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Lay Abstract

What are the connections and overlaps between queerness, sexual fluidity, and everyday
Caribbean life? This dissertation attempts to engage with this question by analyzing accounts of
queer and sexually fluid experiences in select works of anglophone Caribbean literature. By
doing this, the author demonstrates how narratives concerned with queerness and regional sexual
fluidity reveal a diversity in embodiments of individual desire and expression that both
transgress and transform the accepted social, cultural, and geopolitical boundaries governing
everyday island life. These written accounts represent a history of sexually nonconforming
practices in the region, as well as a record of the ongoing role of the multi-island nation-state in

the production of queerness and fluidity.
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Abstract

This project intervenes in the fields of Caribbean studies, queer theory, gender and sexuality
studies, and feminist cultural studies. Divided into four chapters, the project examines the
interconnections between Caribbean (im)material cultures of fluidity and the politics of quotidian
island life. Through an interrogation of three conceptual frameworks: (i) the Queeribbean
quotidian, (ii) fluidity, and (iii) ‘the polymorphic’ multi-island nation, the first chapter argues that
fluidity generates multiple ideological paradoxes which prove useful in the (re)construction of
more equitable island societies in matters of freedom and bodily autonomy. In the second
chapter, close readings of Harold Sonny Ladoo’s Yesterdays (1974) and Clem Maharaj’s The
Dispossessed (1992), reveal ongoing and generative tensions between rurality, queerness, and
post-indenture Indo-Caribbean life in Trinidad and Tobago. Quotidian rural life productively
incorporates fluidity into the making of early-twentieth century, hetero-monogamous Indo-
Caribbean lifeworlds. The third chapter offers close readings of Jamaica Kincaid’s Annie John
(1985) and My Brother (1997), in addition to select contributions by emerging Caribbean writers
in the online journal Infersect (2020), to demonstrate that fluid, Afro-Queeribbean narratives
reveal an interconnected epistemology of the self and the multi-island nation in late-twentieth,
early-twenty-first century Antigua and Barbuda. The fourth and final chapter is primarily
occupied with the public-facing writings of the queer Vincentian author and scholar, Professor H.
Nigel Thomas. Following Thomas’s debut novel Spirits in the Dark (1993), a distinct record of
the queer Vincentian quotidian is tied to the local print media culture in the early 21 century. I
piece together this record, and by extension the public presence of ideas and practices concerning
queerness and fluidity, by close reading three decades of exchanges in Searchlight, The News,

and The Vincentian newspapers.
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Chronicle

One

Grandparents, Travelling, and Queer(ed) Caribbean Social Formations

I spent most of my adolescent years not having to think critically about issues pertaining to
desire, sexuality, family, and Caribbean social formations. Recently I revisited the few family
photos still available to me. I left the majority behind with my mother-archivist when I migrated
to Canada. I marveled at the composition in these images. Here I was, this mixed-race kid,
standing out like a sore thumb next to some of my favorite cousins, aunties, and uncles. The only
person who looked more out of place than me was my only sibling, a younger sister no longer
with us here in the world of the living. My sister looked like she was the child of Caucasian
tourists, her family suddenly coming across a group of friendly locals on one of their many
excursions and thinking, this scene would make for a wonderful photograph. My sister and |
share European ancestry via our father and his lineage. His family arrived in the Caribbean from
Europe to pursue economic dreams. Our mother is the only one in her immediate family not to
pursue love and a family with a man who comes from a similar ancestry as her own. She was a
poor Douglaa girl (many prefer the use of the term creole) looking to advance up the Vincentian
social ladder and my father, twenty-five years her senior, was an established businessman who
promised to sweep her off her bare feet. The traces of my mother and my father’s mixing results
in multiple photographs of their two alien children in a sea of bronze, statuesque faces, piercing
oval eyes, and jet-black, curly locks with sporadic kink. It suddenly occurs to me. But these
people beside me and my sister in the photographs are also mixed! I have always known this to

be a fact. I have never felt the need to dive deeper into the history of these human statues that
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coexisted with me and my sister in our family photographs. The logics of their immediate family
units, their social formations, were seemingly certain. Concrete. Unchanging. I return to our
photographs as I am putting together this introductory chapter to the dissertation on fluidity and
its many paradoxical qualities circulating throughout the Caribbean. I can no longer look at these
images without feeling the jooks that have always been present. They resonate outwards from the
sea of mix-up and blen-blen bodies keeping our projection of the Corridon family together.
Articulations of Douglaaness (creoleness), Blackness, Indianness, Whiteness, heteronormativity,
sexual nonconformity, and rurality, all present and accounted for in the photographs. How these
worlds could even be made real to begin with still escapes me. I suppose that is why I have
embarked on this journey that is a PhD focused on Caribbean queerness and fluidity. One thing is
certain: my family members carry with them a queerness that makes for engrossing stories about
making nonnormative relations across the archipelago. All of these stories emerge in the space of

island living.

My maternal grandfather passed away on September 12, 2023. He was 91 years of age. My
mother anticipated his death. According to her, he had been travelling all day before he died. She
could see it in his eyes, his body bedridden over the final weeks of his life. John Guy Jacobs was
born in 1932 and raised on the big island of St. Vincent. He is most likely descended from former
African slaves who made the mountainous landscape their home in the shadow of post-slavery
society. During a recent phone call with my mother, we talked about the family squabbles that
inevitably arise after someone travels into the next life. Such and such sibling is to inherit this
and that, but this other sibling is unhappy with the family's decision. And so on, and so forth. It

made me wonder about another kind of inheritance, the kinds that are immaterial but remain with
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us long after a family member leaves this world. Those not-so-distant variables and narratives
that queer me, my sister, and other Caribbean people’s orientation to the world without us even
knowing it. Variables like growing up outside the reach of the city. I expressed to my mother my
disappointment with leaving home, with not having more time to get to know more about John
and his life beyond what he did willingly share with others. My mother consoled me and
affirmed that she too never knew as much about her father as she would have liked. He was a
quiet man who kept his head down and did his best, in the moments when he was of sound mind
and body, to take care of his family. She ranted to me about family quarrels over the planned
death announcement to be broadcasted on the national radio station. There is an ongoing struggle
as to whether the family should include all thirty-six of the grandchildren’s names in the
announcement. I listen attentively as she names each grandchild. Some of them I have never met
before. We go over the pros and cons, and she recites her version of the death announcement to
me. A feeling arises then. It is similar to the jooks resonating from the family photographs I was
rummaging through only a few days prior. I take the opportunity to ask my mother about what
she does know of our family’s spotty and complicated histories. Death has made her nostalgic.

She indulges me a little while longer.

John Guy immigrated to England in the 1950s to start the next chapter in his life. My maternal
grandfather, little old Mr. Guy, was a part of the Windrush generation. He, like many other young
Caribbean men in the mid-1900s, saw economic opportunity awaiting them inside the mouth of
the British imperial beast. It was better than being smothered under the weight of rum shops and
field work in the island. My matrilineal grandfather went to England in search of opportunity,

while my patrilineal forefathers left Europe to seek out those very opportunities in the Caribbean.
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Make of that what you choose. My mother continues. She shares with me that John and his
brother ran a strip club and pub during his sojourn in England. His economic pursuits would be
cut short because of death. Apparently, and my mother says this to me with hesitation (there is
some ambiguity as to the details), there may have been a murder. John might have been involved.
Next thing you know he is on the banana boat (whether or not the boat transported bananas is a
question that I’ve never thought to ask) back to St. Vincent and his old life. Upon his return to St.
Vincent, John finds work at the local stone quarry. It is there he would meet my maternal
grandmother, Vera Ledger, a small-boned East-Indian (Coolie, as the locals still say) woman who
split her time and her life in between Trinidad & Tobago and St. Vincent & the Grenadines. Why
she was drawn to T&T so much is lost on many of my family members. A little bit of research
reveals that a significant portion of the local Indo-Caribbean population in St. Vincent made their
way south to Trinidad & Tobago after the end of the indentured-servitude system. Trinidad
represented a very small consolation for those who couldn’t return to Asia because Asia was
never their home. My belief is that there remains a sacred pull that draws the descendants of
those who remain to Trinidad, like my grandmother and other peoples of Indo-Caribbean
descent, because of T&T’s thriving Indo-Caribbean community. While my grandmother spent
much of her time in Trinidad, I learnt that John, in the 1960s, would journey to Florida annually
where he worked as a field hand in the vast cane fields of some unnamed estate. I am shocked to
learn of the Florida chapter in John’s life, but I turn my attention back to the fantasy of my
grandmother and Trinidad. My fantasy is quickly deconstructed as my mother reminds me of
Vera’s other life and family in Trinidad & Tobago, one that she sustained while also making life
with John in St. Vincent. Of course, John is no saint. I then learnt that he was married and had

three children before he travelled by ship to join the Windrush generation in diaspora, most of
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the passengers yearning for more out of life beyond their island routine. This was no different for
John. He returned to St. Vincent and was no longer with his wife. We are unsure if he ever
divorced her. He never married Vera, my maternal grandmother who was married to another man

in Trinidad & Tobago.

To this day we remain connected to our other family in Trinidad & Tobago. And proudly so. As
my aunty Gaileen says in times of family conflict, way yo go do? all ah we is one. Gaileen’s
mantra is a spell which she recites often from her sofa in Montreal, Canada. Her words thread
together simultaneously individual experiences and entanglements unfolding across North
America, St. Vincent, and Trinidad. These messy entanglements of family relation are made
possible by figures like Vera and her disorderly antics. They are sustained by the quiet certainty
that is rurality. My family history is made tangible by John who, though soft-spoken and
reserved, risked everything in Florida and in England during his lifetime. Our family is a
compilation of traumas and triumphs that shake to their core the traditional, supposedly solid,
hetero-monogamous value systems inherited by Caribbean people. Now that I am looking back
at old family photographs, now that I am older and have a little bit more sense as to how the
Caribbean world is expansive as opposed to myopic, I see my family for what it really is. My
family is but one of many queer and fluid institutions of relation which emerge out of systems
that desired for locals, especially those in rural spaces, to continue with a neutered version of
everyday life that our people inherited from colonial times. My family, like many other
Caribbean family formations, occupy a haphazard relationship to queerness, European moral
codes, and the politics of respectability. We are traditional, but we really arent. We have been

learning to craft relations even though the hand we have been dealt is one that was forced upon
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us. There remains value in our resistances, in our desires to produce relation on terms that are
mostly determined by Caribbean people’s own interests. There is value long embedded in the
histories of relation that feed into John’s, and Vera’s, and my Douglaa mother’s trajectories. The
following introductory chapter to the dissertation is but an extension of my study of pivotal value
formations pertaining to queerness, fluidity, the Queeribbean quotidian, and polymorphic
experiences and relations. The struggle to make sociopolitical and cultural formations in the
wake of postcolonial life constitute ongoing effects that ripple outwards across the Caribbean
Sea. This is a struggle shared not only by my family in St. Vincent, but it is a struggle in other
Caribbean islands as well. These effects resonate outwards. They infiltrate the shores of
neighbouring island societies. Our making of relations, our insistence on life in supposedly
dubious spaces has always been queer and fluid because there could be no other way to realize
individual and collective freedom under the constant gaze of British imperialism. This is true in

the early to mid-1900s. It is still true in 2025.
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Chapter 1

Introduction

“One preoccupation that has haunted all those years — and that I remember using to clap back to Thomas Glave’s
1999 essay about imagination — is the extent to which we in the queer Caribbean have become captives of others’
narratives, which — I’'m going to assert — has resulted in our catastrophic abandonment of imagining for ourselves. It
is the thing I get into political fights over most often. I want to do so today as well, as it is the most critical challenge
facing our Caribbean movement — it is as important as violence and social protection and mental health.”

— Colin Robinson, “Pride, Vulgarity and Imagination,” 230.

A Profusion of Paradoxical People: Unpacking Sexual Fluidity in the Caribbean

The Trinidadian activist-writer, Colin Robinson, spent decades writing newspaper columns about
queer and Caribbean experiences at home and in diaspora. Never one to shy away from sharing
his thoughts on matters when others found it difficult to morph ideas into written word, the
founding director of the Coalition for the Inclusion of Sexual Orientation (CAISO) pens an essay
in response to a 1999 letter by Thomas Glave, a queer activist-writer of Jamaican ancestry based
in the United States. Robinson takes issue with Glave’s framing of islanders, heterosexual and
homosexual alike, and their supposed lack of imagination concerning social progress for
marginalized people across the Caribbean region. Robinson, who is well known for having
“taken up the mantle of leadership around the rights and well-being of LGBTQ+ people” (Gosine
9) between the 1980s until his passing in 2021, pushes back against Glave’s letter by pointing out
how Caribbean people, on the question of LGBTQIA+ social progress, have “become captives of
others’ narratives” (230). Both the dominant culture and those disenfranchised by this dominant
culture are imprisoned to such a degree that it has resulted in Caribbean people’s “catastrophic
abandonment of imagining for [them]selves” (230). Robinson reminds us that the imagination
plays a continuously important role in self-determination for Caribbean people, heterosexual and

homosexual alike. To accept that the answers to overcoming regional anti-queerness and
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intolerance lay purely outside the current abilities and geography of Caribbean people, and to
disregard the subtle shifts that already occur across the region because the imagination is already
being deployed by sexually nonconforming locals to combat dominant sociopolitical structures
dictating everyday life, such misunderstandings in popular thought often detract from the
nuanced realities constituting everyday life in the region.

I open this introductory chapter to the dissertation with mention of Robinson’s insights to
emphasize crucial strategies for tackling the question of sexual nonconformity in everyday
Caribbean life. Glave’s essay appeals to the humanity of a supposedly less-than-human
Caribbean people, while Robinson’s approach emphasizes the inherent and already useful
humanity and abilities inherent in these very people. Robinson’s rebuttal consciously steers clear
of further feeding into harmful notions of (in)humanity while also drawing our attention to the
Caribbean individual’s innate cognitive and affective abilities to bring about change in both their
public and their private lives. It is this very imaginative potential in (queer) Caribbean people
that fuels this chapter and the chapters that follow it. Men and women in the region who pursue
queer and sexually fluid lives have been doing the work of imaginatively embodying everyday
Caribbean desires beyond the confines of conformist island society with great, though often
messy, success. These individuals continue to occupy a pivotal position in the region’s
sociopolitical and cultural genealogies.

The work of this introductory chapter establishes how Caribbean enactments of sexual
fluidity offer up multiple paradoxes which prove useful for thinking generatively about how the
Caribbean region might continue to (re)construct more equitable and liberated island societies.
These paradoxes are made clearer for the reader through my examination of three major

concepts: (i) the Queeribbean quotidian, (ii) fluidity, and (iii) ‘the polymorphic’ multi-island
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nation. I take a more conceptual approach in this introduction, as opposed to the close reading of
novel-length works that dominate the remainder of my study, to considering the possibilities
inherent in examining sexually fluid Caribbean experiences across the geopolitical site of the
anglophone multi-island nation state. It is my belief that paying close attention to fluidity is an
opportunity to account further for “the queer modes of affiliation, desire, and embodiment that
suggest alternative possibilities of organizing social relations in the present” (Gopinath 9) in the
Caribbean. Such a (re)organizing of society is necessary as the region works towards clearly
defined grounds for solidarity amongst all Caribbean people. Aaron Kamugisha writes that
“Caribbean solidarity in the interests of self-determination and human freedom, like its sibling
black solidarity, has never existed outside a labyrinth of contradictions, persistently troubled by
the ongoing reproduction of coloniality” (214). In pursuit of self-fashioning freedom, the work of
defining who and what is representative of the Caribbean experience is not without its setbacks,
which often results in the reinforcement of harmful stereotypes and ideas about a people and a
culture rooted in the islands. These stereotypes and ideas may further prop up the
heteropatriarchal, nationalist island-state formation. Caribbean gender and sexuality are not an
exception to the perpetuation of these cycles which may result in potential setbacks. That said,
and despite the risks involved, Caribbean solidarity must maintain spaces for the critical
consideration and inclusion of sexually nonconforming living across the region, even if the
journey to arrive at that place of solidarity is stacked with contradictions and informed by the
complicated everyday lives led by nonconforming Caribbean and diaspora people. We must look
closely at instances of sexual fluidity, and to the paradoxes that are made identifiable because of
the lives associated with these instances, to better define the future relations between all

Caribbean people and questions of collective freedom, self-determination, and unbridled desire.
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I divvy up the larger task of uncovering the paradoxical qualities associated with sexually
fluid Caribbean lives across three sections. Firstly, I turn to an examination of the relationship
between queerness, the Caribbean, and ideas of the quotidian, to tease out key paradoxes
sustaining the realities for sexually fluid people across the region. While I do not prescribe
fluidity as an identity category, the umbrella term ‘queer’ should be recognized as useful for
framing questions of sexual nonconformity and regional autonomy in the Caribbean every day.
While ‘queer’ is a word that is not indigenous to the Caribbean, it aptly offers an expansive
understanding of lives lived across the region. I mobilize the sixteenth century definition of the
term, which suggests oddity, peculiarity, or strangeness. I deploy my (re)workings of the term
‘queer’ for three reasons: (i) to affirm the usefulness of the term as an avenue for articulating a
myriad of regional and sexually nonconforming expressions, (ii) to simultaneously recognize that
the umbrella term, at its most optimal, is a broad marker which carries with it the risk of
obscuring the differences in queer Caribbean experiences, and (iii) to draw attention away from
less productive uses of the term that are commonly associated with popular Western and/or
Eurocentric cultures. In short, ‘queer’ is useful as an entry point to further contemplate the
significance of the sexually nonconforming Caribbean quotidian as a site of anti-colonial thought
and praxis. The Caribbean cannot adopt a single totalizing identity marker that leaves little room
to account for a myriad of complex racialized histories which now sustain everyday lives across
the region. That said, ‘queer’ might be considered a space in which sexually nonconforming
people might choose to gather, to then carry out the work of recovering the past traces and
present connections between fluidity and queer Caribbean histories. While there exist recent and
successful attempts by particular groups of people in the Global North to define their relationship

to sexual nonconformity on their own terms and via language that feels more precise to their own

10
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cultural backgrounds, such an approach to articulating the sexually nonconforming Caribbean is
a challenging one. I carefully mobilize both ‘queer’ and ‘Queeribbean’ keeping this very reality
in mind. These two terms prove the most useful to me and are the least restrictive when
attempting to articulate the nuances of sexual fluidity evident in the region. While I align
queerness with oddity, strangeness, and peculiarity, it should be considered as such because of
how sexually nonconforming forms of desire and expression continue to disrupt the overarching
conformist, heterosexual project of the anglophone Caribbean and the multi-island nation-state.
Put another way, one paradoxical quality of the fluid and queer Caribbean is that while
community members seemingly have no power or influence over societal development, their
very presence continues to fuel cultural and political shifts across heterosexual Caribbean and
diaspora society. Evidence of such generatively disruptive actions are prolific across the
quotidian in the region.

The word quotidian appears often throughout my development of this dissertation.
Typically deployed as an adjective which refers to the ordinary and the everyday, I first rely on
accepted uses of the word to emphasize that the Caribbean lives being imagined in the primary
literature, in addition to my critical analysis of these primary texts, remain grounded in what
might be commonly understood as the daily habits of making life on a Caribbean island. This
cycle of constructing daily life represents both the individual’s repeated endeavours and the
overlapping of these endeavours with the desires and actions of others. My use of the word
quotidian, then, describes rich individual activities and collective relations that both make and
unsettle (productively or otherwise) common island narratives and assumptions that reinforce

cultural, geopolitical, and social hegemonies.

11
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A less common way to deploy the word involves my second approach. I deploy the word
quotidian when referring to the quality of improvisation and adaptation that Caribbean people
embody in pursuit of making daily life in island environments. This quality of adaptation and
improvisation is made possible for the individual because of the diversity in activities and
relations that the individual must imagine and enact when faced with the pressures imposed by
dominant and inherited frameworks for sustaining life across the region. My use of the word
quotidian, then, also describes the multiplicity and the frequency with which these instances of
spontaneity and extemporization occur. My assertion is that while we can say with certainty that
the literature and the daily lives being crafted in the region is evidence of the necessary quality of
invention governing the Caribbean individual, it is impossible that we can know with certainty
the dimensions of every life unfolding across the region. The need for constant material and
ideological readjustments exhibited by Caribbean people results in a plurality of actions, desires,
and relations that make it unlikely that there exists a single articulation or embodiment of
everyday Caribbean life that is a universal representation for the Caribbean experience. My use
of the word quotidian emphasizes the more slippery aspects of the Caribbean experience, the
ways in which we must pay attention to the elusive particulars of individual experience, while
never losing sight of the overlaps in actions, desires, and relations, to further understand the
nature of improvisation and adaptation that give shape to individual lifeways in Caribbean
society.

And so, the Caribbean region must always be understood as constituting inherently plural
worlds. To examine the sexually fluid Caribbean quotidian means to look past the mundane to
study the unpronounced realities of these nonconforming plural worlds. The Queeribbean

quotidian, then, is composed of individuals and practices occupying various iterations of daily
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life which yield undetermined outcomes depending on the people and events taking place in a
given time and place. Such a formula results in further amorphous and unclear, fluid conceptions
of queer Caribbean time, space, and personhood.

Following my development of ideas central to understanding the concept of the
Queeribbean quotidian, I then consider the role of sexual fluidity in contemporary Caribbean
society. I suggest that a close examination of Caribbean sexual fluidity demonstrates how evident
paradoxes are present and associated with living a life which transcends the accepted borders of
the individual and society. Furthermore, the presence of fluidity of the Caribbean kind
transgresses and transforms the accepted and established sociopolitical and cultural boundaries
of nation-state formations. These boundaries remain rooted in inherited understandings and
practices of colonial and heteronormative intimacies. To critically consider the place and the role
of fluidity in the Caribbean is to focus on how people and practices enmesh with one another,
continuing to (re)imagine everyday life across the region.

Caribbean creative writing has been doing the work of charting constellations of regional
fluidity. Foundational examples of this cartographic work can be observed in literature from the
early twentieth century, a critical moment in which Caribbean writers were in search of “a
language, familiar yet new, that could carry the freight of an experience rooted in slavery,
indenture, colonization, resistance, and the conflicted paradoxes of modernity” (Dalleo and
Forbes 2). This act of reproducing familiar yet new articulations of the Caribbean experience
resulted in “a form of self-fashioning for writers and their lived and imagined communities”
(Dalleo and Forbes 3). The Jamaican writer Claude McKay is known for his contributions to the
Harlem Renaissance movement of the 1920s and 1930s. With the publication of projects that

include Home to Harlem (1928), Banjo (1931), and Banana Bottom (1933), McKay is heralded
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as a pioneer of Caribbean narratives concerning blackness, and Caribbean and diaspora life. In
examining the queer subtext of Harlem Shadows (1922), one of McKay’s earliest collections of
poetry that has remained largely neglected by readers and critics, Lindsay Tuggle writes that:
In keeping with McKay’s partially closeted life, there remained until quite recently very
little published biographical material directly concerning his sexuality, forcing queer
criticism to rely heavily on archival material. (64)
This narrative of a partially closeted Afro-Caribbean man navigating life in the early twentieth-
century Global North positions McKay and his writings as “concerned with race rather than
sexuality” (Tuggle 65). But McKay did write about sexually nonconforming experiences, much
of these writings shaped by his own fluid ideals pertaining to Caribbean sex and sexuality. In his
memoir, A Long Way From Home, McKay confesses that:
Sex was never much a problem to me. I played at sex as a child in a healthy, harmless
way. When [ was seventeen or eighteen I became aware of the ripe urge of potency and
also the strange manifestations and complications of sex. I grew up in the spacious
peasantry country, and although there are problems and strangeness of sex also in the
country, they are not similar to those of the city. I never made a problem of sex. As I grew
up I was privileged to read a variety of books in my brother's library and soon I became
intellectually cognizant of sex problems. But physically my problems were reduced to a
minimum. And the more I traveled and grew in age and experience, the less they became.
(188-189)
McKay'’s queer poetics straddle the fence between “...secrecy and disclosure, navigating the
border of permissible and forbidden desires” (Tuggle 66). His early twentieth-century “bisexual”

(Tuggle 64) pursuits, in addition to his queer poetics, might be understood as something more
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than bisexuality. What I mean by this is that it is the most readily accepted evaluation to attribute
McKay’s experiences as a person who occupies a bisexual or closeted position to the world
around him. But what else might we be able to parse from the passage included above, a moment
in which McKay makes clear to the reader that his preoccupation with sex and sexuality was not
necessarily a burden for him. What else might such an admission mean for a Caribbean man in
the 1930s Global North who pursued sexual relations with both men and women? These are
questions that McKay’s writing draws to the forefront of contemporary discussions about non-
limits of Caribbean sexuality.

McKay is an Afro-Caribbean man who admits in his memoir that “color-consciousness
was [his] fundamental restlessness” (189). While travelling Europe he mingled with white
expatriates who, according to McKay, were constantly “harassed” (188) by the nature of their
sexuality. Both admissions on McKay’s part makes clear that his sexual inclinations were not a
preoccupation for him in the way that these inclinations afflicted his white comrades. McKay
provides scholars of Caribbean studies with early and ambiguous models for writing and
engaging with the possibility of Caribbean sexual fluidity. Alongside the contributions by
McKay, the Trinidadian Alfred Mendes would publish Black Fauns in 1935. A novel that is
“representative of the Trinidadian ‘anti-establishment’ fiction of the 1920s and 1930s” (Rahim
1), the plot features a bisexual relationship that is central to the female protagonist’s story arc.
Mendes’ novel is notable because it represents a monumental and recorded early instance of
English literature by a Caribbean author who consciously centers narratives describing same-sex
intimacies between Caribbean women. More specifically, the novel follows the complicated
relations that unfold between Marta and her two lovers, Estelle and Snakey. And while Rahim

does rightly suggest that the relations unfolding might be lesbian or bisexual, her use of the
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conjunction ‘or’ signals the unsettled or undetermined quality of the sexually nonconforming
relations described in Black Fauns. This unsettled or undetermined potential present in the 1930s
narratives by McKay and Mendes represent a generative shift in Caribbean literature that brings
“to the table the turbulent geography of sexuality, and openly challenges myths of normative
heterosexuality” (Rahim 1) across the region. The question of what more might already exist
beyond the framework of gay-versus-straight-versus-bisexual begins to emerge in a popular way
because of the kinds of narratives being produced by the likes of McKay and Mendes in the early
1900s.

The question of what more, the possibility for Caribbean sexual fluidities, also exceeds
the early 1900s works by McKay and Mendes. One only needs to pay attention to the storied
relationship that the Caribbean region shares with water. Omise’eke Natasha Tinsley’s well cited
essay entitled “Black Atlantic, Queer Atlantic” opens with the following provocation:

And water, ocean water is the first thing in the unstable confluence of race, nationality,

sexuality, and gender I want to imagine here. This wateriness is metaphor, and history

too. The brown-skinned, fluid-bodied experiences now called blackness and queerness
surfaced in intercontinental, maritime contacts hundreds of years ago: in the seventeenth
century, in the Atlantic Ocean. You see, the black Atlantic has always been the queer

Atlantic. (191)

Tinsley’s essay goes on to chart how the history of the passage of ships to the Caribbean is also a
viable site of queerness and the emergence of fluid experiences shaped by an enduring
connection to water. Here, “fluidity is not an easy metaphor for queer and racially hybrid
identities but for concrete, painful, and liberatory experience” (192-193) writes Tinsley. Water

and fluidity delineate the nuances of life in the aftermath of slavery and indentureship in the
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Caribbean. The fluid and queer Caribbean has persisted beyond popular acceptance of the
community’s experiences. Tinsley further reinforces her stance in the monograph entitled
Thiefing Sugar: Eroticism Between Women in Caribbean Literature. An exploratory study that
brings into conversation West Indian poets and novelists like Dionne Brand and Mayotte
Capécia, Tinsley argues that in the case of the Caribbean and Caribbean people, “Oceanic and
maritime realms are also spaces of transnational communities, heterogenous trajectories of
globalizations, and other racial, gender, class, and sexual formations” (138-139). Indeed,
Tinsley’s treatment of her selected primary texts “offer[s] an image of gender and sexual fluidity
that ‘works’ in the Caribbean: a wateriness that complicates as much as it liberates” (139).
Rinaldo Walcott critically engages the topic of water, fluidity, and Caribbean experiences
through the framework of the black aquatic. Walcott opens his essay with an anecdote. He is
watching Nightline in 1987, and Al Campanis makes the claim that there were zero professional
swimmers because Black people lacked buoyancy. Walcott writes:
Coming from an island in the Caribbean region, the divorce stuck with me as an
untenable one. Of course I knew many people who lived near the sea who did not swim,
but even with that knowledge, the divorce from bodies of water was never a categorical
one. (64)
For Walcott the black aquatic refers to “the ambiguous and ambivalent relationship that Black
people hold to bodies of water” (65). Within this ambiguity and ambivalence, I contend, exists
the possibility for discourse on Caribbean sexual fluidity. For Walcott, the aquatic represents “a
kind of foundational birth claim for blackness and thus black diasporic people” (65). In the
birthing of these peoples, in tandem with the winding histories of water, emerges the potential for

the sexually fluid. In line with Kamau Brathwaite’s theory of tidalectics that centers the
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rhythmic, cyclical movement of the tides as a metaphor for understanding Caribbean history,
culture, and identity, Walcott’s black aquatic thinks critically about both the repetition and the
invention of the “sea of Black life” (66) in the Caribbean and in diaspora. Indeed, tides and
waves both bring and take out elements from the shore to the sea, but, importantly, “tides and
waves leave elements behind as well, resulting in new and different formations” (66-67). The
work of this project follows the way articulated by intellectual ancestors including Brathwaite,
Tinsley, M. Jacqui Alexander and her critique of the Caribbean island nation-state as both a
heteropatriarchal and neo-colonial formation, and Rinaldo Walcott. I take up Caribbean fluidity
as one of these sites of critical formation which continues to offer us new insights into the
existence and the persistence of the queer Caribbean.

While the notion signals something that is amorphous and escaping imposed boundaries,
embodying a Caribbean philosophy and practices of fluidity is also not easy or effortless. This
difficulty often results in a lack of total clarity for the person attempting to embody sexuality
differently. To be sexually fluid in the Caribbean, then, is to constantly occupy both a position of
amorphousness and a position that is quite the opposite of this very quality signaling limitless
potential. Despite this paradox, the position is evidence of a lived experience by which the
individual can simultaneously contest both the limitations imposed on the physical/external body
by island society and the limitations that the individual subconsciously imposes on the
psychic/internal self.

An attention to fluidity in the Caribbean context is a renewed opportunity to critically
rethink how we create and maintain structures governing heterosexuality and sexually
conforming lives. This is vital work as many individuals who subscribe to heteronormativity

might deviate periodically from a heterosexual lifestyle to fulfill their fluid inclinations. Given
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this desire for an affirmation of the ongoing exchanges between heteronormative and sexually
fluid Caribbean lives, fluidity is not to be understood as an identity marker in the strictest sense. I
examine the concept of sexual fluidity in the Caribbean because it offers a deliberately open-
ended account of the economic, cultural, ethical, and sociopolitical structures which continue to
inform the spectrum of practices and desires. Indeed, sexually fluid Caribbean people are of and
despite the pressures exerted by the heterosexual Caribbean nation. What I mean by this is that
fluidity is constantly being shaped by and reworked within the space of a Caribbean region
governed by inherited heteropatriarchal and colonial frameworks that remain largely
unsympathetic towards sexually nonconforming desire and expression. In recognizing and
accepting this reality, we must also attend to the constantly shifting relationship of
nonconforming sexualities to these dominant heteronormative frameworks. Caribbean sexual
fluidity is a space in which many ideologically nonconforming individuals, many of them
uncertain about the politics of rigid identity markers, might locate themselves temporarily and/or
periodically. This project calls acute attention to the pivotal role of dynamic sexually
nonconforming Caribbean experiences alongside the problems associated with the popular use of
static identity markers in the face of the question of regional sexual diversity. Paying attention to
unstable models of Caribbean sexual fluidity is vital if we are to continue the work against less
generative models of sex, sexuality, and desire circulating in the region.

Finally, the third section of this introduction sets out the parameters of what I term ‘the
polymorphic’ multi-island-nation. This concept is rooted in language that demands we recognize
the fundamental differences amongst a particular species or lifeform. ‘The polymorphic’ signals
the occurrence of different and legitimate traits and behaviours governing the sexually

nonconforming Caribbean individual’s daily life. This very concept is a crucial means by which
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we might further take account of the variations in sex, sexuality, and desire amongst Caribbean
people. The polymorphic quality of lives across the region guarantees that queerness and sexual
fluidity continue to generate new adaptations and improvisations that resist attempts by island
governments to define and maintain island society as largely Christian, heteropatriarchal, and
monogamous. ‘The polymorphic’ is not only concerned with the diversity in human actions and
desires, it also acknowledges the primary role of the region’s natural and manmade environments
in the formation of these polymorphic realities being pursued by heterosexual and Queeribbean
people alike. Geographically the Caribbean remains fractured. Popularly recognized as a chain of
islands caught between the Caribbean Sea and the Atlantic Ocean, the region “is already
physically distinguished and marked out by multiple separations” (Miller 8). One’s location and
experiences are shaped not only by people, but by these preexisting eco-separations in which
sexually nonconforming people find themselves. The experiences of the individual in Antigua
differs from the experiences of the individual in Barbuda, though the nation of Antigua and
Barbuda presents itself as a unified front. This much is also true of life in urban St. Vincent and
the Grenadines, and for life in rural Trinidad and Tobago. ‘The polymorphic’, then, is a call for
us to account for the nuances of everyday life made legible because of the histories of distinction
and separation which continue to shape regional everyday experiences. ‘The polymorphic’ tends
to the silences and supposed absences in regional queer and fluid desire and expression from
public record. It acts both as witness and as testimonial to the everyday as a site of the what more
governing fluidity and sexual nonconformity across the Caribbean region. It is my attempt to
account for the excess of the erotic and the intimate, and the love and the lust, which exceeds the

established and enforced boundaries of the island and the nation-state.
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Moving on from a more conceptual approach to tackling questions central to this
dissertation project and this first chapter, I use the remaining three chapters to mine select
literary works for insights pertaining to the dynamic role that queerness and fluidity play in the
lives and the experiences of locals across three different geopolitical sites in the anglophone
Caribbean. I turn to Caribbean literature about queer and sexually fluid experiences to
demonstrate how authors have enacted Robinson’s charge, as literary projects continue to emerge
that imagine regional representations of sex and sexuality beyond the established
heteronormative lens. In the following chapters, I close read literature by authors from three
distinct parts of the Caribbean region: (i) Trinidad and Tobago, (ii) Antigua and Barbuda, and
(ii1) St. Vincent and the Grenadines. Close reading is, without a doubt, the primary methodology
for producing this project. I turn to close reading because the method allows me to analyze
narrative on the level of content, structure, and pattern to intricately tease apart both the lucid and
the underexamined in these narratives. My close readings and critical chapters are coupled with
what I title as the ‘chronicle,” with a new chronicle preceding each of the four chapters in this
dissertation. These chronicles represent briefly written reflections and interludes that consider
how select moments from my individual lived experiences remain intertwined with the collective
queer and fluid histories of the contemporary Caribbean. My work to unpack the fluid and queer
Caribbean, then, begins with periodic close readings and interpretation of experiences relevant to
my life as a queer Caribbean man now living in diaspora. These experiences, while unique to me,
also demonstrate for the reader many of the ways in which queerness and fluidity remain a larger
framework of discussion about how our unique experiences shape other people and parts of the
Caribbean region. In looking closely at my own queer Caribbean experiences, I offer readers an

additional creative pathway, another vernacular, and an example of close reading that engages
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with the subject of Caribbean queerness and fluidity beyond the page. I offer readers generative
insights pertaining to my recognition and embrace of both the queer Caribbean and the region’s
polymorphic qualities. Close reading, then, is an opportunity to deliberately connect, across time
and space, personal lived experience with that of the quotidian experiences captured in the
literature which remains foundational to this dissertation.

While I take Colin Robinson’s charge seriously, that Caribbean people must continue to
imagine the worlds they desire to inhabit for themselves and others, I close read novels,
memoirs, electronic writings, and newspaper contributions concerning sexual nonconformity
across the region to demonstrate some of the ways in which Caribbean people have been
productively tapping into a regional imaginary that allows the local to will a version of everyday
life into being that is both pliable and sustainable. The primary texts examined in this project
might be considered examples of what George Lamming refers to as the “sovereignty of the
imagination” (Forbes 9) at work across the region. In the Caribbean context, narratives about
queer and fluid everyday experiences demonstrate the potential of regional sovereign imaginary
on and off the page. Such an imaginary is preoccupied with “the active will to refuse submission
to the shibboleths that seek at every turn to inspire our self-contempt and our unthinking docility,
and to command our understandings of, and our hopes for, what it might mean to live as a free
community of valid persons” (Scott 75). I turn to the form of the narrative, while reading across
diverse themes and genres, because these narratives offer sustained investigations of how the
queer and fluid Caribbean exists and persists of its own imaginative accord.

Having done the broader but foundational work of mapping out the major concepts and
paradoxes shaping this project’s subject matter, Chapter 2 focuses its attention on literature

produced by writers from the multi-island nation of Trinidad and Tobago. I close read two novels
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on mid-twentieth century, post-indenture, Indo-Caribbean rural life. More specifically, I examine
Harold Sonny Ladoo’s second of two novels, posthumously published, entitled Yesterdays
(1974), and Clem Mabharaj’s only book-length publication entitled The Dispossessed (1992). 1
grapple with questions of rurality, queerness, and the Caribbean quotidian to argue that the rural
Indo-Caribbean productively incorporates queer and fluid quotidian elements pertaining to
sexuality, sex, and the body. This incorporation takes place in tandem with the perpetuation of
popular hetero-monogamous and static lifeworlds. The individual and the family are perpetually
under (re)construction, as individuals continue the work of determining their relationship to post-
indenture life, freedom, and bodily autonomy. This work of close reading the relationship
between queerness, fluidity, freedom, and bodily autonomy continues in Chapter 3. I then focus
on both print and digital writings by writers from the multi-island nation of Antigua and
Barbuda. More specifically, and while the second chapter tackles questions concerning post-
indenture life and the Indo-Caribbean experience, in chapter three I examine the validity of
queerness and fluidity in the late-twentieth century Afro-Caribbean experience. I examine
Jamaica Kincaid’s queer coming of age novel entitled Annie John (1985) alongside her memoir
My Brother (1997), which gives an account of Kincaid coming to terms with the loss of her
sexually fluid sibling. To compliment the readings of print literature by Kincaid, I also study
narratives published by emerging Antiguan and Barbuda authors in the Queeribbean feminist
digital journal, Intersect. Reading across the print and the digital literary genealogy of Antigua
and Barbuda reveals an interconnected epistemology of the queer and fluid individual. This
epistemology is evidence of how sexually nonconforming individuals’ conceptions and practices

of freedom, desire, and unbridled sexual expression continue to emerge in Antigua and Barbuda.
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Close reading literature about queer and fluid Caribbean experiences makes clear how locals
continue to (re)invent the self on the page, in real life, and online.

The vehicles of the novel and the online publication are not the only places and spaces in
which the queer and the fluid Caribbean imaginary can be located. In the fourth and final chapter
of this dissertation, I turn to an examination of questions concerning queer freedoms and sexual
fluidity via writings from the chain of islands known as St. Vincent and the Grenadines. I work
through over two decades of newspaper articles published across the three local newspapers: (i)
The News, (ii) The Vincentian, and (iii) Searchlight. I focus on reading contributions by both
queer Vincentians and their critics about Caribbean sex, gender, and sexuality. In reading for
insights concerning local queerness and fluidity via the three newspapers, I argue that a
substantial record of queer Vincentian experiences is specifically tied to the print media culture
of 1990s to early-2000s life in the islands. This is especially significant to note because of the
brief but convincing recorded histories detailing contemporary sexual nonconformity in St.
Vincent and the Grenadines, beginning with the publication of H. Nigel Thomas’s first novel
entitled Spirits in the Dark (1993). Ideas concerning queerness and fluidity emerge in a daring
and pronounced way, starting with Thomas’s literary debut and flowing through the rich

newspaper exchanges following on from the time of the novel’s publication.

L. The Intricacies of the Queeribbean Quotidian
For the purposes of attempting to test the very depth that fluid Caribbean frameworks hold for
living, it is important that we be able to describe the nature of the related processes using
language, to some coherent degree, and the experiences associated with these processes. These

experiences remain vital to responding to broader concerns about Caribbean freedom,
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expression, desire, and sexuality. To do this work of articulating a descriptor which adequately
describes the experiences in question, the umbrella term ‘queer’ proves useful for several
reasons. Before I delve into my own uses of the term and how it helps us to better understand the
paradoxical qualities accompanying the queer and fluid Caribbean experience, I want to take a
moment to outline the crucial context informing my use of the term ‘queer,” and I also outline
where I hope queer Caribbean studies might be heading with a (re)new(ed) understanding and
application of the term.

The word “queer” is truly curious since its contested date of entry into the written English
language records. In fact, the word has no single certain date and point of origin. Recorded use of
the word appears twice in 1513 by two unrelated men using slightly different variations in the
spelling of the word. The Scottish poet and courtier William Dunbar, in Flyting in Poems,
includes the word in a line from one of his pieces. The line reads “Heir cumis our awin queir
clerk” (207). The second instance of the supposed birth of the meaning of the word appears in
the 1513 writings of one Gavin Douglas, a Scottish bishop and poet, in his translation of Virgil’s
Aeneid. Line 43 of Douglas’s translation of the prologue reads, “The cadgear...Calland the
colgear ane knaif and culron full query.” In both instances “queir” and “query” are deployed as
adjectives meaning “strange, odd, peculiar, eccentric. Also: of questionable character; suspicious,
dubious” (OED). I want to begin from these records dated to the sixteenth century and the related
questionable linguistic genealogy that follows the emergence of the word in the English
language. Contrary to the late-1900s and early-2000s American uses of the word spelt ‘q-u-e-e-r,’
a word derogatory in nature and that we associate with persons who perform nonconforming
sexuality, Caribbean people might also productively lay claim to sixteenth century versions of

the word in an attempt to articulate their own watery identity as a means to effectively describe
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their experiences in a predominantly heterosexist society. To further grapple with the queerness
of the sexual kind that is pervasive in the Caribbean, it proves useful to begin from an
investigation of qualities of strangeness, oddity, peculiarity, and eccentricity that we might also
associate with the sixteenth century definitions of the word. I am aware that my tethering of
Caribbean sexuality to the term ‘queer’ risks further obscuring some of the more nuanced and
rich histories of sexual diversity across the region. That said, the qualities that the word once
represented with its sixteenth century use are qualities that I believe are universally accessible by
individuals on a global scale. ‘Queer,’ then, speaks as much to the cross-connections in the
human experiences across geopolitical regions, as it does to the sexually nonconforming lives
being led by a particular set of individuals. It aptly expresses the complicated connections
between islanders and their relationship to land and to sea, to the solid and to the liquified. This
is why my use of ‘queer’ and Queeribbean ground themselves in the etymology of sixteenth
century uses of the word; it is my attempt to call attention to these descriptive qualities
constituting fluidity, qualities that both the sexually nonconforming and conforming community
members have some degree of exposure to in their daily lives. Indeed, oddity, strangeness,
eccentricity, suspicion, and doubt are all part of the quotidian experiences of people inhabiting
the Caribbean region. Individuals work with or against these states of being daily. Through their
repeated (re)workings, the Caribbean individual knows queerness and fluidity on an even more
intimate level than they have been conditioned to believe. I use the word “believe” instead of the
word “recognize” because | am convinced that Caribbean people are already equipped to
recognize queerness and fluidity in everyday regional life. That said, current and popular

ideological frameworks governing issues pertaining to sexual expression and nonconforming
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desire hinder many locals from validating their initial recognition of the queer and the fluid as
acceptable or palatable modes of living a Caribbean life.

The Chicana feminist scholar Gloria Anzaldia warns us of the dangers in adopting the
identity category of queer without scrutiny. While Anzaldua adopts queer as a personal identity
label, her demands for us to scrutinize the ongoing uses of the term remain relevant to the scope
of this project. In “To(o) Queer the Writer — Loca, escritora y chicana” she notes of the category
in question:

Queer is used as a false unifying umbrella which all “queers” of all races, ethnicities and

classes are shoved under. At times we need this umbrella to solidify our ranks against

outsiders. But even when we seek shelter under it we must not forget that it homogenizes,

erases out differences. (164)

Anzaldua recognizes the inevitable limitations in the move to describe all people of
nonconforming sexuality and practices under a single umbrella term. The queer Caribbean
experience is not a monolith, but Anzaldua, in her cautioning to readers, also recognizes that the
term ‘queer’ proves useful in mobilizing sexually nonconformist community efforts to resist the
tensions of a pervasive anti-queer people, society, country, and globe. In fact, the umbrella term
might also represent one attempt at asserting an alternative cartography, one in which queer and
fluid Caribbean “subjects, communities, and practices that bear little resemblance to the
universalized ‘gay’ identity imagined within a Eurocentric gay imaginary” (Gopinath 12) might
imagine and embody their experiences despite the pressures of the universalized identity.
Queeribbean people must also find ways to “solidify [their fluid] ranks” when discussing their
experiences of inhabiting a quotidian that exceeds the totalizing conformist heteronormative

routine that is prescribed for every citizen by island governments. This work of coming together
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must account for regional sexually nonconforming histories “before ‘queer’ gets taken up as a
political orientation” (Ahmed 161), and it must take place despite the “enduring coloniality of
queer life [which] deliberately positions queers of the Global South as needing a helping hand
from the North Atlantic” (Walcott 148). The potential for solidarity between the queer and the
fluid Caribbean, then, might be considered sponge-like, a porous-solid that has interconnected
voids. It is sponge-like because in working together to further entrench queer and fluid
Caribbean everyday experiences as mainstays across the region, it remains vital that such a
project of solidarity functions in a way that both the people and their experiences retain the
quality to shift, to transform, to pour into themselves and into others, to differ in opinions, to be
fluid and queer in their own interpretations and embodiments of the umbrella term. Hidden away
in Anzaldtia’s warning to a people who are to be read and understood as strange, peculiar, and
eccentric, there persists a reminder that all members seeking shelter under the umbrella of
‘queer’ arrive with a distinct set of individual experiences that guarantees their individual world
view is slightly different from everyone else’s personal experiences. Such a sentiment holds true
for a queer and sexually fluid Caribbean people as well. In fact, Anzaldua’s critique of the use of
the umbrella term proves useful for describing another important paradoxical quality defining
sexual fluidity in the Caribbean. While queer and fluid people might solidify their ranks under
the umbrella term and in defense of themselves against that which threatens the purity of the
term of ‘queer,” many puritans under the umbrella of ‘queer’ still scrutinize the position of
fluidity as one that is exclusionary and a betrayal to the umbrella term. The Caribbean man who
is content in his marriage to his wife while pursuing the affection of his male lover-friend is
sometimes (un)welcomed under the umbrella term of ‘queer,” and his very presence signals threat

and/or danger to others who conceive differently the uses and deployment of the umbrella term.
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As the struggle to ensure global human rights and recognition for all LGBTQIA+ people is an
ongoing one, the reliance on the community’s ability to convincingly articulate a sense of self
with certainty continues to shape whether or not these rights and recognitions are acknowledged
by the state. In other words, a tendency to double down on models of being versus models of
becoming fuels the potential tensions that lead to the further exclusion of those who might
subscribe to unsanctioned models of sexual nonconformity. And while models of being remain
less threatening to the heteronormative state, in that the state is convinced that it can know with
certainty the fixed experiences of the community members who now petition the state to include
them in common rights and recognition frameworks, models and experiences of becoming are
kept at bay as both members of the LGBTQIA+ community and the state have less control in
determining how sexually nonconforming experiences both represent and shape everyday
society.

In associating with the term ‘queer’ that is supposed to offer similar comforts to those
under the umbrella, the inclusion of sexual fluidity is read as violating the strict category of
homosexuality, a category that is more commonly acknowledged across the Caribbean, and
understood in direct comparison or opposition to the category of straightness or heterosexuality.
To deploy this reworking of ‘queer’ in relation to sexually fluid Caribbean experiences is to,
then, attempt to realize multiple objectives. Firstly, I mean to affirm the ongoing usefulness of
the term for expressing a greater variation in experiences of sexually nonconforming Caribbean
people. Secondly, I affirm that the term at its most optimal is a broad marker which carries with
it the risk of obscuring the differences in Queeribbean experiences which remain central to a
diversity in the Caribbean quotidian. And thirdly, I deliberately draw attention away from the

late-twentieth century, early twenty-first century American (re)introduction of the category as a
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derogatory descriptor for sexually nonconforming people, and towards the ideas circulating via
the term in the early sixteenth century, particularly by calling attention to the peculiarity, the
oddness, and the strangeness of sexually fluid Queeribbean people who still have much to teach
the region about self-determination, intimacy, and erotic expression. It is not my concern whether
the term ‘queer’ will eventually stop being contested. In fact, to stop contesting the limits of the
term is to give into the hegemony that Anzaldua warns against in her essay. That said, ‘queer’
remains a useful entry point by which we might further engage the importance of sexual fluidity
in the construction of Caribbean anti-colonial thought and praxis. Caribbean people are free to
use whichever term they feel is most appropriate to invoke their nonconforming positionality to
the world around them. I am not here to police or dictate which words should exist and which
ones should be abolished. Rather, I want to further open up how we might broadly, though with
honesty and an attention to individual experiences, talk about the latent worlds of sexually
nonconforming Caribbean people who dare to live and love beyond what is prescribed for them
in postcolonial island society.

There has been notable contestation of the category ‘queer’ by the African American
scholar E. Patrick Johnson. In “Quare Studies, or (Almost) Everything I Know about Queer
Studies I Learned from my Grandmother,” Johnson sets out to discover and implement a more
appropriate identity marker to describe his sexually nonconforming experiences in twenty-first
century North America. Johnson writes, “I used to answer to ‘queer,” but when I was hailed by
that naming, interpellated in that moment, I felt as if I was being called ‘out of my name.’ |
needed something with more ‘soul,” more ‘bang,” something close to ‘home’” (125). Johnson
describes for readers his seeming discomfort with the invocations embedded in the word and

category of ‘queer.” He goes on to address how the identity marker is entangled with
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contemporary queer studies. “Because much of queer theory critically interrogates notions of
selthood, agency, and experience, it is often unable to accommodate the issues faced by gays and
lesbians of color who come from ‘raced’ communities” (126-127). A part of Johnson’s
discomfort with the category and use of the term ‘queer,’ then, stems from the ways in which he
believes racialized experiences go unaccounted for: they are forever lost to the hegemony and to
the relative safety that the umbrella term provides. Johnson is in pursuit of a term that more
appropriately embodies his sexually nonconformist African American (hi)stories. He eventually
ends up deploying the term ‘quare’ as a potential remedy to some of the issues he and others like
him are facing because of the umbrella category of ‘queer.” Johnson does such diligent work in
setting out his definitions of ‘quare,’ that I will include all of them below:

Quare Etymology (with apologies to Alice Walker)

Quare (Kwar), n. 1. meaning queer; also, opp. of straight; odd or slightly off kilter; from

the African American vernacular for queer; sometimes homophobic in usage, but always

denotes excess incapable of being contained within conventional categories of being;

curiously equivalent to the Anglo-Irish (and sometimes “Black” Irish) variant of queer, as

in Brendan Behand’s famous play The Quare Fellow.

-adj. 2. a lesbian, gay, bisexual, or transgendered person of color who loves other men or

women, sexually and/or nonsexually, and appreciates black culture and community.

-n. 3. one who thinks and feels and acts (and, and sometimes, “acts up”’); committed to

the struggle against all forms of oppression — racial, sexual, gender, class, religious, etc.

-n. 4. one for whom sexual and gender identities always already intersect with racial

subjectivity.

5. quare is to queer as “reading” is to “throwing shade.” (125)
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Johnson’s extensive breakdown of how he deploys his chosen term is a twenty-first century
critical example of how marginalized groups are staking new claims in the space of the ‘quare’
human experience. That said, and given that this project is concerning queerness and sexual
fluidity in the Caribbean, not even Johnson’s proposed ‘quare’ counter-framework is a perfect fit
or the answer when attempting to account for the multiplicity of experiences that makeup the
queer and fluid Caribbean. Johnson’s deployment of ‘quare’ emerges out of the African
American experience and context. His definitions are most useful as a methodological example
of how one might go about the work of developing (re)newed identity markers that better
encompass the experience of those feeling most excluded under the umbrella term of ‘queer.’
am proposing that ‘queer,” as in the adjective that finds its deeply contested origins in the
sixteenth century writings of Scottish poets, a word with a history denoting strangeness, oddity,
and peculiarity, remains a reasonable foundation upon which we continue to examine the notion
of Caribbean sexual fluidity. To approach queerness and sexual fluidities in a manner like that of
Johnson’s project would prove largely inconclusive and frustrating. Johnson’s methodological
efforts prove inadequate when addressing the complications as a result of multiple colonial and
migrant histories that now haunt the Caribbean region: (i) the Chinese, Portuguese, and Indian
histories of indentured servitude, (ii) the African slave trade, (iii) the attempted genocide by
European conquistadors of all Indigenous people across the region, Taino and Kalinago alike,
(iv) the vexed state of the Garifuna people and their relationship steeped in longing for the
Caribbean archipelago, (v) and the descendants of Caucasian creoles who now occupy the
breadth and scope of regional quotidian life. Johnson’s methods and solution are valid for him
and for those who might be able to identify with the experiences in question. He has arrived at

language which efficiently articulates the experiences of a group of people historically sidelined
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in popular American discourses concerning race and nonconforming sexuality. All of this noted, I
want to make clear here that the lack of vocabulary isn’t a problem afflicting the queer and
sexually fluid Caribbean. It is not the reason why I am (re)deploying the umbrella term ‘queer.’
In fact, I want to suggest that a part of the reason why the fixation should not be on the task of
settling on a perfect, single category for describing sexually nonconforming experiences in the
Caribbean is because there exists at least five major languages (Haitian Creole, French, Spanish,
Dutch, and English) governing various versions of queer and fluid life across the region. There
are already localized ways of articulating various forms of the ‘quare’ across Caribbean
languages, locations, and groups. The challenge, then, is for us to imagine a way for all of these
different groups and their experiences to join each other on a common discursive ground so that
they might better assert their place in ever-shifting regional discussions concerning freedom,
self-determination, and nonconforming desires. I am convinced that starting from the position of
strangeness, peculiarity, and oddity offers us the most productive mode by which to manifest this
much needed collective action. While the word “queer” might be unfamiliar to Kreyol, French,
Spanish, and Dutch speakers, the state of appearing strange, odd, peculiar, or eccentric are
frameworks that transcend linguistic boundaries. The language for understanding and naming
queerness in the Caribbean might differ on a linguistic and geographic level; however, we can
also work towards consistency in understanding regional queerness on the level of affective
states. I mobilize the ideas of ‘queer’ and the ‘Queeribbean’ while understanding that these terms
are meant to incite conversations concerning the Bullerman and the Man Royal in the
anglophone Caribbean, the Makoumé and the Zanmi in the francophone Caribbean, the Maricon
and the Macha (short for Marimacha) in the Spanish Caribbean, the Kambrada in the Dutch

Caribbean, and the Masisi in Kreyol societies. Johnson’s ‘quare’ is a hopeful Global North
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offering that remains relevant to understanding how the Caribbean already deliberately deploys
language to aptly account for the geopolitical nuances underpinning the region’s sea of histories.
But to do this work, in the Caribbean context at least, is to also accept that Johnson’s highly
specific approach to naming and defining the ‘quare’ is a virtually impossible approach to
realizing a pragmatic unity between queer Caribbean peoples because of the ongoing complex
and overlapping linguistic and cultural histories sustaining the region. The term ‘queer’ and the
affective states it represents, then, still proves useful as it presents itself as the least restrictive
articulation of nonconforming human experience, while fostering new awareness concerning the
overlooked commonalities that exist and persist across the experience spectrum that includes
both queerness and sexual fluidity. In committing to the term ‘queer’ as a way to both broadly
and intentionally speak about sexual fluidity and its impacts on regional society, I emphasize the
use of the term to include a description of sexually nonconforming people who are always first
perceived as strange, odd, and peculiar, and who disrupt, whether intentionally or not, the
established and accepted conformist laws and norms of Caribbean-inflected spaces. Queer and
sexually fluid Caribbean people are not strange or odd because that is their fundamental nature.
They are often read as odd and peculiar because of how their nonnormative practices tend to
disrupt, be it intentionally or not, the overarching conformist, heterosexual project of Caribbean
multi-island nations. This is a project in which “the state has always conceived of the nation as
heterosexual in that it places reproduction at the heart of its impulse” (Alexander 46). Put another
way, another paradoxical quality of the sexually fluid Queeribbean is that while individuals may
be read as having little to no power in transforming the conformist state, their very existence
causes inevitable material and psychic shifts to take place across fabricated heterosexual

Caribbean and diaspora society.

34



Ph.D Thesis — L. Corridon; McMaster University — English and Cultural Studies

I consciously include mention of the diaspora at this stage of my introduction because
when discussing the ‘Queeribbean,’ I am referring to people of Caribbean origin and/or descent
whose forms of sexual expression can be located under the umbrella term of ‘queer.” By
choosing to merge the largely Global North context of the word ‘queer’ with that of the Global
South experience of the word ‘Caribbean,” my intent is to construct a bridge to connect potential
ideological and geopolitical gaps that traditionally limit the work of understanding the radical
possibilities inherent in the transnational queer and fluid Caribbean quotidian. Rosamond King
has argued for a concept of Caribbean and diaspora relation that does not bound itself to any
particular static category. She proposes the use of the term ‘Caribglobal’ as a pan Caribbean
mode of analysis that “takes seriously the linguistic, ethnic, racial, cultural, political, and
economic differences within these areas, yet remains convinced that there is enough shared
history and experience among Caribbean people to warrant an inclusive approach” (King 5). I
must acknowledge how my deployment of the concept ‘Queeribbean’ runs the risk of obscuring
further these differences that King argues we should always account for in our analyses. That
said, ‘Queeribbean’ functions only as a unifier on the level of language. On the level of affect
and experience, there exists a diversity in (hi)stories underpinning the lives of those who might
embrace the use of this term. ‘Queeribbean’ in my attempt to account for what Gayatri Gopinath
calls a queer regional imaginary which stands “in contradistinction to a dominant national
imaginary that effaces nonconforming bodies, desires, and affiliations” (5). “Queer” in the term
‘Queeribbean’ is doing several things: (i) it is a reference to troubling/disruption/unruly
nonconformist Caribbean histories of the human experience, and (ii) it also deliberately signals
to readers the influence of diaspora ways of living/thinking/becoming sexually nonconformist.

‘Queeribbean’ is a nod to both the people making life in the archipelago and to the people who
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are located elsewhere, largely in Global North societies, many of them in self-imposed exile,
who unapologetically embrace the language and discourses nurtured under the umbrella of
queerness in the Caribbean context: (i) the Batty man, the Zanmi, the Tortillera, the kambrada,
and so forth. The prefix ‘Queer’ is reinforced by the suffix “ibbean” as a way to ensure that there
are zero doubts as to the geopolitical histories and cultures invoked in relation to the use of the
term ‘queer.’ I turn to the term ‘Queeribbean’ because it is a rather recent term being deployed
mostly by Generation Z thinkers and creatives, a largely diaspora-based, Caribbean youth using
the term as a “portmanteau [serving] as both personal identity marker and descriptor of the
places and spaces inhabited by LGBTQIA+ Caribbeans” (Robert Taylor Joseph). So much of
how we imagine the Caribbean imaginatively occurs in the region by locals still in the region,
but so much of that ability to imagine queerness and fluidity imaginatively continues to take
place outside of the region by a demographic who are no less invested in the prosperity of people
making life in the islands. The conscious inclusion of the position of diaspora, then, is a reminder
that “some histories can only be written [and elucidated] from another place” (Sheller 243)
beyond the archipelago. It is also a sobering reminder of the ways in which many of the great
successes of “West Indian literature itself is largely a product of migration” (Miller 12). The
paradox here, then, is that a generative examination concerning Caribbean sexual fluidity
naturally requires critical consideration of the influence which diaspora continues to have on
local debates. ‘Queeribbean’ is my attempt to further acknowledge and move past the known
parochial, regionalist approaches to thinking with the promises of queerness and the sexually
nonconforming Caribbean quotidian as divided between people at home and people overseas.
Through a study of strangeness and peculiarity that disrupts the conformist and heteronormative

status quo, ‘Queeribbean’ represents a move towards collective action, messy but interrelated
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geopolitical histories, and cultural ontologies imagined with (un)certainty. The use of the term
‘queer’ in the Caribbean context must be able to retain space for a wide range of nonconforming
Caribbean sexual experiences while also negating the assumptions imposed by
heteronormativity, regionalism, and European codes of civility concerning the Queeribbean
every day. Efforts should be less focused on funneling experiments with one’s imagination back
into sustaining the heterosexual-homosexual divide and the perpetuation of “a culture of
symmetrical binary oppositions” (Sedgewick 9) on matters concerning sex, gender, and sexuality.
What queerness and fluidity might offer as an analytic, as Eve Sedgewick has so aptly described,
is “the open mesh of possibilities, gaps, overlaps, dissonances and resonances, lapses and
excesses of meaning when the constituent elements of anyone’s gender, of anyone’s sexuality
aren’t made (or can t be made) to signify monolithically” (8). We should be more concerned with
bolstering conversations about the underexamined ways in which queerness and fluidity nurtures
nonnormative social and political realities for the benefit of those in the region and in diaspora.
In doing so, we generate discourse that “rejects dominant cartographies that either privilege the
nation-state or cast into shadow all those spaces, and gender and sexual formations, deemed
without value within the map of the global capital” (Gopinath 5). Indeed, an examination of the
paradoxes constituting the sexually fluid Queeribbean quotidian reveals how the quotidian is
very much central to what Nikolai Attai refers to as a politics of defiance underpinning this
(re)newed space of ‘queer.’

To talk about Queeribbeanness and sexual fluidity is to commune with questions
preoccupied with examining the ongoing role of the everyday in the (re)shaping of
nonconforming lives dispersed across the region. Such a practice demands that we are attentive

to the “minor histories” and the “informal archives” (Gopinath 8) sustaining sexually fluid
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Queeribbean microcosms. The quotidian refers to the ordinary or the everyday; especially when
mundane. Both the words “ordinary” and “mundane,” when describing fluid Queeribbean
everyday life, may obscure more complex aspects of that very quotidian. The quotidian, then,
requires a study of the spectrum of unpronounced realities that incorporate sexually fluid
Queeribbean experiences from the ordinary or the mundane, to the (extra)ordinary and the
spectacular. The everyday of the husband who is happily married while pursuing a relationship
with his same-sex lover-friend is layered. It is disruptive and nuanced. In one quotidian, he is
content with marriage to his wife. In another quotidian, he is pursuing ecstasy with his male
lover-friend. In a third quotidian, his wife is preoccupied with life outside of the knowledge (or
perhaps she is aware of his proclivities) that her husband is feeding into his same-sex desires.
And in a fourth quotidian, the husband’s male lover-friend is coming to terms with the world that
the husband occupies with his wife sans the lover-friend. In every instance of the quotidian, the
husband occupies a position of privilege that is indebted to a politics engineered by the workings
of heteropatriarchal Caribbean society. He is afforded greater freedoms and takes up space across
these differing iterations of the Queeribbean quotidian because he makes his life in a society that
continues to prioritize the erotic desires and intimate interests of men, while simultaneously
disenfranchising further the experiences and desires of women. These differing versions of the
man’s everyday experiences overlap with one another, but they are also sustained independently
from one another. Herein lies another paradox that is revealed via an interrogation of sexually
fluid Queeribbean realties and relations. It is true that these worlds are in contact with one
another, but it is also true that the experiences led in these supposedly interconnected worlds are
completely detached from other experiences that the individual may encounter in ever-changing

versions of their Caribbean quotidian. Sexual fluidity and the quotidian experiences which
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emerge out of these experiences are a reminder of how conformist Caribbean people continue to
limit how they might navigate questions of spatiality and temporality. It is also an urgent demand
that Caribbean people must continue to contest the very limits of how they are instructed to take
up space and how they might further manipulate the time spent cultivating their seemingly

contradictory desires.

II. The Promise(s) of Fluidity
Interrogating the framework of Caribbean sexual fluidity helps us to better understand the space
and place of a Queeribbean people across the Caribbean region as people who occupy
contradictory social, cultural, and political positions in island society. Some of the earliest known
literary representations of queer and sexually fluid anglophone Caribbean men and women
appear via the early-twentieth century writings by Claude McKay and Alfred Mendes, in addition
to the mid and late-twentieth century works by Harold Sonny Ladoo, Andrew Salkey, and
Jamaica Kincaid. These writings can be sewn together into the shape of a tattered genealogy
which reveals meaningful insights into the ongoing and muted histories of a Caribbean people
who embody desire and sexuality both within and beyond the popularly accepted range of
expression commonly associated with these very categories. If we take seriously the charge of
the Trinidadian writer-activist Colin Robinson, that Queeribbean people have become “captives
of others’ narratives,” and that this undesirable process has brought about “our catastrophic
abandonment of imagining ourselves” (230), then to consider sexual fluidity a legitimate mode
of being in the Caribbean means to shift the focus away from the popularly accepted LGBTQIA+
view that remains heavily invested in calls for varying degrees of Global North intervention in

contemporary legal and cultural Caribbean society, and to deliberately move in the direction of
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cultivating the very regional imagination that Robinson is able to recognize as present across the
everyday lives that sexually nonconforming people already lead. If, as Caribbean people, we
deliberately turn to the submerged literary and imaginative writings about queer Caribbean
everyday life, as a means to further transforming our current relationship to intimacy and
eroticism, then we begin to observe how fluid desires and practices continue to flow and
circulate throughout established local political and cultural hierarchies. Also, if we are to solely
abide by the Christian fundamentalist, heteropatriarchal, and late-capitalist principles which now
shape popular understandings of the anglophone Caribbean, the sexually fluid Queeribbean
should not be a possibility or reality. However, these fluidities remain part of the complex
formations of Caribbean social worlds which defy the social regulatory norms.

It is important to buoy this section of the chapter in a few foundational frameworks
concerning my use of the term fluidity. My notion and exploration of fluidity follows a series of
articulations by scholars such as Kamau Brathwaite and his introduction of the concept of
‘tidalectics’ as a historical, cultural, temporal and geographic framework for engaging Caribbean
life and histories. Brathwaite’s concept draws on a cyclical model, emphasizing the ongoing
geological and cultural shifts and movements orchestrated by or with the sea. Tidalectics
articulates what Brathwaite refers to as alter/native ways of knowing and being that are distinct
from colonialist and capitalist sensibilities which remain committed to strictly linear and
materialist ways of understanding the quotidian. Fluidity, then, is but one example of how queer
and Caribbean lives continue to flow against articulations of heteropatriarchal time and
heterosexual material cultures. My notion of fluidity also draws on Omise’eke Natasha Tinsley’s
descriptions of the “wateriness” (139) of the queer Caribbean experience, in addition to her

provocations connecting queer Caribbean expression and the Black Atlantic, and in Walcott’s
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invocation of the significance of the black aquatic. Fluidity is slippery, tidal, undetermined,
cyclical. In the context of the queer Caribbean, I adopt some of these uses of the term while
problematizing other parts. Fluidity permeates the uneven spaces of conforming island society
every day. Such movements and overlaps between the conforming and the nonconforming every
day require a kind of effort that cannot be easily measured and quantified. These movements
result in fluid desires and practices that are often in conflict with the rigid sociopolitical and
politico-cultural institutions underpinning the totalizing presence of conforming heteronormative
Caribbean social and political order. These inevitable encounters with compulsory
heterosexuality, its suspicions, and its obfuscation of nonconforming Caribbean lives causes
much physical and psychic difficulty as part of queer and sexually fluid Caribbean experience.
While a culture of queer adaptation and improvisation continues to clash with more rigid
sociopolitical institutions governing island life, this culture also continues to seek out the
potential cracks in the surfaces of these institutions, seeping through these cracks and moving
beyond the conformist limits to exercise nonconformist desires and interests. The paradoxical
quality which defines sexually fluid lives, in this instance, is further entrenched because of these
repeated difficulties while attempting a fluidity that popular culture suggests arises with ease or
effortlessness. The sexual fluidity centered in my study of anglophone Caribbean literature is
also not one which yields undeniable clarity. While I seek to better comprehend, through the
study of cultural texts, the scope and the impact that traces of queerness and fluidity continue to
deposit across the Caribbean region, I want to make clear that for many of the people engaged in
curating nonconforming modes of everyday life, there is much confusion regarding their place
and their role in national narratives of island life. So, to practice fluidity in the Caribbean is to

release oneself from an absolute belief in sexual certainty or clarity. It is about a practice that is
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committed to embracing and navigating the uncertainties which shape daily life. It signifies
unclarity, uncertainty, and ongoing human development or transformation. This uncertainty and
instability is tied to the broader narratives about everyday island life that the hegemonic nation
circulates on a local, regional, and international stage.

What makes the project of fluidity generative and promising, in the Caribbean context at
least, is that Caribbean sexual fluidity allows for Caribbean iterations of freedom. The individual,
who is a thinking-feeling being composed of unfettered, undefined desires is able to immerse the
self in an undetermined process of self-discovery and reflection which actively contests the
social conditioning and politico-cultural expectations imposed by democratic, postcolonial island
governments and colonial-inflected community spaces. Indeed, the sexual fluidity that this
chapter and the following chapters in this project are concerned with is one that isn’t so easily
settled internally and externally. Sexual fluidity produces the conditions of freedom via ongoing
and tentative negotiations between the individual and society. Furthermore, sexual fluidity does
not offer blanket conditions that can be universally applied to all Caribbean people and their
individual experiences. This fluidity is one which simultaneously contests the limitations
imposed by island society on the individual and the limitations that the individual might
subconsciously be placing on themselves and their desired forms of intimacy. Sexual fluidity of
the queer Caribbean kind is an intentionally transgressive process being mobilized by a
sometimes accidental, but always compelled, group of individuals in pursuit of a different kind
of intimacy, a relatively unexplored and less embraced intimacy and eroticism by which one
might cultivate relation to other individuals with similar desires in and around the Caribbean.
When I speak of the sexually fluid Caribbean in fictions by the Trinidadian Harold Sonny Ladoo,

or in the work of a Queeribbean digital literary initiative like Intersect in Antigua and Barbuda,
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or even in the personal letters and editorial columns presented via the three major newspapers in
St. Vincent and the Grenadines, I want to make clear that the transgressive quality in these
examples represents a common quality associated with Caribbean sexuality. And the frequency
of this transgressive quality in the desires and actions of queer and fluid Caribbean people results
in the realization that the variables determining intimacy and/or eroticism remain as unstable as
the desire to embody queerness and fluidity. The point here is not to propose an exceptionalism
based on unique and individual nonconforming experiences. I mean to highlight the possibility
for further meaningful distinctions in how the quotidian unfolds depending on the islander
making that quotidian. What narratives about Caribbean sexual fluidity offer us are myriad
models for living a Caribbean life that champions the individual’s reliance on instinct in pursuit
of their intangible erotic desires. Fluidity in the queer Caribbean context, then, denotes the ability
of an individual to commit to their instincts in order to transgress the accepted and established
boundaries imposed on society via local understandings and practices of heteronormative
intimacy (sexual or non-sexual) across the everyday. My (re)imagining of the concept aptly
describes the man who is content in his marriage to his wife, but who also finds connection and
satisfaction in sexual intimacy with his male lover-friend who he periodically meets in the
bushes of rural island life.

My (re)imagining of ideas concerning Caribbean sexual fluidity is a means for us to
understand that there remains an unresolved and generative tension in the husband transgressing
the limitations of his heterosexual marriage; there are tensions in his decision to pursue sexual
intimacy with a person of the same sex, and there is tension in the secrecy between himself, his
lover-friend, and his (un)suspecting wife that may never be adequately resolved under the gaze

of postcolonial, conforming anglophone island society. These tensions are not unique to a single
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experience, in that these tensions are examples of sociocultural and political dilemmas being
navigated by any Caribbean person at a given moment. These tensions mark important concerns
pertaining to expansive concepts including love, desire, intimacy, and the erotic. The sexual
fluidity that this Caribbean man, who is both real in our imagination and in his own desirous
pursuits, but who is also unreal as his existence remains contrary to popular local imaginings and
a threat to the totalitarian conformist constructions of public Caribbean life, is pulsating with
instinctual acts that result in his embodiment of sexual fluidity. At the same time, the imagining
of this male figure reveals some of the limitations of current conceptions of fluidity in the
regional imaginary. The scenario I provide here instinctually centers the experiences of a male
protagonist because popular narratives of the kind, the ones in which a tug-o-war takes place
between multiple individuals on matters of love, intimacy, desire, or the erotic, tends to tell the
tale from the male perspective. His desires governed by instinct are a manifestation of larger and
porous frameworks sustaining queered forms of Caribbean intimacy that are intertwined with the
messy relations of human beings to other human beings, in the relations between human beings
to other-than-human beings, and in the relations between human beings and the island as a
collection of natural and manmade environments. If we are to continue the work of imagining for
ourselves, future frameworks of fluidity should be sustained in a manner that does not privilege
narratives of regional sexual expression from only the popularly accepted perspectives.

Such an approach to thinking further with Caribbean sexual nonconformity forces us to
seriously reconsider which kinds of philosophy we want to deploy in constructing a foundation
for supporting and reinforcing the transgressive ethos associated with both the deliberate and
undetermined nature of Caribbean sexual fluidity. I centre fluidity as a central concept of this

dissertation to advocate for a philosophy which continues to shift conversations about the nature
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of Caribbean sex and sexuality away from the defunct hetero-homo divide. We might understand
the current mechanism propelling understandings of regional sex and sexuality as one tied to this
hetero-homo binary. But what else might occur if we understand and accept that while the binary
persists, and while the binary remains important for structuring the lifeworlds of millions of
locals in the region, there remain queer and sexually fluid individuals who simultaneously
participate in perpetuating the binary while also undermining it by testing the binary’s limits?
What if we were to accept that the reality of sexually fluid Caribbean people is one that is
influenced and shaped by the hetero-homo binary, but that this binary ultimately fails to
adequately account for the multiplicity of meaningful outcomes that sexually fluid practices
continue to create for the individual and for community? The existence and persistence of
fluidity requires a philosophy that not only accounts for the ongoing and overwhelming role that
the hetero-homo binary plays in structuring the lives of both sexually conforming and
nonconforming people. To accept the controversial yet popular Global North approach of
thinking about fluidity as one potential and effective remedy for the ailing heterosexual nation
would mean discounting the experiences of the majority of Caribbean people who continue to
practice and embody rich heterosexual lives against the tyranny of colonial legacies that would
imagine locals, sexually conforming and nonconforming alike, as having minor cultural and
political roles in the future of the archipelago. Sexual fluidity in the Caribbean context, then, is
an opportunity for us to revise how we might continue to shape conversations and outcomes
regarding the ongoing influence of heteronormativity in structuring the lives of Caribbean
people, while consciously accepting that some Caribbean people also transcend heterosexuality
to satiate their desires that cannot be acted out via the popular strictures governing frameworks

of island heterosexuality.
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In attempting to cultivate a different individual and collective consciousness concerning
heterosexuality and regional sexual fluidities, we move towards understanding and accepting that
sexual fluidity in the Caribbean context is less about a fixed identity marker. I want to suggest
that the political framework of fluidity is useful to the Caribbean project because it allows for a
deliberate accounting of the series of unstable conditions which inform individual embodiment.
Fluidity reveals slightly different material and psychic conditions, a kind of individualized
mapping of desires which reinforces the observation that the region’s inhabitants are divergent in
both their actions and in their desires. In positing sexual fluidity as a means to expanding how we
think about sexual lives across the anglophone region, the concept of fluidity itself signals for the
reader or listener that there is more to experiences than common narratives and heterosexual
expectations can account for, and, oftentimes, these accounts are only legible in part. To better
comprehend fluidity, we must also attend to the series of sexual, spiritual, economic, cultural,
and ethical conditions which nurture sexual possibilities beyond the heterosexual experiences of
Caribbean individuals. Fluidity as a means to understanding the paradoxical quality attributed to
queer Caribbean individuals requires that we consider and address both the common and the
unique, both the known and the ignored, and both the individual and the shared histories that
make up the queer and the heterosexual pursuits that many Caribbean people remain committed
to enacting inside and outside of the region. This goal is not easily achieved in a region where
legal frameworks continue to favor the perpetuation of strict heterosexual identities and relations
as the primary modes of being in the world. That said, fluidity of the Caribbean kind requires a
philosophy that extends grace to those individuals who remain committed to heterosexual
worlds, like that of the wife who is unsuspecting of her husband’s same-sex intimacies, and to

the husband who is in pursuit of his same-sex desires. It is also a philosophy which requires that
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grace be extended to the male lover-friend who is traditionally parsed as encroaching upon the
sacred space of the wife and her heterosexual marriage to her same-sex-partner-seeking husband.
Whether or not these same-sex desires are innate to the individual and deserving of grace is not
of my concern. I think that this is a conversation that is largely a distraction with which many
become preoccupied when having discussions about the sexuality of Caribbean people who fail
to fit neatly into the conformist boxes that local authorities have inherited, constructed, and
revere.

The established categories of ‘gay’ and ‘straight’ have been proven to be limiting in our
coming to terms with the articulation of an immense range in human sexual experiences across
the region. Fluidity should be understood as a conceptual space in which many Caribbean
individuals who are uncertain about the politics and desires of sex might locate themselves and
their experiences. Fluidity attempts to spotlight dynamic narratives and collective histories while
also serving as a reminder of the limitations of static-identity discourse. It remains a space and a
practice in which one might choose to participate temporarily or periodically. This space and
practice is not meant to define an individual as perpetually bound to this very space and practice
of fluidity. Rather, fluidity in the Caribbean highlights the unsettled and in-flux quality of many
queer Caribbean people doing the work of (re)defining the local’s experience and their
relationship to concerns of intimacy, the role of sex, and questions of sexuality as they relate to
island worlds. My proposal for thinking with the framework of fluidity is very much in line with
Emilio Amideo and his exploration of Thomas Glave’s fictions. Glave is a member of “the queer
diasporic tradition of the Caribbean, which highlights the importance of complex fluid sexual
practices that do not claim stable identities, but rather emphasizes the prevalence of “becoming”

over “being” (151). Amideo reads the aquapoetics of selected fictions and meditations by Glave,
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including “Jamaican, Octopus” (2013), to demonstrate how “imagination becomes necessary as a
survival strategy” (30) against the violence of local and global histories. Glave’s work harbours
traces of “a queer ecophenomenology in which a fluid sexuality is expressed through references
to the natural environment of both Africa and the Caribbean land- and seascape” (30). In making
connections between the everchanging characteristics of sexual fluidity and the everyday
Caribbean in relation to the rich volcanic and aqua worlds that constitute the region, the
importance of the ongoing and constantly transforming nature of fluidity is emphasised. Such an
act is a verb, in this case the continuously unfolding action embedded in the idea of becoming,
and less so a noun like the potentially stagnant state of being. This idea of becoming over being
is key to understanding the usefulness of the ongoing role that fluidity plays in the construction
of presentist Caribbean society and values. Fluid experiences might serve as models that instruct
the public on the possibilities for living a heterosexual and/or queer life that moves away from
conservative models of Caribbean ontological rigidity and leans into the possibilities embedded
in what we might perceive as “unmanageable identities” (Walcott 158) that are presently
circulating across the Caribbean region. In not wanting to prescribe a new and totalizing category
for thinking about the erotic potential of Caribbean sexual desires, the paradoxical quality of
queer and sexually fluid Caribbean lives is further entrenched. Such a quality is rooted in the
ethos of Caribbean fluidity and the very word becoming, signalling a series of constructions that
support their embodiment of this fluidity. This embodiment remains under construction and
subject to the ever-shifting ethical, economical, sexual, cultural, and spiritual circumstances that
one must navigate in their every day. If being signals that one simply exists, then becoming
represents an opportunity for the Caribbean individual, whether heterosexual, homosexual, or

sexually fluid to grow, to turn into that which we suspect is possible from observing those
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nonconforming individuals who attempt and who succeed in the action of turning into on the
daily. Sexual fluidity in the Caribbean context demands that we accept that we can never
completely know without questioning an individual’s whole identity. As Rinaldo Walcott so
astutely writes about the relationship between the totalizing conformist state and Caribbean
people, “citizen practices and their state bestowal call for knowable identities — that is how the
managerialism of citizenship works. However, sexual practices both multiple and varied, as we
all know, do not require a manageable identity for practice” (158). And so, fluidity offers itself
up as a reminder that one’s sexual experiences do not require an emphasis on the particulars of
identification to simultaneously legitimize the self and to disrupt conformist state apparatuses.
Rather, fluidity is an opportunity to further examine and to test the limits of Caribbean sexual
desires beyond the superficial politics often predetermined by vexed uses of identity markers. In
recognizing that people are, arguably, constituted of desires before they are ever constituted of
any one identity marker, we continue pushing back against conformist Caribbean models that are
determined to ensure that the islander is made more manageable, more palatable, and particularly
exposed to those people and institutions gatekeeping ideas of a Caribbean people purely on the
basis of neatly curated identity categories.

Fluidity in Caribbean spaces remains a vital consideration if we are to work against the
less generative models of rigidity and inflexibility which pervade local value systems and that
cushion the conformist, nationalist visions of the few. There remains so much nuance wrapped
up in a single sexually fluid Caribbean person’s pursuit of their desires. We might recognize
some of the ways in which Caribbean people have been trained to deny the inherent benefits in a
nonconformist Caribbean life, such as regional iterations of fluidity, while also depriving

themselves of the opportunity to engage with unexplored modes of embodying sensibility and
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the opportunity to arrive at potential cathartic answers to questions concerning freedom and
expression in the anglophone Caribbean tradition. What we should be concerned with most is the
looming challenge to Caribbean imaginations, a concern that Colin Robinson lingers on in his
work that is earlier mentioned in this introductory chapter. To paraphrase Omisie’eke Natasha
Tinsley, who invokes Colin Robinson in her own writings on the promise of nonconforming
erotic worlds across the Caribbean region, “the challenge is not simply to imagine the same-sex
Caribbean but to imagine it imaginatively” (27). While both Tinsely and Robinson are correct in
demanding that we pay attention to how we conceive of fluidity and their respective worlds in
the Caribbean context, they overlook an important caveat to such a demand. The charge that we
imagine imaginatively nonconformist spaces differently is an overwhelming one, in that many of
us experience difficulties when attempting the act of imagining otherwise at all. To imagine
imaginatively means to first recognize and to confront the limitations of how we are already
taught to imagine the Caribbean quotidian. It then requires that we relieve ourselves of those
most familiar practices and beliefs that limit our tendency for improvisation and adaptation in
favor of the less explored Caribbean quotidian. This is a quotidian that is readily available to all
who embrace self-fashioning through often inventive but necessary means. While we must
commit ourselves to the work of imagining imaginatively, we might better arrive at the task of
realizing this very commitment via sophisticated advocacy practices, through engagement with
Caribbean literature, and via observations gleaned from the more mundane aspects of daily
Caribbean life. Through the everyday traces of sexual fluidity across the anglophone Caribbean,
we can observe how necessity and self-determination continue to inspire the imagination on the
page and beyond literature. In reflecting on the complex networks of desires, traditionally

perceived by the regulatory state as selfish, we can also identify new and generative modes by
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which the pursuit of these desires ultimately yields lessons that benefit the well-being of
collective Caribbean society. Fluidity, in this instance, produces queer Caribbean people and their
experiences as paradoxical because the crude, baseless, immoral, animalistic, ungodly, non-
reproductive, same-sex desires of the Caribbean person in pursuit of nonconformist pleasure
results in new revelations concerning how Caribbean society as a whole might further overhaul
and navigate questions of autonomy and relationality. There is an opportunity by which we might
begin to heal and to recover from longstanding colonial belief systems overseeing matters
concerning sex, gender, and sexuality. The very people and actions that supposedly undermine
society in an unproductive way productively open up underexamined avenues for discussion
concerning how Caribbean people might further transform their relationship to island life in a
postcolonial world. All of this said, fluidity alone cannot ensure a sustainable and queerly diverse
past, present, and future for the region. We must interrogate concepts such as ‘the polymorphic’
multi-island nation if we are to better understand how to imagine imaginatively the degrees of

Caribbean sexual nonconformity which pervades the archipelago.

III.  The Prospect(s) of Polymorphic Multi-Island Nations
It was daytime, Wednesday, 6 September 2017. Hurricane Irma, the very same category five Irma
that would destroy over ninety percent of the infrastructure in Barbuda, made direct landfall in
the British Virgin Islands. The islands, commonly referred to as BVI, are located east of Puerto
Rico and to the west of Anguilla. One of the many examples of anglophone multi-island nations
across the Caribbean region, BVI consists of sixty islands and cays that amalgamate into one
undisputed sociopolitical and cultural unit. With the passing of hurricane Irma in 2017, the nation

would endure destruction on a scale previously unseen. Irma would make landfall in the BVI as
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the first category five hurricane in recorded history to strike the Leeward islands (7he Guardian).
Tortola, the big island, suffered the loss of more than eighty-five percent of the housing stock
because of severe damage or complete destruction. Four people died, hundreds were displaced.
Lives were uprooted, some temporarily and others permanently. The established daily routine of
island living would twist and bend to accommodate the influence of the natural world that
continues to shape the region. Following the experiences of hurricane Irma, the poet and writer
Richard Georges, a Trinidadian who was raised in BVI, published his third book-length project
entitled Epiphaneia (2019). Set in the immediate aftermath of Hurricane Irma, Georges’
collection of poems engages themes of loss and love, community and tragedy, in times of
ecological devastation. For Georges and the people of BVI, life following disaster and the
upheaval of the natural and social world is a reminder of how islanders continue to live with the
environment and through natural disasters. The closing lines from Georges’ opening poem, also
titled “Epiphaneia”, are marked by an acceptance that Caribbean people are bestowed a gift. This
gift manifests itself in the form of the crystal-clear waters of the Caribbean Sea, the volcanic
earth shared across many of the islands, and the rich vegetation which remains a symbol of the
region’s potential for sustaining human and nonhuman lifeforms. This gift, sometimes, also
manifests in the form of the tropical storm or the hurricane, feeding and growing off the warm
waters of the Atlantic, gliding across the ocean into the Caribbean Sea, twirling its way through a
region where “the stone had skidded arc’d and bloomed into islands” (Brathwaite). The gift of
volcanic soil, sometimes, is overlayed by ash, molten lava, falling rocks, when one or more of
the active volcanoes scattered across the region decide to have a conversation with the locals
making life near its mouth. And sometimes this gift means a landslide, tree roots giving way, the

banks breaking to reveal new ground, a previously hidden yet tangible element forcing its way

52



Ph.D Thesis — L. Corridon; McMaster University — English and Cultural Studies

into the established moulds keeping island life together. “What am I to do with all that you give”
says the speaker in Georges’ poem. What else can be done “except to fight, to work, to love, to
live?” they conclude. The speaker’s assertion that Caribbean people must carry on is similar to
sentiments previously expressed by Audre Lorde in her 1989 letter documenting life during and
after the passing of Hurricane Hugo in the U.S. Virgin Islands. “Slowly the island re-greens
itself,” writes Lorde (78). “This is our home. We pass from the stun of crisis to the interminable
frustrations of long-range coping within a profit-based economy” (78).

While BVI is an example of the Caribbean multi-island nation, it is unlike that of
Trinidad and Tobago, St. Vincent and the Grenadines, or Antigua and Barbuda. At the level of
statehood, it is not an independent state. BVI is what Yarimar Bonilla terms a non-sovereign
society which exists under the direct rule of the British. In Non-Sovereign Futures: French
Caribbean Politics and the Wake of Disenchantment, Bonilla examines the labour activist
landscape of Guadeloupe, an overseas department of France. She turns to the example of the
non-independent island society to challenge notions of sovereignty, nationalism, and freedom as
the defacto norm for thinking about Caribbean social life. Guadeloupe and its activist histories,
for Bonilla, represent sites that unsettle how we think about sovereignty itself. As she argues:

the majority of Caribbean polities are non-sovereign societies; even those that have

achieved ‘flag independence’ still struggle with how to forge a more robust project of
self-determination, how to reconcile the unresolved legacies of colonialism and slavery,
how to assert control over their entanglements with foreign powers, and how to stem their

disappointment with the unfulfilled promises of political and economic modernity. (xii-

Xiv)
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The existence of Guadeloupe and BVI, as non-sovereign overseas departments of France and
England respectively, further troubles the image of the Caribbean islands as politically settled,
culturally calcified, and economically consolidated. Their existence is evidence of ‘the
polymorphic’ at work, as individuals like Lorde and Georges continue to make lives under
conditions sustaining the non-sovereign Caribbean island, a location which functions similarly
to, yet differently from, other geopolitical sites across the region. Quotidian life in non-sovereign
islands, then, is evidence that non-sovereignty “needs to be understood as both a positive and a
negative placeholder for an anticipated future characterized by something other than the search
for sovereignty” (xiv). As importantly, even the location of the non-sovereign island inhabitant is
a site of potential world-making that disrupts popular associations between political, cultural,
economic, and ideological modernity and the hegemonic, independent Caribbean island-nation.
“The Antilles are a lucid dream” (xxi), writes Lyndon K. Gill in Erotic Islands: Art and
Activism in the Queer Caribbean. A phantom region that appears as early as 1424, “medieval
maps chart the fluctuating presence of ‘Antilia’ as it moved through the Atlantic in the
imagination of European cartographers, expanding and contracting in size over time — a moving,
breathing geological phenomenon” (Gill xxi-xxii). Centuries before the Indigenous inhabitants of
the Caribbean were ever visibly marked by the Eurocentric imagination, divided up by foreign
cartographic practices, and marked as queer through the vocabulary of several romance
languages, the contouring of the region by the natural elements resulted in timeless geological
formations that continue to twist, and bend, and break. In other words, the queer and sexually
fluid Caribbean quotidian emerges in a space that we might already consider as queer(ed) at the
level of the natural environment. It seems reasonable then that the people making life across this

geologically complex region might acknowledge, document, and attempt to parse some of the
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critical ways in which this queerness and fluidity are pervasive experiences that continue to
connect people, the land, the sea, and the imagination. This PhD project grapples with what I
term ‘the polymorphic’ quality inherent in the queer and sexually fluid Caribbean quotidian. The
word itself can be broken down into three grammatically distinct parts. The prefix ‘poly’ is
derived from the Greek word polys meaning ‘many’ or ‘much.’ While the root word ‘morph’,
which refers to the act of change or transformation, is derived from the Greek word morphé
meaning ‘form’ or ‘shape.’ The suffix ‘ic’ appears at the end at the word to indicate the
descriptive nature of the word ‘polymorphic.’ At the level of language itself, both ‘poly’ and
‘morphic’ signal plurality and malleability. Separately these parts of the hybrid word also
indicate unevenness and possibility. Together they reinforce a commitment to understanding the
world around us through a lens that considers multitude, pliability, irregularity, and prospect as
viable qualities influencing everyday life. In other words, there exists a queer potentiality that is
embedded in the linguistic foundations of the English word ‘polymorphic’ that I find useful for
thinking and writing about contemporary Caribbean gender, sex, and sexuality. And this project
begins that work of applying the framework of ‘the polymorphic’ in my consideration of sexually
nonconforming Caribbean experiences set against various geographies, histories, and literary
imaginings defining popular assumptions about regional life.

A myriad of intimate and erotic experiences persist in the region because of practices of
fluidity and sexually nonconforming desires, and these experiences are arguably influenced and
shaped by the environments in which these desires are nurtured and enacted. ‘The polymorphic’
represents my attempt to closely examine how the everyday Queeribbean continues to emerge
against a tradition of haphazard geographies, unsettled histories, and vivid accounts of the

particularities of the region via the written word. Both the natural and the manmade
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environments influence how queerness and fluidity unfolds across the region. That said, and as
importantly, ‘the polymorphic’ simultaneously demonstrates how the presence of queerness and
fluidity is also shaping the natural and manmade world. ‘The polymorphic,’ then, is a conceptual
tool that allows for an account of these often misread, misunderstood, and misappropriated
exchanges which continue to take place between Caribbean people and places. Whether the
contouring effects of sexually nonconforming people living their lives across the islands is a
direct response to the repeated environmental contouring of Caribbean sand and sea remains up
for debate. What I am proposing with the concept of ‘the polymorphic’ is not meant to privilege
either the ways in which people or the environment continue to shape each other. Rather, my
proposal is one which means to highlight a set of ongoing and queered relations between the
numerous lived experiences of locals and the unpredictable quality of both the natural and the
manmade worlds that are now foundational to our understanding of the Caribbean region. ‘The
polymorphic’ is a meeting point whereby the collective project to assess the richness of
queerness and fluidity across the Caribbean region might further develop.

I propose the concept of ‘the polymorphic’, however, this concept is arguably a
bastardized analytic that draws on an ancestry of Caribbean writing and thinking that has always
paid acute attention to how the region and its inhabitants have always been queer and fluid. As
Yvonne Weekes and Wendy McMahon note in Disaster Matters (2022), “it is rather poetic that
the region is born of historic geological activity, and it is no wonder, then, that the topography of
the region and its potential and real hazards have historically been a feature of writing about the
Caribbean and writing by Caribbean authors” (xix). Kamau Brathwaite’s notion of ‘tidalectics’
has productively demonstrated how the sea continues to shape locals and their relationship to the

past, the present, and to the unpredictability that is the natural world and the future. As Richard
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Georges has astutely noted of Brathwaite’s project, “Brathwaite’s Sea does not only operate as a
symbol of lost memories, ancestors, and identity, but as a forge through which his new and torn
identities are imperfectly formed” (22). What is polymorphic, made queer and fluid in the
quotidian, and while the waves continue rushing to and from the shores of the differing islands,
is the fact that there remains a constancy, a cycle. This cycle of constancy might sound
oxymoronic, contradictory. But that is also the point. For Caribbean people, “the sea is history”
(Walcott 137) after all. And a complicated one at that. The queer(ed) and fluid Caribbean is made
legible in moments when daily life is saturated with feelings of impossibility, deprivation, and
futility. Like the waves that delineate connections above the ground and below the land, there is
constancy recurring between islanders learning to navigate time and manipulate space in tandem
with a watery world not partial to human conceptions of time nor space. That is why in Trinidad
and Tobago, for example, Dionne Brand is able to convincingly tell the story of Queeribbean
women who find assurance in the unstable genealogy of water worlds. In No Language is
Neutral (1990), Brand traces how the quotidian experiences of some queer women are indebted
to their experiences of and proximity to liquid environments:
This is you girl, that bit of lagoon, alligator / long abandoned, this stone of my youngness
/ ... turning to duenne and spirit, to the sea wall and the sea / breaking hard against
things, turning to burning reason / ... this is you girl, this is the poem no woman / ever
write for a woman because she ‘fraid to touch / this river boiling like a woman in she
sleep / that smell of fresh thighs and warm sweat / sheets of her like mitan rolling into the
Atlantic. (Brand 4)
Brand symbiotically fuses language synonymous with the natural world of Trinidad and Tobago

with the experiences of local women and girls. The lagoon, the alligator, the sea and the sea wall
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embrace the feminine body and the spirit. This embrace results in the emergence of a particular
Caribbean articulation and embodiment of same-sex desire, one that is made possible because of
the influence that the natural and the manmade world continue to have on the experiences of
women and girls across Trinidad and Tobago. This articulation of same-sex desire also
demonstrates the attachments of the feminine body and spirit to the local environment. In
Brand’s project, the articulation and embodiment of same-sex desire is real and ought to be
accounted for. The speaker states repeatedly and with certainty that “this is you girl,” affirming
the centrality of the shared connection between the feminine, the natural and manmade
environments of Trinidad and Tobago, and the emergence of sexually nonconforming desires.
Brand generates a queer Caribbean poetics of liquidity and “introduces the river as a symbol of
feminine sexuality and later the ocean as a muse for the awakening of same-sex desire” (Georges
24). ‘The polymorphic’ is an invocation of the overlapping of geopolitically and historically
queered formations that writers and thinkers, prior to my conjuring of this project, have been
gesturing to and imagining. Their gesturing to and imagining of a people and place occurs via
slippery language and liminal experiences that center traces of enmeshment between the
Caribbean body, the natural, and the manmade forces that continue to contour the region.

The Vincentian jazz musician and writer Shake Keane published The Volcano Suite
(1979), a series of five poems dramatizing the events of the 1979 volcanic eruption in St.
Vincent. “The island put a white mask / over its face / coughed cool as history / and fell in love
with itself” (188) writes Keane in “Soufriere (79) (1).” Caribbean relations continue to be shaped
in the presence of such self-love. These relations are embedded with traces of this love. Keane
continues, “Three children / in unspectacular rags / a single bowl of grey dust between them /

tried to manure the future / round a plum tree” (188). A literal interpretation of these lines is one
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way to unpack the poem; there are three children manuring a plant with freshly collected ash.
Another way to parse the image of the three children manuring the future with the ashes from the
ongoing eruption requires a brief account of Vincentian social and political history during 1979.
La Soufriere erupts on April 13, 1979, and St. Vincent and the Grenadines achieves flag
independence on October 27, 1979. While it is pure coincidence that the multi-island society
would become a single independent state in the same year that it experiences one of the worst
volcanic eruptions in recent recorded history, both the eruption and the move towards flag
independence actively shape the ideas and images being produced by artists like Keane in 1979.
The three children might not only be children in the literal sense. The three children may also be
a reference to the soon-to-be national flag of an independent St. Vincent and the Grenadines,
each of Keane’s children representing one of the three green diamonds that appear in the center
of the nation’s flag. These diamonds, according to the government’s official website “reflect the
plural nature of the many islands of St. Vincent and the Grenadines” (GOV.V'C). This attention to
the plural nature of local society that the government invokes at the onset of independence, a
plurality that Keane also captures in his poetry, is emblematic of what local leaders of the
independence movement may have once acknowledged as possible -- that there is validity in
plurality as island people live separately but in tune to the needs of each other. Whether or not
the vision of plurality is one that remains at the forefront of the project of the nation is debatable,
as the big island of St. Vincent continues to function in a manner that causes grave imbalances in
the circulation of power and resources between the big island and the other eight inhabited land
masses. That said, Keane’s Volcano Suite undeniably captures a moment of ‘the polymorphic’ in
action. 1979 is a year of disaster, but it is also a year in which a non-sovereign St. Vincent and

the Grenadines is actively thinking through ideas of plurality and the inherent benefits in the

59



Ph.D Thesis — L. Corridon; McMaster University — English and Cultural Studies

divergences that emerge within the space of the multi-island society. Keane presents snapshots
which suggest that “something positive can come out of the experience of eruption — not merely
the will to survive but, as he put it, ‘the practical necessity of love for one another’” (Nanton 5).
What happens if we begin to understand the love that Keane points to as representative of more
than what meets the common eye? What might we further learn if we understand that under the
blanket term of ‘love’, there exists sexually nonconforming people and experiences also making
life, work, fight, and love that is repeatedly shaped by a strained relationship to both the land, the
sea, and to manmade environments? I offer ‘the polymorphic’ as a way into thinking critically
about a queerness that is not only sexual in nature but that extends to include imaginings,
geographies, and histories of nonconforming relations which islanders continue to generate and
to deploy across the region. “We are suffered with energies we cannot dispel, with an almost
intolerable richness in our new-made soil” (x) writes Mike Kirkwood in his foreword to Philip
Nanton’s Frontiers of the Caribbean (2017). Kirkwood continues:
Everything that grows or breathes on our island (and even the restless boulders that
tumble and clash in our torrential rivers) is continuously pushing up against, winding
round, entangling and interfering with, burrowing under, or flowing over everything else.
Our ‘built environment’ is so much a party to this relentless, continuous energy exchange
— affording, adapting, merging, diverging — that it is almost impossible to tell our ruins
from our unfinished projects. (xi — xii)
‘The polymorphic’ focuses on sites of the intolerably rich, sexually nonconforming desires across
the Caribbean. It insists on reading these sites as essential to Caribbeaneaity. It marks the
overflowing, the ruins and unfinished projects of the imagination and freedom in moments when

queerness and fluidity rise to the surface of everyday island life. It notes the energy exchanges,
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both erotic and intimate, homosocial and homosexual, taking place between nonconforming
Caribbean peoples occupying various culturally and politically inflected environments. I offer
‘the polymorphic’ to alleviate some of the pressures associated with the processes of
acknowledging a spectrum of people and possibilities exceeding the expectations and boundaries
set in place by hetero-leaning governments and the dream of the hegemonic multi-island nation-
state as distinctly heterosexual. Caribbean people are indeed separate but connected, queer and
fluid, and always negotiating lives at the mercy of both the natural world and manmade society.
The experiences which emerge out of such a seemingly unideal scenario remain equally rich as
they are present. This project attempts to demonstrate just that through a study of narratives
about Caribbean queerness and fluidity. Through ‘the polymorphic’, a richness and a presence
beyond deniability is made legible via a study of literature by Jamaica Kincaid, H. Nigel
Thomas, Clem Maharaj, Harold Sonny Ladoo, and more. It is a richness that not only considers
more abstract variables such as time and space; the project of ‘the polymorphic’ also grounds
itself through a study of more immediately legible notions such as race, sex, sexuality, freedom,
and bodily autonomy. My desire in proposing the lens of ‘the polymorphic’ is that we might
continue to add to the legibility of queerness and fluidity beyond the examples that this study
first examines. As we attempt to build relations across the Caribbean, and beyond the notions
that this study first explores, I am convinced that less known and underexplored frameworks for
relation will float to the surface.

The concept of ‘the polymorphic’ asks us to recognize the fundamental differences,
whether these be minute or glaring differences, amongst a particular species or lifeform. In
Caribbean worlds specifically, ‘the polymorphic’ signals the occurrence of differing and

legitimate personal traits and behaviours that a person may possess and cultivate within a
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supposedly unified space of the multi-island nation and its borders. These traits actively shape
conceptions of the individual quotidian. So, the husband, his wife, and his male lover-friend all
constitute a series of traits and behaviors that we might recognize as present and potentially
specific to their individual quotidian, and to their embodiment of sex, desire, and the erotic.
Such an observation is even more relevant when we consider that the geographical, the
cultural, and sociopolitical histories of the region have been processed through machinations
including the African slave trade, imperialism, Indigenous genocide, and Indian, Portuguese, and
Chinese indentureship. The nation-states in which contemporary queer and sexually fluid
islanders now make life have been shaped by these machinations to engineer difference along the
lines of variables including citizenship, linguistic identity, and economic prosperity. Take for
example St. Vincent and the Grenadines. The Vincentian islands have endured colonization and
the slave trade under British and French rule, the latter ceding control of the islands in 1783 to
England after having initially captured the lands from the English in 1779. Both the English and
the French would carry out campaigns to exterminate the Indigenous Carib inhabitants. While
the Europeans successfully eliminated many of these locals, St. Vincent and the Grenadines
remains one of the few instances where the Indigenous peoples would, time and time again,
successfully fight back and outlast extermination attempts at the hands of settler invaders. More
specifically, the Indigenous population began mixing with the African slave population, creating
what is known today across the region as the Black Caribs. Together both groups would continue
to influence the shaping of daily life long after slavery was abolished in the islands. Many
Caribs, Black Caribs, and African slaves were able to outlast the demands of the slave trade by
retreating to the most northern and ecologically hostile parts of the big island, St. Vincent. The

northern part of the island is home to La Soufri¢re, one of the most active volcanoes in the
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Caribbean today, which most recently erupted in April of 2021. The descendants of those who
made life under the volcano still live there to this day and away from the city, even with the
lasting threat of eruption. There also exists cases of inhabitants who weren’t so lucky as the
Black Caribs who still call St. Vincent and the Grenadines home. The Garifuna peoples from the
island of Roatan in Central America are the direct descendants of 5000 Black Caribs exiled first
to Baliceaux, a small island in the Grenadines and off the coast of the big island of St. Vincent.
They were captured and exiled following the Second Carib War between 1795-1797. Half of the
exiled perished on Baliceaux. The other half would then be transported by boat to Central
America and to modern day Roatan. Every year these descendants of the exiled Black Caribs,
now with a population which totals more than one hundred thousand people, make the
pilgrimage to the lands from which their ancestors were forcefully removed. In the case of St.
Vincent and the Grenadines, and in paying close attention to the few historical examples
provided above for context, variables such as the diverse natural environment, race, migration,
protest, loss, and longing have and continue to shape the human stories emerging within and
beyond the realm of this one example of the multi-island nation. ‘The polymorphic’ is an attempt
to deliberately highlight and to emphasize the existence and the relevance of these diverse
variables in the making of quotidian life. The fundamental differences present in the experiences
of queer and fluid life in St. Vincent and the Grenadines, due to the particular social, cultural, and
geopolitical machinations endured by local inhabitants, ensures, to some reliable degree, that the
quotidian not only varies between local Vincentians, but that their individual and local quotidian
may also differ from the queer and fluid lives being pursued by locals in Antigua and Barbuda, or
in Trinidad and Tobago. In short, ‘the polymorphic’ is an adamant refusal of ideas championing

Caribbean queerness and fluidity as monolithic and as pure artifice. These different but
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legitimate traits come to influence a diversity in queer and queered livelihoods across the various
island fictions sustaining discourses of nonconforming sexuality in the Queeribbean.

‘The polymorphic’, then, remains a viable quality in each of the individual anglophone
Caribbean islands that make up a particular multi-island nation-state because of one crucial and
guiding truth: that every island consists of more than one human being who inhabits numerous
personal qualities and specific experiences which further influence their quotidian trajectories
and positionalities at any given moment. These trajectories and positionalities are actively shaped
by their immediate geographic location. The queer person on the big island of Trinidad embodies
a different trajectory and positionality from the queer person on the small island of Tobago. This
much is also true of Antigua and Barbuda, and in St. Vincent and the eight smaller inhabited
islands which constitute the commonly accepted multi-island nation-state. The pursuits of
sexually nonconforming Caribbean people are grounded in a common but diverging postcolonial
experience that is inflected by their experiences of living together but apart in multi-island
nation-states. It is the persistent possibility of these divergences which ensures ‘the polymorphic’
outcomes that continue to define multi-island societies as nuanced and far from one-note
concerning questions of local forms of intimacy, relation, and bodily autonomy. ‘The
polymorphic’ remains a crucial means by which we might further historically account for the
variations in sex, sexuality, and desire amongst Caribbean people who supposedly come from the
same place and, therefore, the same cultures and belief systems. If we accept that these
divergences inevitably occur in every person, especially in the instance of the multi-island
Caribbean nation-state, even if the local population does emerge out of a similar popular account
of regional oppression and exploitation, then we understand that gradations in nonconforming

Caribbean sex, sexuality, and desire are also inevitable.
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While a story less told, ‘the polymorphic’ quality quietly governing English-speaking
multi-island society continues to guarantee resistance to the hegemonic, heteropatriarchal ideals
of Christianity, monogamy, and the nuclear family, all value systems attempting to further define
the nation as a perfect site of restrictive value systems making and maintaining rather rich
everyday island societies. It is not simply that there is a hegemonic richness to queerness, sexual
fluidity, Caribbeaneaity, and the island quotidian because of the existence of the multi-island
nation-state model. Rather, it is that there exists a multitude of rich worlds, depending on the
island and the moment in question, which crucially reflect the most pressing concerns of the
people immediately located on the island in question. The lore that is the framework of the
unified multi-island nation-state actively obscures any traces of these everyday differences across
the island chain. Unfortunately, attempts by local governments in tandem with colonial norms
continue to shape how we might think of Caribbean people through the lens of sameness and
unity. In the anglophone Caribbean nations, for example, the popular language deployed in
everyday life remains steeped in ideas of an undeniable similarity and familiarity between the
people who inhabit these spaces. The husband, the wife, and the male lover-friend commonly
accept that they are the products of the nation in which they find themselves, and so they can
identify with one another purely on the fundamental basis of the geopolitics of language and/or
location. While it is true that there remain undeniable similarities between groups of island
people because of a shared colonial legacy, it is also simultaneously true that the presence of
queerness and sexual fluidity is evidence of something more than a pure, solidified, or
unchanging sameness which every inhabitant adopts for themselves with little to no difficulty,
and no matter which island the inhabitant calls home. Another paradoxical quality associated

with the presence of sexually fluid Queeribbean people and their experiences, then, is that the
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