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"Well, are you dark?" and I would say, 'Well I'm not dark," and then they 
might say, "I'm sorry, the reason I'm asking is because we'd like our 
coloured help to be unquestionably coloured"' (p. 176). 

Linda Carty revisits some of the material examined in earlier chapters, but 
adds in her discussion of the state, a section on immigration and the West 
Indian Domestic Scheme of 1955, which like British post-war measures set 
the stage for the present economic position of Black women . 

Not surprisingly, this anthology brings us back to some of the images and 
ideas which we have come to expect from the Black feminist debate - the 
destructiveness of sexism and racism, the simultaneity of oppressions, the 
challenges of researching Black women in hostile environments, the need to 
make coalitions across the diaspora. 

And so what? 

All this is a necessary base for any group of Black feminist scholars to build 
upon and to which they can attach the specifics of their histories. In this 
way they generate 'knowledge' that is grounded in experience while 
happily boasting universal resonance. 

Delia Jarrett-Macauley 

Women 8r Change in the Caribbean: A Pan-Caribbean 
Perspective 
Edited by Janet H. Mornsen 

lan Randle Kingston: Indiana University Press Bloomington and Indianapolis; James Currey: 

London,1993 

ISBN 0 B5255 403 6 £12.95 Pbk, ISBN 0 85255 404 4 £35.00 Hbk 

The strength of this text resides in its refreshing insights into the myriad of 
Caribbean women's life experiences, many of which have previously been 
masked by the Eurocentric perceptions which blinker many scholars 
researching into this region; others have been blinkered by their 'gender 
blindness' regarding Black women. In historical and social sciences 
literature gender distinctions remain overshadowed by class and race 
consideration. In short gender, race and class limitations have prevented 
numerous scholars (as the text goes on to illustrate) from investigating the 
special dynamics reflected in Caribbean women's relationships. 

The essays in this book are strongly supported by comprehensive field 
work which serves to bring together and challenge a number of 

146 misconceptions, in particular that of allocating Caribbean women's 



experiences to either the domain of the home or work spheres (public or 
private), without any understanding or appreciation of the importance of 
the interconnexions between these areas of women's lives. It is these 
'gender specific interconnections' which, the contributors argue, provide 
crucial materials with which to understand how Caribbean women manage 
and negotiate their lives. 

Women & Change in the Caribbean is divided into two distinct sections: 
'Private & Public Spheres of Women's Lives' and 'Economic Roles of 
Caribbean Women'; both sections are further subdivided into two parts. I 
particularly enjoyed the first section of the book with its sociological 
emphasis, its concentration on women's active and creative interactions in 
implementing and maintaining structures which support their daily lives. 
The second section of the book examines gender division in agricultural 
production and the market economy. 

Lydia Mihelic Pulsipher's piece on the 'Changing roles in the life cycles of 
women in traditional West Indian houseyards' offered a scintillating case 
study of a matriarchal base as an organizational structure, which operates 
to ensure continuity and support for family members. The interconnexions 
here indicate the nature of family support and the status ascribed to being a 
particular member of the 'yard'. Pulsipher contends that the organization 
and management of the houseyard is predominantly executed by women 
and is fundamental to the unwritten laws of inheritance, distribution of 
land and the maintenance of the family livelihood. Berleant-Schiller and 
Maurer's article on 'The merging domain and women's role in Barbuda 
and Dominica' and Bran-Shute's article on 'Neighbourhood networks and 
national politics among working-class Afro-Surinamese women', depict 
how women set up and utilize 'informal' networks to sustain and support 
their lives. 'Women's roles become integral to a range of social and 
economic processes that are not confined within the household' because 
the social importance of 'domestic' tasks places women in 'public' roles 
(Berleant-Schiller and Maurer, p. 65). These domains merge, both 
economically and ideologically (Berleant-Schiller and Maurer, p. 77) and 
the public-domestic dichotomy is not universally useful in explaining the 
various interconnexions which operate and are utilized by women in 
organizing their lives. What contributors in this section call for is to be 
engaged in less myopic observation and examine a whole different set of 
questions to be asked when studying Caribbean women's lives, roles and 
responsibilities. 

Another successful unmasking achieved by this book is to make visible 
the contribution and participation of Caribbean women in agriculture. 
Christine Barrow, John S. Brierley, Indra S. Harry, Jean Stubbs and Janet 147 
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H. Momsen illustrate and give due recognition to the special role women 
perform in agricultural production within the Caribbean region. In the case 
of Grenada, Brierley illustrates how sexism prevents acknowledgement 
being given to women's contribution to the production process. 'Farmers in 
Grenada have been the subject of several studies ... while they refer to the 
fact that women head one in five small farm households, not one of these 
studies singled out the female component to determine what distinctive 
characteristics their farm possessed .... Yet the contributions of women 
farmers to social and economic development in Grenada are unquestion
able and indispensable but, like those of women in other Third World 
nations, they have readily been taken for granted' (p. 194). 

Momsen identified four factors she claims contributed to Caribbean 
women's high representation in the means of production. These are firstly 
the experience of performing much of the heaviest field labour under 
slavery; secondly access to land, which enabled many women to 'cultivate 
to feed their children'; thirdly 'out migration' from the Caribbean region, 
which caused many women to assume responsibility as head of household; 
and finally the availability of education which Momsen concludes, 'is seen 
by women as their main source of security' (p. 232). These features, 
Momsen maintains, have contributed to the Caribbean region as having 
'one of the highest levels of female economic activity rates and education in 
the so-called developing world' (p. 3). 

These essays add their voices to the growing number of Black feminist 
researchers emanating from the region (see p. 3), and show the need, not 
only to make visible but also to acknowledge the lessons which can be 
learnt from Caribbean women's experiences in the region. 

Another orthodoxy challenged here is the inclusion of 'communities of 
women' not often brought together in studies. Some of these are: Afro
Surinamese working-class women; the migratory experiences of women 
from the area; Sephardic women of Curacao; and women's role in political 
organizations. Articles also spanned the Franco, Hispanic, and Anglo
phone Caribbean communities and this should be credited as another 
attempt to challenge regional chauvinism, gender invisibility and marginal
ization of Caribbean women. 

It would have been useful to have the text illustrated with maps of the 
region. Almost every chapter needed its own specific detailed map to help 
the reader pinpoint the physical areas under discussion. Given the number 
of geographers and anthropologists contributing to the work, this diversity 

141 should have been celebrated with visual representation of the region. 



Women & Change in the Caribbean presents a number of challenges to 
scholars, and the contributors make a case for studying the experiences of 
Caribbean women that challenges Eurocentric and sexist perceptions and 
points the way forward. It also boldly presents a Black perspective in which 
the women need to be seen, studied and reflected upon with insight and 
understanding. 

The incisive and stimulating studies revealed by the contributors showed 
women's capacity to construct, negotiate and develop their lives in creative, 
diverse and extraordinary ways. 

I am pleased to say the author succeeded in presenting some very insightful, 
stimulating new material, strongly supported by active field research. 

Claudette Williams 

Companeras: Voices from the Latin American Women's 
Movement 
Edited by Gaby KOppers 

Latin American Bureau: London,1994 

ISBN 0 906156 86 6, £8.99/$15.00 Pbk 

Companeras is the latest addition to the important new series of books on 
Latin America's women's movements from the Latin American Bureau. The 
series is especially welcome in Britain where the interest in Latin American 
politics and societies is growing. So, first let me record my thanks to the 
Latin American Bureau and encourage Feminist Review readers to make 
contact with and support the work of the Bureau. Raising the profile of 
Latin America is no easy task and overcoming the exoticization of the 
diverse cultures and peoples that are encompassed by this imaginary, 'Latin 
America', an even harder one. But, as the writings of Latin American 
intellectuals and activists do become available to English-speaking readers, 
they are offered a vision of the world far more optimistic than their own 
and one in which, despite the traumatic histories of Latin American states, 
the discourses within which politics is constructed are novel and 
affirmative. This is clearly evidenced in Compafleras. 

The book, introduced by Gaby Kiippers, is an inspiring set of interviews 
with women throughout Latin America, from the Andean cultures of 
Bolivia and Peru to the Caribbean of Haiti and the complexities of Brazil, 
Colombia and Cuba. The collection itself speaks for the diversity of the 
region and the growing sense of a Latin-Caribbean identity which is 
fuelled by shared politics and literature debated at the numerous women's 149 
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