, and cachapera” (p.101).

More extensive research on same-sex practices is documented in Suriname by Gloria Wekker
(2006) who focuses on the sexual subjectivity and agency of working-class Afro-Surinamese
women expressed in their practice of Mati work. Expressing critical agency, desire, and
resistance to heteronormative arrangements, Mati work refers to a complex social, political, and

sexual system, where women may or may not choose to be involved with other women. In this



case study, Mati work is understood within a framework of labour, that is women “do” Mati
work which remains unattached to categories of sexual identities. Mati work, then, may involve
women who may have children, establish a home, and may engage in sexual relations with men
and women, either simultaneously or independently. Wekker challenges the reader to think of
Mati work, grounded in the cosmology of Winti, not as an identity, such as, heterosexual and
homosexual, but rather as a set of behaviours in which an individual is constructing sexual
selthood. Similarly, Natasha Tinsley (2010) examines tropes and metaphors in Caribbean
women’s writing to theorize same-sex desire between women. Central to Tinsley’s line of
analysis is her use of Jamaican writer Michelle Cliff’s seminal question, “What would it mean
for a woman to love another woman in the Caribbean?” (p. 5) reminding us of the centrality that
location plays when discussing sexuality. For a woman to love another woman, she invokes the
image of a cane cutter stealing sugar to illustrate the appropriation and transgression of social
norms to narrate desire between women in the Caribbean. As Tinsley (2010) argues,

plotting the sugar thiefing of Caribbean women who love women means opening discursive
space for sexuality studies to engage in historically specific, previously unmapped erotic
geographies, looking for what resistant sexualities mean outside the metropole and in the (cane)
field (p. 3)

By reading various texts, she reimagines and reconstructs the colonial space of the
Caribbean to map out historically invisible and silenced sexualities, bringing to light the complex
ways in which women have loved each other. Both Wekker and Tinsley not only challenge North
American and European conceptions of sexual identities, formations, and kinship structures, but
remind us of the theoretical limitations of gay and lesbian studies, queerness, queer theory, and

sexual identities, and that they are only one formation of non-normative sexuality and sexual



subjectivity, “and that listening to other languages, and others’ historically specific sexual self-
understanding, is crucial to broadening the field” (Tinsley, 2011, p. 6). By pointing to a wide
range of sexual expressions such as Mati work, man royals, or zami, Tinsley (2010) argues,
“when a woman loves a woman in the Caribbean, none of these words will mean the same as
they do in the Global North (p. 15). Other theorizations have also focused on the works of Shani
Mootoo (Mehta, 2004) and exploring the cultural space of Matikor as a potentially “queer” space
for Indo-Caribbean women (Kanhai, 1999; Pragg, 2012; Puar, 2009) and the artistic productions
of Michelle Mohabeer (Atluri, 2009) and Shalini Seereeram’s work (Nixon 2016). More
recently, the work of Krystal Ghisyawan (2016) using the identity category of “same-sex women
and same-sex loving” in Trinidad, describes the ways in which sexual practices, behaviours, and
desires are experienced and embodied by women, which may be tied to romantic relationships,
sexual relations, and friendships, rather than sexual identities (p. 13-14). Using a “mapping”
method, Ghisyawan (2016) asked her participants, women who engage in same-sex relations, to
draw maps of where they felt safe as same-sex loving women. Referring to this as “queer safe
places” she demonstrates the ways in which safety and same-sex desires are negotiated across a
range of spaces, both locally and transnationally, challenging our conception of the region as a
homophobic space and intolerant of queer bodies (Ghisyawan, 2016).

While there is more recent attention and focus on same-sex women’s relationships in the
region, scholars have pointed to the ways in which heteropatriarchy, heteronormativity, and
violence erases same-sex women’s presence. King (2008) writes that “Women who choose
extramarital sex and childbearing, non-monogamous relationships, non-nuclear family structures,
or lesbianism have always been maligned by those in power” (p. 193). Those who transgress the

gender codes, do not conform to heterosexuality, and sometimes the racial boundaries, are seen



as disruptive and threating to the dominant social order. Examining female sexuality and gender
roles in Barbados, Charmaine Crawford (2012) claims that “lesbophobia” is a result of the
heteronormative beliefs that simultaneously produce lesbian sexuality as a site of the male gaze
and “raises concern because the heteropatriarchal order is doubly threatened — men do not have
access to these women and lesbians might be sexual competition for men” (n.p). Through the
combination of breaking gender and sexual roles, heteronormativity pathologizes same-sex
female relations, marking such desires as deviant, dysfunctional, and dangerous, and through
violence, men attempt to “reinforce male dominance and legitimize hetero-sex” (Crawford,
2012). Building on these texts, I include the narratives of LGBQ women and WLW experiences
from Guyana, showing their particular experiences of race, class, gender, family, and violence as
these factors intersect with the same-sex desires within location specific contexts.

Throughout this dissertation, then, I engage with scholarship from the region that
theorizes Caribbean same-sex sexualities and practices, and literature cutting across different
disciplines such as queer studies, queer of color scholarship, queer geography, migration, and
feminist studies to illustrate moments of applicability, collusions, complicities, and resistance to
current understandings of same-sex sexualities. This dissertation draws on these multiple
discourses centering the voices and experiences of women who love women in Guyana, who are
invisible within these perceptions of same-sex relations and desires in the country, and more
broadly across the region. It returns the heteropatriarchal gaze by demonstrating the ways in
which women who love women not only exist but actively resist, negotiate, and reassert
themselves into a state that ignores and erases their presences. Situated within the overarching
heteronormative state and institutions, this dissertation also interrogates the ways in which

women are not only subjected to violence but also the ways in which they participate in enacting
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violence against women. It further traces and examines the ways in which their social locations
in an urban/rural dichotomy shape and inform their sexual identity, subjectivity, and place in the
society, and the ways in which their erotic subjectivity reconfigures our ideas of sexual
citizenship, inclusion and belonging in the state. The bold and defying act of daring to desire
someone else, other women, is the subject of this dissertation, revealing women’s initial
decisions to be with men, and their violent relationships with men, other women, and the shared
intimacy, desire and love they continue to experience on the Guyanese landscape.
A note on language

In designing my research project, I was confronted with the issue of how to “name” or
what terminologies to use in accessing women who engaged in relationships with other women
but did not claim a sexual identity or orientation, to participate in my project. I was aware that
Guyana can be a highly violent space, both to myself and for my potential participants. The
normalization of violence across Guyana made me hesitant to identify as a queer woman
conducting research with women who love women. I knew that I had to be careful in selecting
the language that I was using to describe not only myself, the work that I was seeking to conduct,
but also that most of my potential participants may not identify under the acronym of LGBTQ
due to fear of emotional, verbal, and physical violence by different segments of the population. If
my research was going to be sent out on listservs and forwarded to individual women through
word of mouth, individuals may suffer the risk of “outing” themselves or have their sexuality
called into question by others. Consequently, I opted for a general language which targeted
women and sought to learn about their sexual practices and involvement with human rights.

Kempadoo (2009) notes that studies on same-sex relations in the Caribbean often:
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note a flexibility in the name of these relations in the region...The range of terms represents, in
turn, a great heterogeneity in the practices, desires, self-identification and external views of
people who have sexual intercourse with, or who sexually desire, persons of the same sex or
gender. In many of these studies, same-sex relations are not in the first instance claimed as an
identity but rather as an activity, as people disclose information about their practice without
identifying or viewing themselves as homosexual, queer, gay, lesbian, or transgender (p. 5).
Paying attention to Kempadoo’s point on the ways in which individuals express their sexuality:
through varied behaviours and relations, and the differences between praxis versus identities, |
frame my study as one in which I sought to learn about women’s sexual practices, experiences,
and involvement with human rights. The general framing of the research project enabled me to
capture a range of understandings and practices of sexuality, as opposed to imposing an identity
framework on my potential participants. My main concern was that if I attempted to recruit
individuals who identify as “gay”, “lesbian”, “bisexual” “trans” or “queer” I would not be able to
interview individuals who engage in same-sex/gender desires outside of these identity categories.
In fact, the second largest category of sexual identification by my participants was “women who
like/date/love women.” The generality of the study allowed my participants to talk about their
sexuality in often multiple and contradicting ways. For instance, one participant discussed being
married to a man, but was having relationships with women, and did not identify as straight,
bisexual and/or queer. How do we make sense of this narrative and through which framework do
we read her sexuality which perhaps exceeds both heterosexual and homosexual paradigms?
Throughout this dissertation, then, I used the categories of lesbian, gay, bisexual, queer,
pansexual depending on how the women self-identified, and ‘women-who-love women’ to

signify their behaviours, desires, attractions to other women as one form of relationship, or
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sexual praxis (Kempadoo 2009), while not erasing their relationships either previously or
currently to men. This dissertation highlights their sexual praxis in relationship to other women.
All of the women in this dissertation identified as cis-gender women at the time, with sexual and
romantic attraction towards other women.

While I approached my study from the framework of practice/praxis, in Berbice I was
confronted with how to tell people about my project and how to reach out to potential
participants. As I was discussing my project with a family friend, explaining how I was
interested in talking to women who might be having relationships with other women, he
interjected and said, he knew of a woman who a “wuk pon truck like a man.” He began to tell me
that she “a build house with them guys in the villages and she ah drink with them in the rum
shop.” At first, I was not sure as to why he was telling me this, or how this woman matched my
research interests, but I realized that in him explaining to me what she does in terms of her
occupation, i.e., doing jobs outside of her gender roles, are the ways in which “queerness” were
understood in the village. It was the fact that she works with other men and drinks with them in
the village rum shop—two domains that women traditionally do not step into—that helped
understand her as gender and sexually non-conforming. He further went on to tell me that “she
deh” with another woman. The word “deh” is a local way of referring to “there,” as in “over
deh.” In this context, though, it is used to imply that a person might be having a romantic/sexual
relationship with another person. I write of this example to illustrate the different ways in which
what we call “queerness” might be routed and understood through other registers such as
occupation, or of the ways in which local communities recognize same-sex relationship. In

Berbice, even though the women that I interviewed identified as ‘loving women’ and LGB, there
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could be a large number of women who do not use this language, but who “deh” with other
women in different villages.
Research Objectives

My dissertation seeks to interrogate how various heteronormative bodies and institutions
such as the male gaze, the media, the legal system, and political parties participate in, produce,
and shape our understandings of gender, sexuality, and citizenship, especially as it applies to
same-sex women’s subjectivity and relations in Guyana. It investigates the linkages between
heteronormative structures and the manifestations of violence in Guyana, emphasizing the
experiences of violence that WLW and LGBQ women’s experience on a daily basis. Another
significant aim of this project is to develop and map out an account of LGBQ women and WLW
sexuality as it intersects with race, gender, class, religion, migration, and space, demonstrating
how women’s social locations and positionality are essential in their construction of their sexual
subjectivity and need to be considered in sexual rights debates and LGBTQ human rights
movements in the country and the wider region. More broadly, this dissertation seeks to offer a
different representation of Guyanese women outside of the historical archetypes of womanhood,
carving out space within theory and practice to show the ways in which WLW are present,
visible, and are enacting a politics of resistance to survive.
Research Questions
This dissertation grounds itself in a set of interrelated questions, starting with the overarching
question:
1. How does heteropatriarchy and heteronormativity, embedded in social, political, and cultural
institutions, shape and influence the lives of women who love women and LGBQ women in

Guyana?
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a. How do race, gender, sexuality, class, and spatial differences operate to structure the lives of
LGBQ women and WLW in Guyana? How do these differences inform their sexual identity and
subjectivity in urban and rural spaces?

b. Are there different types and manifestations of violence within a heteropatriarchal state and
culture? If so, what are they? How do LGBQ women and WLW negotiate the culture of violence
in Guyana?

c. How does the transnational flow of “sexual rights” impact and shape women’s
understanding of same-sex marriage, citizenship, and activism in Guyana?

d. What is the role of erotic subjectivity in supporting, challenging, and resisting the dominant
discourse of heteropatriarchy, violence, sexual rights, identities, and citizenship?

e. How does erotic subjectivity offer us a space to understand WLW sexual agency and the
making of spaces of love and belonging against violent structures?

Thesis Statement

Taking an intersectional analysis, this dissertation locates LGBQ women and WLW within the
heteronormative and heteropatriarchal context of Guyana. I argue that there needs to be a
sustained attentiveness to the ways in which women who love women express their sexuality in
urban and rural spaces and that regardless of how women identify, they experience varying
degrees of violence by existing in a heteropatriarchal state. I further argue that regional
differences, race, and class influence and differentiate women’s experiences of LGBQ identities,
citizenship, activism, and civil rights. Paying attention to the location-specific sites of
Georgetown and Berbice in Guyana provides a space for interrogating the cultural nuances of
claiming and embodying intersecting identities, navigating a culture of violence, and tracing

small acts of LGBQ women and WLW resistance.
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In examining urban/rural differences, this dissertation demonstrates the ways in which race,
class, gender, and space function to shape and mold women’s praxis and sexual identities, while
simultaneously showing how their identities shift across geographical locations. The intersecting
registers also operate to determine the ways in which LGBQ women and WLW, whether in
urban Georgetown or rural Berbice are integrated into their communities, are visible/invisible,
out and proud, accessing queer spaces, and forging alternative ways of belonging. In chapter
three of this dissertation, for instance, I argue that working-class women in rural Berbice who
were previously married and have children are incorporated into their family structures and
villages through alternative categories of belonging. Rural middle-class women, although their
class status enables them to live a comfortable and secure life in their village, still aspire to create
a life elsewhere. Additionally, the urban/rural dichotomy is critical in the women’s imagined
perception of each other; what the urban and rural space means, how it oppresses or liberates
their counterparts in their sexual exploration, also shapes their own positionality and sexual
subjectivity. It is in this imagined freedom that each group of women in Georgetown and Berbice
constructs particular narratives of themselves and their possibilities. Importantly, it is in their
resistance to dominant LGBTQ discourses of ‘coming out’ and being ‘out and proud’, which
offers us a different picture of their lives in the context of Guyana, that the importance of this
dissertation lies. Some of their resistance to the heteropatriarchal state lies in their experiences
and negotiations of violence. Cutting across both regions, I center the multiple experiences of
violence that my participants have experienced and continue to endure. I argue for a broader
conceptualization of violence to be considered as an affective force, illustrating the different
types of violence that LGBQ women and WLW experience and enact. To this end, the women

are both survivors and participants of violence as I demonstrate in chapter five.
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The women’s experience of violence is intimately connected to a broader culture of human
rights. In chapter six, grounded in a heteropatriarchal culture, where women are second-class
citizens, this dissertation explores the ways in which LGBQ women and WLW understand
sexual citizenship, same-sex marriage laws, and LGBTQ rights. Paying keen attention to class,
race, and space, I map out the ways in which these categories are interpreted and experienced by
middle- and working-class women in Georgetown and Berbice. I suggest that urban and rural
women participate in a transnational queer discourse of LGBTQ rights, information, and media
content based on their regional location and class realities. The idea of the erotic, which feminist
and queer scholars in the region have explored, is also central to this chapter. Turning to
working-class women’s experience and lives in Berbice, I demonstrate the power of the erotic as
embodied by working-class women across racial differences in their acts of resistance to the
racialized heteropatriarchal state. The erotic is an important compass guiding working-class
women as they navigate the intersecting factors of violence, their sexual praxis, and
subjectivities. These racial, class, gender, and geographical positionalities further make visible
what kinds of activism, public engagement, and political endeavours LGBQ women and WLW
participate in across both regions. These vectors enable the women in each location to imagine
and seek rights that sometimes parallel Western LGBTQ human rights discourses, and at other
times contest these movements and conceptualizations of ‘rights.’ In the conclusion, I return to
an intersectional analysis to suggest that sexual identities of LGBQ, WLW as a praxis, and
access to LGBTQ citizenship, rights and activism are influenced by race, class, age and urban/
rural spaces. I argue that violence is an affect which heteropatriarchy is a manifestation of and

that both men and women are enactors and victims of violence in Guyana.
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Theoretical Frameworks

Writing on the politics of passion, Wekker (2006) notes that “...sexuality in a particular
setting is something that people shape collectively on the basis of the cultural archives and
changing political and economic circumstances...politics acknowledges that power is negotiated
both in cross-sex and same-sex relationships, that there is a politics to passion” (p. 67).
In this dissertation, I examine LGBQ women and WLW sexuality, sexual experiences, practices,
and desires as they intersect with the theories and concepts of (1), race, gender, and class
differences in shaping their lives in urban Georgetown and rural Berbice; (2) violence (3) erotic
subjectivities and sexual citizenship, showing that within a context of heteropatriarchal
dominance, women also collectively negotiate, shape and contest the sexual domain based on
their subjective positioning. Who and how these women choose to love or desire, are acts of
resistance, moments of compromise and struggle, against a culture of violence, gender
inequalities, and increasing poverty. This dissertation situates itself within the three registers of
violence, ‘race, gender, and class differences,’and sexual citizenship and erotic subjectivities,
which serve as the basis for the rest of the chapters.

Sexuality, Race, Class, and Gender in the Caribbean and Guyana

Caribbean feminist scholars have noted the ways in which gender, class, and social
stratification, tied to race, particularly skin color and phenotype, have structured Caribbean
societies (Reddock 1988; Kempadoo 2003; Peake & Trotz 1999), with each social determinant
having multiple social, economic, and political implications on women’s lives. In the Caribbean
region, race is often the basis through which group boundaries are established and reconstituted
(Reddock, 1998, p. 66). Race is generally understood through physical characteristics of

“phenotype, physical features, and area of origin”, whereas ethnicity refers to characteristics
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such as religion and other cultural practices (Reddock, 2007, p. 2). In addition, ethnicity can also
refer to an element is seen as belonging to a group and/or a contribution that a group has made to
the nation (Williams, 1991). In Guyana, ethnicity is understood as the vehicle that persons of
different racial stock and cultural background use to conceptualize their contribution to the
development of a sociocultural order that is more than the sum of its ethnic parts. On the other
hand, meanings attributed to ethnic differentiation allow groups to justify gaining from society
by pointing out what they have given to the society. On the other hand, these meanings
encourage a sense of “ownership” through which the cultural context of Guyanese society and
different aspects of its economic structure are claimed by particular groups. Cultural pro