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INTRODUCTION 

»Hegel remarks somewhere[*] that all great 
world-historic facts and personages appear, 
so to speak, twice. He forgot to add: the first 

time as tragedy, the second time as farce.«1 
(Karl Marx, The Eighteenth Brumaire  

of Louis Bonaparte) 
 
The Caribbean archipelago is characterized by diversity, in 
which colonial and post-colonial ideas have combined with 
West African, East Indian, Amerindian, and other non-western 
cultural traditions and legacies, creating together a variety of 
economical, political and cultural arrangements and praxis that 
define Caribbean societies.  

Creole society is one way in which the region is captured to 
signify the blending of ethnicities, cultures, religions and lan-
guages, standing today as the global metaphor for notions of di-
aspora, creolization, religious syncretism, hybridity, cultural plu-
ralism and transnationality, for both Caribbean identity and 
sense of belonging have been forged through a particular his-
tory and shaped by continual interculturation, transculturation, 
and negotiations between various socio-cultural groupings. 
Thus, more than just a geographical expression, the Caribbean 
defies static definitions.  

Caribbean history is rich with tumultuous and cruel battles 
of conquest, forced migrations and endured labour, blended 
cultures, ethnic and natural diversity. Throughout its past, the 
Caribbean has revealed a great complexity of social relations 
and the influence of such variables as race, ethnicity, migration 
and multifaceted dependency (socio-economic condition, popu-
lar culture, institutional mimicry) on politics. Consequently, we 

                                              
1  In Tucker, Robert, C. (1978): »The Marx-Engel Reader«, W.W 

Norton & Company, Princeton University, p. 595 
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might agree that Caribbean culture is the result of a syncretism 
that comes from the relationship among several human groups 
of different origins and from various types of cultural creativ-
ity, for the Caribbean islands have been and are still settings in 
which peoples of very different pasts, but fairly similar pres-
ents, jostled together in new sceneries with cultural accompa-
niments of heterogeneity and diversity as consequences.  

Although there is a shared past behind the West Indies con-
cerning diverse social, geographical, economical and historical 
aspects, the history, culture and social composition of each is-
land is dissimilar. In fact, European conquest, slavery, the plan-
tation economy, and the immigration had a different back-
ground and effect in each island. Thus West Indian perform-
ances, languages, social assumptions, music, etc have been in-
fluenced by diverse contexts, and therefore there is a past and 
present identity needing to be told through many different per-
spectives and voices. 

If, according to Homi Bhabha, all cultures are intercultural 
and transnational and participate in an ongoing exchange with 
others, with elite and popular forms, in the process of creating 
and revitalizing their own identity according to their time, 
place, actualities, desires, and needs (Bhabha 1994), we may 
then say that the creative and imaginative vitality of the West 
Indies derives mainly from its different genes, cultures, histo-
ries and problems. Indeed, for a better and deeper understand-
ing of political and cultural realities of the former British colo-
nies in the Caribbean area, it is of primary importance to con-
sider the British colonial practice of »divide and rule« as rele-
vant in promoting class and racial divisions within the subordi-
nate populations, and in yielding the consequences that in the 
post-independent Caribbean, have become manifested in the 
region’s political culture. Race, class and gender inequalities, 
that were so crucial to the stability and effectiveness of colonial 
rule have mutated into the contemporary period and, although 
the colonizers are no longer present, the political consciousness 
of the wider population continues to be raced and classed.  

Caribbean political culture had always been mirroring (and 
it still does) this debate over race, class, and gender, albeit un-
der changed circumstances. In fact, if we agree that the history 
of Europe for the past few centuries had been profoundly 
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shaped by the colonial interests , then there is a logic, in which 
much of the cultural expressions produced during that time can 
be said to be colonial, or, vice versa and as a consequence, post-
colonial, even if only tangentially so. 

Culture offers one of the most important ways in which 
these »new« perceptions are expressed, and it is through the 
various languages of culture such as literature, painting, sculp-
ture, music and dance, that the day to day realities experienced 
by the colonised have been most powerfully encoded and so 
profoundly influential. Ideology does not concern just the po-
litical sphere, but it is related to all our mental structures, our 
beliefs, the concepts and the ways of expressing our relation-
ships with the outside world.  

The stratification of a society in classes, the subsistence of a 
superior race (of course white and belonging to the western 
world) and of an inferior (black/not European) the binary op-
position of the humanity in »Us« as the representative of civili-
zation and »Other« as primitive and uncivilized, are actually 
the result of complicated and lengthy cultural elaborations, 
shaped by the necessity of giving convincing motivations that 
legitimated the abuse of power and the political, cultural and 
economical dominion of one population over another.  

Science, literature and other forms of art had the task to 
sponsor the empire policy by divulging its ideology, providing, 
at the same time, valid excuses. Cultural representations were 
central first to the process of colonizing other lands, and then 
again to the process of obtaining independence from the colo-
niser (the master), principally by deconstructing and subverting 
the canonical assumptions of culture imposed by the colonizers. 
Culture, in fact, has the political capacity of dismantling the 
hegemonic boundaries and the determinants that create un-
equal relations of power based on binary oppositions such as 
»us and them«, »first world and third world«, »white and 
black«, »coloniser and colonised«, »man and woman«.  

The central strategy in transforming the imperialistic culture 
is the seizing of the self representation; the underlying of all 
economic, political and social resistance in the struggle over 
representation (that is, the process of giving a concrete form to 
ideological concepts) that occurs in language, writing and other 
forms of cultural productions and performances like carnival 
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and theatre. The process of transformation- in which the con-
tinuous negotiation between the local and the global takes 
place- and the emerging shifting identities and realities create 
identity spaces by which the material and ideological dimen-
sion are deconstructed, and from which culturally specific - in-
stitutional/representational forms are produced. 

The importance of cultural representations is referred to the 
process by which meanings are produced, and the ways in 
which images and texts reconstruct an ideological reality, rather 
than reflect the original sources they represent. When races, 
classes, sexes, and nations are viewed as distinct cultural con-
structions, performed in determinate relations within distinct 
structures, then the questions of cause, effect, and intervention 
can be posed within a new problematic, where inequality is so-
cial and contingent, not natural and necessary. 

If cultural expressions are to consider the medium through 
which a given society is able to represent its common identity 
and communicate its contents, then, in various permutations 
and combinations, cultural developments have a revolutionary 
impact on different disciplines, which consequently cannot be 
considered in isolation from the growth of certain political 
movement such as feminism or anti-colonial struggles, mainly 
for the reason that both women and colonised peoples func-
tioned in economies which depended on their labour, and both 
were subject to ideologies which justified this exploitation.  

Therefore, in Chapter One I introduce the main debates over 
Post-Colonialism, Hybridity, and Mimicry. Nowadays a great 
number of scholars suggest that it would be more constructive 
to think about Post-Colonialism not just as something that 
comes after colonialism, or that signifies its cessation, but, in a 
flexible way, as the contestation of the colonial dominium and 
legacy. 

In this regard, it was never conceived of as a grand theory, 
but as a methodology: first, for analysing the many strategies 
by which colonised people have engaged imperial discourse; 
and second, in order to study the ways in which many of those 
strategies are shared by former colonised societies that re-
emerge in very different political and cultural circumstances. 
Thus, Post-Colonialism has often been concerned with the ways 
and extents to which culture and its representations are crucial 
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to an identity formation and the construction of subjectivity. 
Consequently, according to Homi Bhabha: 
 
»The colonial mimicry is the desire for a reformed, recognizable Other, 
as a subject of a difference that is almost the same, but not quite. Which 
is to say that the discourse of mimicry is constructed around an ambiva-
lence; in order to be effective, mimicry must continually produce its 
slippage, its excess, its difference.«2 
 
The great peculiarity of postcolonial phenomena consists in its 
capacity of transforming and »personalizing« expressions of 
different cultures into a definition of an own culture, that is, 
into a new own representation of the »Self« and the »Other«, 
emphasising how hybridity and the power it releases may al-
low a denotation of the replication of binary categories of the 
past and develop new anti-monolithic models of cultural ex-
change and growth. 

 Caribbean society, due to its particular history, has been 
and still is the protagonist of a continuous process of hybridiza-
tion, which, because of its nature, is the source of phenomena 
that from different perspectives are simultaneously cross cul-
tural and typical Caribbean. The peculiarity of its past, which 
had indelible consequences on the social, cultural, economic 
and political configuration of the region, still weighs on the pre-
sent situation of each island. Thus, in Chapter Two I decided to 
make a brief and general excursus on the colonial history of the 
Caribbean, moving my interests on the past and contemporary 
diverse realities of Trinidad, to the Mecca of Carnival. 

The contemporary Trinidad, less a melting pot than a mé-
lange, remains a complex, fascinating fusion of race, ethnicity, 
class, culture and the inescapable legacies of slavery and the 
plantation system have enormously complicated the social 
stratification and the gender relations within the twin nation’s 
reality. In fact, in almost every island, different gradations co-
exist and interpenetrate and each aspect of the Caribbean re-
veals blending and separatism side by side.  

                                              
2  Bhabha, Homi, K. (1994): »The Location of Culture«, Routledge, 

New York and London, p. 86  
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The historical social processes and constructions that created 
social difference in terms of phenotype, ethnicity and gender in 
the Caribbean continue to shape and inform social relations in 
the twenty-first century, despite the lack of single, homoge-
neous, region-wide discourse on the subject, and in spite of the 
often-heard claims that racism no longer exists in the region. 
Therefore, Trinidad should be considered as a plural society, 
where a multitude of cultures and traditions interweave to form 
a »universal« continuum built up by unbroken intersections in 
which the habits of the various communities have intervened, 
in order to »invent« and create a national culture, in which, ac-
cording to Sidney Mintz: »the cultural homogeneity of society 
(as it existed before western contact) is replaced by a culturally 
and racially heterogeneous society.«3  

The former British colony has been studied for several de-
cades and considered as an emblematic example of plural soci-
ety, where Africans, Indians, East Indian, Europeans, Chinese 
and in a smaller number other kinds of ethnic groups cohabit 
the twin nation of Trinidad and Tobago. Despite the island 
achieved its freedom in 1962, becoming with Tobago the inde-
pendent and formally unified nation of Trinidad and Tobago, 
race and class hierarchies, ethnic tension and fragmentation 
within the population are still realities which the Trinbagonians 
have to face.  

In Trinidad, the process of nation building was complex and 
ambivalent, for it responded to the needs both of contrasting 
the imposed society structure and division, and of creating a 
new nation to which the different ethnic groups equally be-
longed and could be identified. If, according to Benedict Ander-
son (Anderson 1983), the nation is imagined, mythicized, pre-
cisely, is narrated via allusive and symbolic figures, then terri-
tory and culture can endow people with myths and symbols of 
unique identity; and cultural phenomena remain the dominant 
social bond par excellence. 

                                              
3  Mintz, Sidney, W.: »Social Stratification and Cultural Pluralism«, 

in Horowitz, Michael M.(edited by) (1971): »Peoples and culture 
of the Caribbean, An Anthropological Reader«, The Natural His-
tory Press, Garden City, New York, p. 97 
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Throughout the XX century, the pursuit of the new Caribbean 
middle class was to create a pure Caribbean black identity 
which could symbolically bind the diverse ethnic groups, by 
constructing an ideal and utopian imagined community based 
on the myth of racial democracy. As a direct expression of the 
folk and, in a true sense, belonging to the black lower class, 
Carnival reflected all these expectations, becoming instrumen-
tally constitutive of the shared imaginary sponsored by the new 
dominant culture. 

Culture is depicted in terms of »shared values« and as the 
site of a common consensus, in which norms and values are 
deeply embedded. The analysis of culture with its diverse as-
pects has a great importance for its function of allowing links to 
be made between organizational process and individual iden-
tity, enabling us to explore the complexity of identity and the 
factors which influence the patterns of differentiation within an 
organization. 

In the West Indies, men and women have been deeply so-
cialized into certain sex-roles and attitudes, for gender catego-
ries are social constructions with a cultural specificity, thereby 
are sustained by a system of symbols, meanings, ascriptions 
and expectations. Therefore, I analyse the reasons and the 
mechanisms regulating the asymmetric relations of power actu-
ated in different spheres (material and ideological) and the dy-
namic and interactive nature of socio/cultural and eco-
nomic/political processes on a global (worldwide) and regional 
(Caribbean) scale. 

Finally, in Chapter Three I draw on the cultural/normative 
discourses, practice and institutions that reflect gender partial-
ity and their consistent inequality within the society, by ex-
plaining the main dynamics that produce unequal distributions 
of power, introducing the problematic both on a general, then 
on a more specific Third World and finally Caribbean reality. 
Gender differences are ideologically constructed in a way that 
the sexual and biological diversity is aligned with certain ine-
qualities, which, in their turn, bring to the ideological transfor-
mation of biological female into the social feminine. 
 Gender is a linguistic artefact, a theoretical concept, a femi-
nist invention, a quasi-object, shaped in order to deal with bod-
ies, sexualities, the desire, power, and the politics of knowledge, 
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although the popular, as well as intellectual, interpretation of 
gender was more or less synonymous with »woman«. In order 
to question women’s subordination, indeed, it should be chal-
lenged on different discourses of sexuality and socio/cultural 
constructions of femininity. In the mythic imagination, more of-
ten than not, woman is an afterthought, created as a secondary 
category following the prior emergence of man.  

The »par excellence« dimension of the construction of public 
and symbolic feminine is women’s participation or absence in 
religious and ritual practices. Female metaphors and symbols 
are mainly reduced to their sexual function and consequen-
tially, they have always had one-dimensional characters in my-
thology and ritual action, generating a further contradiction 
that is the construction of a dualist image of women (an-
gel/witch) in the collective memory. That is to say that the con-
veyance of concepts and values expressed through oral, visual 
and ritual means, through the responses to or the manipula-
tions of those messages, becomes a system of symbol, which is 
extremely gendered, for it is where the perpetuations or re-
creations of gender concept, symbolic meanings, social/ 
structural divisions and individual gendered identity take 
place.  

Gender discourses become central to the constitution of sub-
jectivities through the production of powerful symbols, mean-
ings and significance which have widespread ramifications, 
thereby deployed both by powerful collective actors and enti-
ties and by those in resistance or opposition to them, in order to 
instigate or to address social change. The act of bringing to 
light, better known as the act of »voicing« (Judith Butler, 
Gayatry Spivak…), challenges dichotomous representations, 
and, by so doing, it stresses the fact that women’s realities are 
not locked within social, ethnic, classist and ideological repre-
sentations, but, on the contrary they are fluid and sensible to a 
constant change.  

The importance of cultural representation is referred to the 
process by which meanings are produced, and the ways in 
which images and texts reconstruct an ideological reality, rather 
than reflect the original sources that they represent. Conse-
quently, in the case of women’s struggles, the act of voicing 
through culture and cultural representations the ambivalence of 
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their realities becomes a distinctly political and agentive pro-
cess. Cultural productions, indeed, become the medium through 
which intimacy, the unvoiced marginalization and violence, the 
»natural« exclusion of women from the public becomes a politi-
cal act, whose aim is to »feminize« and »equalize« the public 
male domain. 

Since the men’s attitudes toward women are symbolically 
projected in mythical narratives or in ritual performances, in 
Chapter Four, I elucidate on ways in which ritual practices are 
experienced and/or understood according to the cultural canon 
of the members of a given society, answering a need, an inner 
pulsing, an aspiration, a necessity for a defensive mechanism, 
or a yearning, on both personal and collective level. The play, in 
fact, has a subtle role in the formulation of a certain ethos –
aggressive, devouring, anguishing, loving, or otherwise.  

Ritual may lend continuity to life, the status quo, and may 
bring order to disorder, making comprehensible what goes be-
yond individual understanding and control. The popularity of 
certain rituals or myths at particular junctures in civilization 
explains the needs and deficiencies as well as the positive at-
tributes of a given society, since the subtleties of society and 
culture may be better acknowledged and explained via the am-
biguities, discrepancies, contradictions, and paradoxes ex-
pressed and exaggerated through ritual. 

According to Lévi Strauss (1963), like in verbalized language 
myth and ritual are also a form of communication, in the sense 
that both project models of conceptual and intangible realities 
or human experiences, in a concrete and visible structure, 
which, in its turn, brings about reciprocal personal contact and 
preserves it. As Saussurre pointed out (1974), for the realization 
of a language, it is necessary to have a community of speakers, 
therefore language has a value only within a specific reality and 
never exists apart from the social fact. Indeed, if, generally 
speaking, a system is a matter of convention in a specific society 
and at specific time, then the mutability of the language is af-
fected as well by historical (time) and social forces in an appar-
ently contradictory way. 
 According to scholars like Van Genepp, Max Gluckman and 
Victor Turner, in order to try to dominate the imperative of bio-
logical changes, ritual practices become a necessity which ac-
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company crisis. This passage of one status to another affects the 
social/individual removal from one status to other, by drama-
tizing the change, creating a liminal status, where the prior 
conditions are suspended for a circumscribed period of time, 
incorporating the individuals/group in the new social/natural 
dimension. The relationship between the ordinary and the non-
ordinary in terms of social action is the result of a processing set 
of actions, performed mainly for their symbolic value mostly 
prescribed by a religion or by a tradition of a community, 
which becomes a fundamental part of human culture and a pe-
culiar aid in the process of creating a sense of group identity 
and social bonds. 

Although Turner, in the wake of Van Gennep’s analysis, de-
scribes ritual as the element which mediates the transition of a 
community from the structure to the anti/structure, to a succes-
sive new structure, he also sees ritual as the subjunctive mood 
of a community- the ideal or symbolic layer of both: a real social 
process and liminality- as a restricted period of social limbo and 
an anti-structural moment of reversal which is the creative fond 
not only for ritual, but for culture in general.  

In his analysis of ritual function within society, he extends 
the concept of liminality to include post-industrial, non ritual 
phenomena, by coining the term liminoid to apply to functional 
equivalent, making a distinction between the liminal phenom-
ena, which are characteristic of the pre-industril society, and 
liminoid, which is the playlike feature of the post-industrial so-
ciety. Religious obligation characterizes the liminal (‘liturgy is 
derived from the Greek ‘leos’ or ‘laos’, ‘the people’, and ‘ergon’ 
‘work’ ), while »optation« characterizes the liminoid. Thus, in 
modern societies, cultural practices like Carnival are the dialec-
tic between »is« and »may be«, the subjuntive mood of a given 
communitas, which through acting out the ideal of the commu-
nity, is capable of being reflective and reflexive at the same 
time, creating the experience of the community, by arousing 
consciousness of ourselves as we see ourselves. 

As I explained in Chapter Five, Carnival is a complex cul-
tural and social phenomenon, based on the interrelationship of 
various codes (musical, verbal visual, gestural), whose actions 
form a pattern of symbols that dramatize shared values and be-
liefs, where the conjunction of ritual and play represent and ex-
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aggerate the lived social drama of individuals and communi-
ties. Thus, what Turner called social drama provides, in the 
form of religious plays, passion plays or carnival festivities, an 
insight of a different kind into the complexity of the dialectic re-
lationship between ritual and social structure; that is, that the 
upside-down world of Carnival often may act as a form of pro-
test against the existing social structure and contributes to so-
cial change. 

Yet as the work of Bakhtin reminds us (1984), there was al-
ways an inherent possibility of unofficial subversion of author-
ity and hierarchy through the alternative potential of the »cul-
ture of laughter«. Carnival, indeed, exemplified the complex 
and subtle dialectic between the official and the unofficial, be-
coming, according to David Gilmore, »this dialectic of culture 
and counter culture that endlessly renegotiates tradition«.4 

According to Bakhtin, Carnival is an important primary 
form of human culture, because of its power to shape a com-
plete world with its own space and time by reflecting and de-
constructing wider social and political concerns such as class 
and gender divisions. The closed systems of social status and 
prestige that are put on public display in these particular carni-
val traditions do not simply illustrate the tensions between elit-
ism and populism but also literally perform them; for these rea-
sons, some scholars argue that rituals like carnival can help to 
change the status quo, while others suggest that they actually 
work to reinforce it.  

All cultural practices (like theatre or secular festival) in-
formed by ritual aim to do more than merely keep the spectator 
aesthetically engaged; ritual, in fact, is a central way of trans-
forming and simultaneously maintaining the spiritual and 
common health of a society. The inversion and license of festi-
val should be approached in terms of the general interrelation-
ship between order and disorder, in the moral and social uni-
verse of the communities in which rites of reversal are con-
ducted, for it is not simply a celebratory event that is bound in 
time and space, but also the source of a popular culture which 

                                              
4  Gilmore, David (1998): »Carnival and Culture: Sex, Symbol, and 

Status in Spain«, Yale University Press, New Haven, Conn, Lon-
don, p. 210 
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infiltrates official culture, permeating it with humour, irony and 
indeterminacy.  

The nature of carnival is ambivalent; in fact, on one hand, 
folk culture appears periodically as a culture of laughter by 
means of an ensemble of rites and symbols, of a temporarily ex-
isting life form that enables carnival to take place; on the other 
hand, the principle of laughter which organizes carnival, is uni-
versal and transtemporal. Carnival, indeed, is social and antiso-
cial, conservative and progressive, universal and specific, as 
Bakhtin asserted.  

Thus, carnival rhetoric within its madcap ritual context has 
much to tell us about how the people experience and perceive 
their society and its traditions as elements of the felt life, be-
coming a »hyperbolic display of social relations«5. Carnival, in 
fact, beside its formal aspect of an occasion for maximum social 
chaos and licentious play, may be considered particularly ritu-
alistic, because it draws together many social groups that are 
normally kept separate and create specific times and places 
where social differences are either laid aside or reversed for a 
more embracing experience of community.  

Ritual based traditional enactments do not remain static, but 
transform to fit the contingencies of the new context; and, as I 
point out in Chapter Six, in the Caribbean one of the most obvi-
ous and prominent of these transformations of cultural signifi-
ers is Carnival. In Trinidad Carnival is the fruit of local, global 
histories and the changing within these settings, - Spanish, Brit-
ish and French colonialism: the plantation system, slavery, in-
dentured servitude, the international markets for sugar, cocoa, 
and oil; and anti-colonial agitation, decolonization, and the vi-
cissitudes of state and nation formation after independence. 
Therefore the event has become both the reflection and the 
main expression of the entire society, nation and culture. 
 Carnival is considered the site around which different social 
identities are defined and confirmed. In Trinidad to play mas (to 
masquerade) signifies something besides the basic visual and 
performative fact of a person in a costume dancing and misbe-

                                              
5  Schechner, Richard (1993): »The Future of Ritual, Writings on 

Culture and Performance«, Routledge, New York and London, p. 
51 
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having on the street, becoming, on the contrary, the mythopoe-
sis of the new nation. Although carnival was introduced to 
Trinidad at the end of the eighteenth century by the French 
planters’ elite and has incorporated elements from the Euro-
pean culture, it has managed throughout the history of Carib-
bean people and their achievement of independence, to re-
interpret traditions belonging to an African past (see Chap. 6).  

The present day carnival is the result of an ongoing process 
of hybridizations, adaptations, evolutions and cultural persis-
tence, which mirrors, from different angles, a society whose 
search for a social integration continues to struggle with its plu-
ralist tendencies dictated by a history of fragmentations, abuses 
of power, and its inevitable consequences.  

Carnival becomes more than a display of parading floats 
and maskers; it is, in fact, the imaginative medium, the body of 
codes and conventions, of signs and signals, by which Trinida-
dians affirm their individuality within the society. Therefore, 
the unruly woman of the last two decades of Carnival might 
not just be pictured as an expression of sexuality with no object 
but itself and as the enactment of an absolute freedom rather 
than an inversion of cultural values, but as rehearsal perfoma-
tive act, that may be understood within a dramaturgy of power 
first exhibiting what it consigns to oblivion.  

Caribbean women have lived in the periphery of history and 
society for a long time; until very recently they were defined by 
their relationship to men, in spite of their daily life, of their 
various ways of resistance, understanding and changing the 
world, which have been always devalued and considered in-
significant. They have been invisible, unvoiced in the conven-
tional history records, they have experienced –and the great 
majority is still experiencing- the »alienation within alien-
ation«6, as used by Kenneth Ramchand to picture the choked 
struggles of Caribbean women.  

                                              
6  Kenneth, Ramchand (1983): »The West Indian Novel and its 

Background«, 2nd ed., Heinemann, London, p. 231, quoted by De 
Abruna, Niesen, Laura: »Twenty century Women Writer from the 
English Speaking Caribbean«, in Selwyn, R. Cudjoe (edited by) 
(1990): »Caribbean Women Writers«, Callaloux Publications, 
Wellesley, Massachussets, p. 86  
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In the West Indian society, where a number of cultural and 
socio-historical influences, dating back to the experience of 
slavery and Emancipation are held in a contradictory and 
transgressive tandem, gender relations and women status re-
flect the enormous complication which arose from the basic 
mismatch between the women’s reality and the official dogmas 
systematically entrenched through formal education.  

Caribbean society has commonly been characterized by a 
cultural dualism abstractly conceived as a structure of opposi-
tion that Peter Wilson (1973) calls »reputation« (which is re-
ferred to masculinity, spontaneity and »indigenous« practices 
and societal structure etc) and »respectability« (which accords 
to femininity, and normative and former colonial practices and 
institutions). On one hand, the ambivalence between women’s 
life experiences and the ideologies in which they are trapped is 
translated in the carnevalesque women’s subversion and ap-
propriation of male-identified forms of sexual display that may 
actually serve to reinforce the patriarchal structures that it oth-
erwise criticises. On the other hand, Carnival’s emphasis on the 
mode of excess and reversal has always undermined the cate-
gories of social privilege, displaying a certain uniformity of 
identity within the process of masquerading and embodying an 
ongoing struggle against inequity and oppression, for in Trini-
dad entertainment has incorporated aspects of the sacred and 
ceremonial dances, by making them into voices of social protest 
and cultural renewal in the performative act of objectifying 
some other possibilities. 

This transposition not only moves us beyond the rather un-
productive debate over whether carnivals are politically pro-
gressive or conservative, it reveals that the underling structural 
features of carnival operate far beyond the strict confines of 
popular festivity and are intrinsic to the dialectics of social clas-
sification. The carnivalesque mediates between a classical/ 
classificatory body and its mediation, its Others, what it ex-
cludes to create its identity as such. Not only is carnival, as part 
of the ideological production, generated out of conflict and con-
tradictions, but it also addresses women, and to some extent 
men, on the issue of the contradictions that govern women’s 
lives, redressing the limitations of the social structure, inevita-



INTRODUCTION 

 21

bly undertaking a politically integrative role, which may be part 
of the process of social change. 

The validity of Carnival, as a higher performative genre, 
comic in desire and tragic in its outcome, depends on its capac-
ity of absorbing and expressing the present, challenging the fu-
ture by containing the past. Thus, the contemporary carnival is 
neither a sign of decline nor a rupture with the old, but the dy-
namic »magical mirror« (Turner 1986) of Trinidadians, which is 
rooted in the social reality and not imposed upon it. 


