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RED THREAD’S FEMINISM
‘A politics of the possible’?1

Introduction

The previous chapter supports the claim that the ability of low-income Indo-
Guyanese and Afro-Guyanese women to mobilise material and symbolic
resources is simultaneously constrained and made possible by their immersion
in kin networks, yet any transformation of their gendered and racialised
identities is more likely to take place through engagement in practices which
enable them to acquire and share resources from outside their kin networks.2

Accessing such resources, however, is hardly ever a spontaneous event, but
rather a learned process, one which requires dislodging the sway of
hegemonic discourses.3 Nor is this a process that has been readily promoted in
Guyanese society in the interests of women. Dominated by male-led political
parties, few spaces for women’s self-empowerment have been carved out of
the political landscape. Moreover, serious consideration was not given to a
woman-centred movement based on ‘popular’ feminism until the 1980s, with
the emergence of one particular women’s organisation, Red Thread Women’s
Development Programme. Seeking to inscribe a new space into the
topography of the Guyanese political landscape, Red Thread emphasises that
transformation of the ‘self’ is the core element in women’s self-empowerment,
which in the Guyanese context has necessitated working across racialised
differences. In this final chapter, we turn our attention to Red Thread’s
transformatory potential.

Empowerment and difference

Women’s self-empowerment, the struggle to understand and challenge the
reproduction of relations of domination across multiple sites, entails material
and discursive aspects that cannot be separated out.4 One example of the
difficulties raised by such an attempt is Moser’s planning framework for low-
income women in the Third World, which adapts Molyneux’s distinction
between practical and strategic gender interests. Briefly, practical gender
interests ‘arise from the concrete conditions of women’s positioning within the
gender division of labour…[and] are usually a response to an immediate
perceived need’ (Molyneux 1986:233). Strategic gender interests derive ‘from
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the analysis of [women’s subordination] and from the formulation of an
alternative, more satisfactory set of arrangements to those which exist’
(Molyneux 1986:232). Moser’s conceptual model converted gender interests
(‘prioritised concerns’) into gender needs (‘the means by which concerns are
satisfied’) (Moser 1993:37).

The practical-strategic needs planning model appears to offer a fairly
straightforward, if prescriptive, gender-aware analytical lens. Yet this is precisely
its principal sticking-point. In leaning towards the generalisable, it sacrifices the
particular, resulting in a framework insufficiently sensitive to geographical and
historical location and—consequently—shifting meanings.5 This formulation
also creates a division between the practical and strategic realms that is untenable
in practice, and may result in a hierarchy of needs that can all too easily slide into
the colonising gesture against which Chandra Mohanty (1991) warns.6 Indeed
Moser is all too aware of the need for ‘bottom-up’ agenda-setting (Moser 1993:
Chapter 9), although she overlooks the fact that in the vocabulary of
development planning, needs talk tends to exclude political considerations and
involves a top-down perspective (see Kabeer 1994:296–7).

Moving beyond a priori and static assumptions permits us to acknowledge
more fully diversity and tensions not just across women’s organisations (for
instance in terms of history, aims, composition, the articulation and pursuit of
strategies), but also, as we hope to show in our discussion of Red Thread, within
them (see also Alvarez 1990; Waylen 1998). As we have argued throughout this
text, gendered identities are the product of interlocking social relations, and are
always in a process of becoming. It is critical that we integrate these reflections in
order to trace, rather than gloss over, the always uneven and shifting terrain
through which popular feminisms are produced (Molyneux 1998). As the Red
Thread experience amply demonstrates, this is the complicated stuff of which
daily interactions and connections across differences are made.

In the place of forms of empowerment that do not interrogate essentialist
notions of identity, Yuval-Davis elaborates upon the notion of transversal
politics, in which the outer limits of the group are set by what members want
to accomplish (itself open to change) rather than by who they are assumed to
be. Transversal politics recognises that women bring specific and different
experiences to bear upon their involvement, but these do not translate into
fixed identities or preclude exchanges with other women.7 Thus ‘dialogue,
rather than fixity of location, becomes the basis of empowered knowledge’
(Yuval-Davis 1997:129). Although Yuval-Davis does not go beyond dialogue
(to consider, for example, social practices or the occupation of space), by
foregrounding difference, relationality and Haraway’s (1988) notion of partial
knowledge, the transversal path provides a unique angle from which we can
begin to address the self-empowerment of differentially positioned women.
Indeed, it is through case-studies that we can look at actual processes in action,
and specifically at how internal differential power relations might be
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manifested and grappled with where there is a commitment to transform
existing inequalities (Yuval-Davis 1997:130; see also Connolly and Patel 1997).

The emphases on context and contingency serve as the point of departure
for our enquiry into the ways in which Guyanese women have been
historically rendered as political subjects. After outlining the spaces negotiated
by differently racialised and classed women that have structured the
emergence of women’s organisations in Guyana from the mid-nineteenth
century to the 1990s, the remainder of the chapter examines the development
practices of Red Thread, and the always uneven path it treads between
empowerment and subordination.

The development of women’s organisations in Guyana

As elsewhere in the Caribbean (Deere et al. 1990; Reddock 1994) and Latin
America (Fisher 1993; Jaquette 1989; Matear 1997; Navarro-Aranguren 1992),
women in Guyana have long been involved in struggles for their rights. While
women’s organisations existed throughout the nineteenth century, these were
formed and led by the wives of the white colonial élite. Some of the first
groups to emerge undertook charitable work. By the early twentieth century
several more organisations had been established, many initiated by non-white
women with high social standing in the community, some of which were
organised along racialised lines (Kilkenny 1984; Peake 1988). This diversity,
and influences from the first-wave feminism that was sweeping North America
and Europe, also led to more emphasis being placed on social welfare work as
a public rather than charitable responsibility. Among some of the activities in
this regard were the provision of maternity clinics in rural and urban areas; the
establishment of day care in Georgetown for working mothers; and helping
poor women to earn an income through making handicrafts in their homes.

The impact of these organisations was twofold (Peake 1993). On the one
hand, by setting themselves the task of helping women perform their assigned
roles as mothers and wives more effectively, it can be argued that they helped
to reinforce rather than challenge the hegemony of a value system which
would later come to be broadly associated with the middle class. On the other
hand, they existed at a time when women’s representation in the political
sphere was extremely limited. Although women won the right to vote in 1928,
property and literacy qualifications excluded the vast majority up to 1953.
Women also remained ineligible for membership of the Legislative Council
until 1945 (Kilkenny 1984).

Against this backdrop, women’s groups created a space and an alternative
point of entry to the public domain. Moreover, the social status of their
members enabled the issues raised to achieve broader acceptance, most
notably the politicisation of welfare at a time when unacceptable social
conditions throughout the country were leading to unrest. In this regard, these
early associations were precursors of the organisations of the 1940s and 1950s
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that called for women’s political, social and economic equality, reconstituting
the boundary between the public and the private. Among the first to emerge
was the British Guiana Women’s League of Social Services, an umbrella
association formed in 1941 in response to the exigencies imposed by the war
that brought together and rationalised the activities of existing groups. It
became more directly involved in civic matters, advising the Government on
Cost of Living Surveys and drawing attention to the plight of urban domestic
workers. These initiatives not only extended the scope of women’s activism,
but also broadened the base of participation and support.

The period of anti-colonial and nationalist mobilisation also witnessed
demands by women for greater recognition within the political sphere. The
campaign for political representation led to the formation of the Women’s
Political and Economic Organisation (WPEO) in 1946, support for which cut
across racialised and classed divides, with many of its members having been
involved in the earlier pre-war welfare associations (Kilkenny 1984). In
addition to highlighting unsatisfactory social conditions and demanding
government responses, the WPEO organised to demand an extension to the
franchise and register voters. It came to an early demise in 1948 as a result of
internal tensions, largely over whether the WPEO should put forward its own
candidates for elections to the Legislative Council (which it did, albeit
unsuccessfully, in 1947) or concentrate on organising efforts that involved the
mass of Guyanese women (Peake 1988).

In 1953, and just one month after the elections that swept the PPP to power,
the Women’s Progressive Organisation (WPO) emerged. Three of its five
founding members had been elected as PPP members of Parliament in the
National Assembly and had been heavily involved in the WPEO. Shadowing
the Marxist-Leninist philosophy of the PPP, the WPO saw itself as a mass
movement with a commitment to scientific socialism as the only guarantor of
women’s equal participation in the labour force and the liberation of women
and men. It intervened in trade unions on behalf of women in the sugar
industry, attempted to organise domestic workers, and campaigned for an
extension of state provision of social services. During the state of emergency
after the suspension of the Constitution by the British parliament, the WPO
(which was not banned) provided a crucial outlet for the distribution of
information (WPO 1983). The momentum of women organising across
racialised and classed differences was arrested following the splintering of the
PPP (see Chapter Four, pp. 103–5). While the WPO remained faithful to the
(increasingly Indo-Guyanese dominated) PPP, a number of its Afro-Guyanese
members left to join the newly-formed (and Afro-Guyanese dominated) PNC.
The latter started its own women’s auxiliary in 1957 (initiated by Forbes
Burnham), which became the Women’s Revolutionary Socialist Movement
(WRSM) following the country’s naming as a Co-operative Socialist Republic.
In the 1960s the large-scale and cross-sectional mobilisation of women that had
been achieved in the 1940s and 1950s now gave way to divisions along
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racialised party lines, and the relegation of both the WPO and WRSM to
playing largely supporting and subsidiary roles within a party-political
framework, where their participation could not only be controlled and
monitored but also harnessed to service the needs of the party, and although
both organisations instigated changes that benefited women broadly (e.g. legal
reforms), their racialised politics largely prevented them from working with
women outside their party constituencies.

The WRSM illustrates how women’s contribution to co-operative socialism
became evaluated on the basis of their loyalty to the ruling party. Members
were mobilised to organise fund-raising, membership and election campaign
drives for the PNC, while remaining largely peripheral to the party executive.
Subordination to the dictates of party policy took priority over the articulation
of an autonomous and inclusive agenda. During the late 1970s, for example,
when women entered the labour force through the informal economy as
traders and played a critical role as providers of scarce and banned goods, their
initiatives were denounced by the WRSM in line with official policy.

The circumstances under which the PNC came to office and then maintained
its hold on power meant that only certain groups of women would be favoured
by nationalist discourse. Not surprisingly, the WRSM never managed to recruit
outside its traditional base and Indo-Guyanese women were markedly absent
among the rank and file members. As the women’s arm of the PNC, the WRSM
monopolised women’s access to state resources, which were distributed largely
along party and—given the basis of real and perceived party affiliation and
support—urban and racialised lines. But neither did Afro-Guyanese working-
class women overly benefit from their allegiance to the WRSM—job creation
projects produced jobs in the hundreds rather than thousands.

Towards the end of the 1970s, out of increasing discontent with the rule of
the PNC and the authoritarian nature of the PPP opposition, a number of
organisations comprising both Afro-Guyanese and Indo-Guyanese merged to
form the Working People’s Alliance (WPA).8 While counterposing the
hegemonic control exerted by the PNC and outlining an alternative political
agenda based on multiracialism, forms of resistance such as the WPA still
mirrored the masculinist nature of the political party. After the assassination in
1980 of its most popular member, Walter Rodney, the WPA no longer posed
the same destabilising threat to the government and progressive forces in the
country became increasingly sidelined. The 1980s in Guyana were a period of
increasing authoritarianism; the dictatorial rule of Forbes Burnham, leader of
the PNC, effectively closed off any political spaces for a vibrant opposition.

Hence, while Deere et al. (1990) claim that the United Nations Decade for
Women (1975–85) helped provide the political space for the emergence of
women’s groups and a resource base for women activists throughout the
Caribbean, in Guyana women’s political participation remained firmly contained
within political party bases. The following of party political agendas led to an
inability to consistently prioritise women’s needs, contributing not only to the
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low visibility of women, but also to a climate unresponsive to changes in their
situation. Moreover, after over two decades of government dictatorship,
corruption, party political sectarianism and political intervention in workplaces
and communities many migrated, and those remaining were increasingly
alienated from politics and the political system. Notwithstanding the threats to
the viability of the family in the 1980s, there was no development of collective
attempts by women to organise independently of political parties or to make
gender a priority until Red Thread came into existence in October 1986.9

Red Thread emerged partially out of what Paravisini-Gebert (1997:13) refers
to as ‘transisland cross-pollination’. She stresses the role interregional migration
has played in the Caribbean in developing a feminist consciousness, political
militancy and networks of communication (see also Yudelman 1989 on
Caribbean women’s organising). In the case of Red Thread members this
‘cross-pollination’ was provided by the tragic aftermath of the Grenadian
revolution (Lewis 1987; Meeks 1993), and specifically by the virtual and abrupt
demise of the women’s arm of the People’s Revolutionary Government (PRG).
These events, coupled with similar strands of experience in the Guyanese
context, led to a series of questions being raised about forms of organising
around political parties and ‘the national’, and convinced them of the need for
an independent organisation for women that would set and define its own
agenda and priorities. This was reinforced by experiences in the community; in
one incident during the 1980s, working-class women had been detained after
demonstrating against food shortages. WPA women offered help, but were
emphatically told by the women that ‘we don’t want your [form of] politics, we
want food and money’ (Andaiye 1998).

Red Thread’s founders were a small, middle-class, highly educated,
ethnically diverse and vocal group of women who had the political
commitment and long experience of organising necessary for its establishment.
All were active members or supporters of the WPA who were increasingly
questioning whether the party could focus specifically on the needs of
women.10 Although they had already engaged in various activities with
women, such as protesting at food shortages, they disbanded the newly
fledged Women’s Section of the WPA and formed the autonomous
organisation, Red Thread, thereby creating the space to raise gender issues
without their being relegated to the back burner of party politics (D.Radzik
1992).

In the late 1980s, with the PNC’s acceptance of SAPs, and especially in the
early 1990s, with a return to power of the PPP and democratically held
elections, an increased flow of external funds helped to foster the emergence
of community action groups, NGOs and women’s groups within the country,
leading to a variety of positions that ‘…often clash with each other as women
of different classes and races strive to achieve sometimes contradictory goals’
(Paravisini-Gebert 1997:7). In addition to government-based initiatives such as
a National Commission of Women and a National Policy Statement on Women,
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there has been a recent (1997) attempt to organise a broad-based women’s
group, Women Across Difference (WAD). But a number of women’s
organisations are still not addressing issues of poverty and their implications for
women. There is also a plethora of women’s projects that have arisen as a
result of the external funding flowing out of the Women’s Decade. Established
or funded by multilateral agencies, these projects target women for the
distribution of aid but tend to be plagued with problems.11 Most demands by
long-established women’s political organisations have been aimed at equal
rights, such as equal opportunities in employment (usually through
engagement in micro-enterprises), rather than questioning the basis of social
inequalities or the ongoing naturalisation of women’s place as being in the
family. These developments have led to the reinforcing of the ideological
public-private divide, with male-dominated political parties acquiescing to
limited demands while making virtually ‘no commitment to gender democracy
in the home’ (Charles and Hintjens 1998:19).

Within this context, developments by the WRSM and the WPO have been
uneven. The WPO have retained their organisation intact and appear to remain
committed to a party political mode of organising women, thus restricting their
contact with Afro-Guyanese women. They provide (largely unquestioning)
support for the male leadership of the party, although their most prominent
members now hold senior government positions and have made efforts to
address questions of gender equity, pushing through legislation previously
developed by women lawyers on domestic violence and the legalisation of
abortion, creating a Women’s Leadership Institute and mainstreaming gender
into the National Development Plan.12 Despite the progressive nature of such
legislative changes the lives of the vast majority of women remain unchanged,
the high level of poverty, combined with little dissemination of information,
militating against their ability to know of or access legal resources (see Chapter
Four). Meanwhile the WRSM, no longer in a position to control resources, have
eschewed the patriarchal model of the women’s auxiliary to form a semi-
independent caucus. Symbolising this move, in 1994, they adopted the new
name of the National Congress of Women (NCW).13 However, neither the WPO
nor the NCW has linked the social and economic disruptions in women’s lives
to the development policies and practices of the 1970s or the growth-oriented
development models from the late 1980s onwards (outlined in Chapter Four).
In another important respect the NCW and the WPO are similar in that both
make little effort to work with women outside the racialised groups they have
come to represent. Taking the racial polarisation of the country as a given, their
practices continue to perpetuate it.

Kabeer’s (1994:227) point that ‘[p]ower relations [can] appear so secure and
well-established that both subordinate and dominant groups are unaware of
their oppressive implications or incapable of imagining alternative ways of
“being and doing”’ encapsulates the context in which these organisations work
and from which Red Thread emerged. Red Thread’s recognition of the way in
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which the economic crisis of the 1980s continues to impinge on women’s lives
allowed it to make a critical association between the the household and the
economy, the local and the global and to critique discourses of WID and GAD
for their legitimisation of mainstream definitions of modernisation and
development based on notions of economic rationality (Andaiye 1995; see also
Udayagiri 1995). Central to their concept of development (and similarly to a
number of Caribbean and Latin American women’s organisations) is the
understanding that to many women, democracy in the home is more
meaningful, and at any rate is inextricably related to democracy in the nation
(see Charles and Hintjens 1998).

The development practices of Red Thread

Red Thread took the political vacuum of the early 1980s as its point of
departure, denying the essentialist privileging of the party and its (male)
intellectuals and crossing the classed and racialised ethnic divides to create
gendered political subjects outside the logic of a fixed identity. Its task was one
of establishing a viable cultural politics of difference, helping in small ways to
reconstruct the fragmented civil society that had been turned against itself by
the dictatorship of the PNC. Given the increasing level of poverty throughout
the 1980s the initial needs Red Thread identified were economic ones.
Adopting what appeared to be traditional WID initiatives and focusing on
income generation, it organised short-term projects in four communities, both
Afro-Guyanese and Indo-Guyanese (Peacocke 1995). Red Thread chose
embroidery, a skill that many women possessed even if only in a rudimentary
form, as an organising tool. The following extract from one of its founding
members, Bonita Harris (1995:38), outlines the early ethos of the group.

The organisation’s name, chosen at a time when the economic
stringencies of the country made the essential threads for our
[embroidery] work in short supply (especially the vital colour red),
was consciously chosen because we recognised that while there
would come a time when embroidery would no longer be our main
activity, our name should always remind us of where we started.

 
But its work went far beyond WID objectives of establishing projects to
generate income.

As women, we understood that the absence of democracy at the
household level was a more pressing matter for the majority of
women than the absence of democracy in national politics…Our
decision was therefore to…begin the process of getting them to
understand the value of their labour; to facilitate contact, work and
exchange with women in other communities; and to develop modes
of communication and education which would allow women without
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formal education to learn, as well as to teach others; and to facilitate
working and learning experiences which were not subservient.

(Harris 1995:38–9)

In its efforts to democratise development practices Red Thread was also
creating a new discourse, one in which politicising cultural practices,
reclaiming forms of representation and bringing them within its own control,
was critical.

It was something new for rural women, embroidery being
traditionally the skill of the genteel urban, middle-class ladies, not the
rural poor in Guyana. The lilacs, the forget-me-nots, ladies with
parasols and ringlets, the pussy cats and puppy dogs of the ‘women
and home’ magazine patterns would be finally dislodged; local flora
and fauna, Indian and Amerindian, Hindu and Muslim images would
provide the basis and ideas for new designs. Embroidery could be a
cultural and educational tool…Embroidery was not just about ‘income
generation’, it was even more, or at least equally, about consciousness
raising and about valuing women’s work.

(Harris, quoted in Peacocke 1995:10)

Within a few years Red Thread had established embroidery groups in a number
of communities, with a small retail outlet in Georgetown for its sales. Following
the initial success of the embroidery groups, it proceeded to diversify its income-
generating projects. Recognising the short supply and exorbitantly high prices of
school exercise books it embarked on a project to produce these itself,14 moving
on to community-based production and sale of low-cost primary education
textbooks which led to the acquisition, in 1990, of a printing press. Throughout
the 1990s the press and a desktop publishing house have provided the bulk of
Red Thread’s income; operating on a commercial basis they also publish
educational and cultural material on a non-profit basis. Working through an
internationally funded micro-credit scheme, Red Thread has also been involved
in providing credit to women who wish to establish their own businesses, as well
as (since 1991) running a laundry in Linden. Although all these projects (bar the
laundry) have been successful in generating (various amounts of) income, Red
Thread measures its degree of success not in terms of the amount of income
generated but in the women participants’ commitment to take over and run these
projects themselves (Karen de Souza 1996).

In the early 1990s, Red Thread began to focus less on income generation
than on efforts to change social consciousness through community education.
While still engaged in embroidery a Group Building Team was formed which
included an appointed woman from each of the communities in which Red
Thread was working. Meetings of the team focused on skill development in
chairing meetings, sorting out methods for organising their work and breaking
down barriers between women from the different communities (D.Radzik
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1992). These meetings led to the recognition of the need to take women out of
their racially segregated communities and an Education Team was formed
which brought together, on an almost daily basis, Indo-Guyanese and Afro-
Guyanese women from communities outside Georgetown.

The team has received in-house training in popular education methods as
well as training from the Jamaican Sistren Theatre Collective. It has conducted
hundreds of community workshops based on issues such as women’s work,
child abuse, family survival, community development, women’s legal rights,
sexual harassment, literacy and violence against women. It has also organised
workshops promoting leadership formation and skill transfer. It has been
contracted to do similar work for multilateral agencies, as well as being
employed to conduct the community education components of water-delivery
and construction projects in the interior. Its latest project focused on the
production of a series of short television videos on child abuse. The most
recent addition to Red Thread in the field of education is the Research Team.
Started in 1993, the team’s aim was to equip women with the necessary skills to
participate in conducting the research reported in this book (see Chapter
Two).15 It was after this experience that the women decided to form a
permanent research team; it remains the only grass-roots women’s group in the
country to conduct research.

Through their work in the Education Team, members came to speak out
about needs they were initially reluctant to voice. As a consequence, Red
Thread started a Health Team in 1991 and after an initial focus on women’s
health expanded into community health issues.16 Domestic violence was
another issue with which all of the women were familiar, but which was not
initially raised. As in other Caribbean and Latin American countries, and in
other world regions in the early 1990s, domestic violence emerged as probably
the most important item on the agenda of many women’s organisations (Moser
with Peake 1996; Nelson 1996). Recognising the need to challenge the culture
of silence around women’s bodies, and along with a group of concerned
women, Red Thread members have participated in the recently established
Help and Shelter, a counselling service for battered women, transforming an
issue primarily defined as private into one having a public and political status.
In 1993 it produced a popular radio series on domestic violence from which it
developed the script for a play called ‘Everybody’s Business’. It secured
funding to perform the play in various communities along the coast and in
1996 it produced a sequel for another radio series. One result has been a flood
of enquiries from parents and individual women whom it has helped to file
petitions in court over sexual harassment, rape and domestic violence. It has
also been at the forefront of advocating, designing and producing for popular
dissemination legislative information pertaining to the laws of Guyana and
women’s legal rights, most recently in relation to the Domestic Violence Act.

Red Thread’s recognition of the links between women’s struggles and those
of other marginalised groups has also led to its involvement with Amerindian
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groups and environmental issues. As we emphasised in Chapter Four,
Amerindian women are the ‘poorest of the poor’ in Guyana, but their
predicament received little attention, until the 1990s, from either indigenous
NGOs or multilateral organisations. While working with Amerindian women is
not yet a central plank of Red Thread’s activities, it has been involved in
sustainable development projects, providing support for indigenous skills,
conservation techniques and natural resources management.17 Environmental
projects run by women’s groups are virtually non-existent in the Caribbean
(Dow 1997), and in this respect Red Thread’s involvement is more indicative of
its international links—with the Women’s Environment and Development
Organisation (WEDO)—than of any dialogue among women’s groups in the
region.

Red Thread also actively works with other Guyanese organisations with
whom it shares common concerns, such as Help and Shelter and Women
Across Difference, although its critical stance on a number of state policies and
their impact upon women—the harassment of women traders, the imposition
of SAPs and the fight for free and fair elections—has prevented it from working
more closely with the NCW and WPO.18 All of these activities have allowed it to
become a place where women can access social networks, practical help and
analytical skills, providing the opportunity for reflection and assessment of
what has been naturalised and taken for granted. Table 9.1 summarises the
group’s current aims.

Red Thread: whither progressive politics?

While Red Thread comes out of a long-established history of women’s
organising in Guyana, it differs from other women’s organisations in its effort to
develop an alternative vision that refuses to be confined/defined by racialised
divides, traditional male-dominated structures and national boundaries. It has
articulated its resistance through the adoption of insurgent social practices that
refuse any placing; by inverting understandings of ‘proper places’, Red
Thread’s ‘tactics’ (de Certeau 1984) emphasise the disrupting of boundaries,
bringing into view disturbances of the everyday order: by its engagement in
demonstrations, by taking working-class Red Thread women into the spaces of
the university, by middle-class Red Thread women giving their invitations to
travel to speaking engagements to village women, by taking a play on domestic

Table 9.1 The aims of Red Thread
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violence into the public spaces of both the interior and the coast, by taking Indo-
Guyanese and Afro-Guyanese women into each other’s communities to stage
workshops, by proposing working-class women as chairs of committees, by
teaching illiterate women how to read and write, by bringing Afro-Guyanese and
Indo-Guyanese women together to work in a shared space, by its insistence on
its right to exist in a nation so rigidly demarcated by ethnic segregation and
patriarchal privileges and by its refusal to be anybody else’s ‘other’, it is
displacing the distinction between centre and margin, carving out a space
beyond that of the ‘same’ and its ‘others’. This positioning of Red Thread as a
place of counter-hegemonic politics has arisen out of a long struggle, one that
requires the continuous searching out of the material and symbolic resources for
its sustenance; constant vigilance against encroachment—both from without and
within—of hegemonic constructions of Guyanese femininities; and perpetual
engagement in the ‘still ongoing decolonisation’ (Lowe and Lloyd 1997:6) of
racialised identities as well as in the seemingly endless exercise of combating the
political crises of the post-Independence state. In this section we highlight some
of the major barriers—both external and internal—that face Red Thread’s mode
of feminist politics and aesthetics of resistance, activities that are not without their
own contradictions and constraints.

The internal organisation of Red Thread

Over the twelve years since its establishment Red Thread has had a relatively
mercurial existence both in terms of activities and numbers. Currently it has
twenty-five members who form a mixed group not only on the basis of
ethnicity, but also class, age, religion, motherhood, political histories and
geographical location. This relatively small number is a substantial reduction
from a few years ago when over 200 women were employed; in 1992 Red
Thread had a registered membership of 266 and an active membership of 116
(D.Radzik 1992). The fall in numbers reflects Red Thread’s gradual change in
focus from income-generation projects to activist research and advocacy, based
no longer around separate teams but rather on a single collective.

Ironically, the decrease was in keeping with the original vision of the
founders of Red Thread. The original conception was of a small NGO working
with women across political parties and ethnicity which would deliberately not
link work done with/for other women with membership. However, news of the
embroidery work spread and attracted many women who themselves attempted
to encourage the notion of membership, partially from a sense of familiarity and
from a desire to ensure their access to material benefits deriving from the group
(Andaiye 1998). The embroidery project, which had started as a response to
household economic crisis, became a self-perpetuating endeavour that could not
be sustained or expanded, given the absence of a local tourist industry and the
paucity of local and overseas markets for the products. The numbers of women
started to fall off, reflecting the inability of many women to participate in an
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organisation that could no longer provide them with an income. Additionally, for
Indo-Guyanese women, earning an income was the reason that their husbands
had allowed them to become involved in the first place. In short, for the majority
of Guyanese women whose material reality is one of having to deal with
immediate needs and competing claims for resources, the relentless degradations
of their everyday lives provide little motivation for engagement in activities that
on the surface appear not to lead to increased access to material resources. But
for the working-class women who have been prepared to make a commitment
to working with the group during periods when no money was available for
wages, the involvement of those who only participate when there is a guarantee
of pay is a primary source of tension.

Since the early 1990s, the necessity of having to work for long periods
almost entirely on the basis of voluntary labour has led to Red Thread
encouraging women to take advantage of existing services and programmes.
Notwithstanding the need to scale down its outreach operations, the terrain of
Red Thread is still one of doing: workshops, seminars, radio programmes,
video production, newsletters, life histories, academic and policy reports as
well as letters and articles in the press have all positioned it as an important
broker of public opinion. But despite its high profile in the 1990s it has had a
relatively small impact within communities, its intermittent funding and fall in
numbers preventing it from engaging in large-scale outreach activities. Given
the coastal location of all the founding members, it has also been able to do
less in Indo-Guyanese and hinterland communities, its attempts not to have an
urban or ethnic bias being more successful in terms of the latter.

When it comes to increasing women’s access to resources, then, Red Thread
has accomplished more for its own members than for women as a whole. Yet
what it has achieved for its members should not be underestimated. Providing
women with wages (albeit intermittently), a meeting place and the opportunity
to travel, Red Thread has a large symbolic power in terms of its members’
perceptions, as the following statements attest:

I used to go to Red Thread workshops and just sit and not talk out. If I didn’t
like what was being said, I didn’t say anything. Now you can’t stop me. I’m
the mouthiest. If I have a point and I know it is right I would say and argue
my point. Before I would keep quiet, but not now.

(Nicola, quoted in Hart 1996:67)

After being involved I saw the opportunity to help other women develop
themselves, and share information and health issues.

(Chandra, quoted in Hart 1996:68)

Red Thread changed ideas about things like beating child. I thought I
was right. As a result of Red Thread I don’t beat my child. We
communicated...I deal with problems in the home differently.

(Halima, quoted in Hart 1996:69)
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Members have become active and vocal women who have attempted to
instigate change in their families and communities (Hart 1996), and who do not
have the mentality of ‘beneficiaries’ but of ‘…people with a sense of
entitlement at least as producers of a project, designers of workshops, and
bearers of skills and thoughts’ (Peacocke 1995:42). Given the fragmented
nature of marginalised women’s practices, Red Thread’s group strength is an
important asset and resource at their disposal. The focus not only on building
group capacity but also on giving advice, help and support to individual
women has enhanced positive self-images, self-confidence and personal
growth. In this sense, the reduction in numbers has provided a greater
opportunity for Red Thread to work towards becoming a more cohesive
organisation whose members remain committed not only to the group but
more broadly to working across divides and towards a shared awareness of
interlocking relations of power.

Red Thread’s current small size also gives no indication of the extensiveness
and high profile of its activities on a regional and international basis.19 By linking
into other national as well as transnational feminist alliances it has the
opportunity to access material and symbolic resources that take it beyond local-
level projects, although its small membership base can inhibit an integration
between its global and local activities. Red Thread is thus faced with the paradox
of a small membership and an increasingly high profile along with which have
come increasing demands—facilitating groups, building links with other
organisations and executing projects—adding further to the constraints felt by
Red Thread members in relation to time, energy and money. Its meagre
resources make even organising meetings problematic. The vast majority of
members do not have access to telephones and there is only one office
computer. Red Thread has no vehicle (only two women have access to cars), and
public transport to and from Georgetown on a daily basis is expensive. Currently
it has rent-free space but this is a temporary arrangement, highlighting that, in a
context of poverty, place is always more than a metaphor,

Sources of funding and accountability

While Red Thread’s investment in strategic coalitions across class and racialised
differences and its refusal to confine its concerns and membership within
national boundaries militates against its marginalisation from Caribbean and
Western feminist discourses, it does not necessarily lead to engagement in, or
acceptance by, the institutionalised structures within which Caribbean political
parties operate. Along with other activists and intellectuals in the Caribbean, Red
Thread believes the redistribution of resources to women is most likely to be
facilitated by a democratic form of politics. Yet the recent legitimisation of the
Guyanese state has proved insufficient to ensure that women can participate as
full citizens in the development process. For the most part, political parties in the
country have ignored the existence of Red Thread (and other NGOs) and its
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agenda. Its role in the emerging civil society is limited, with political parties
keeping decision-making power with respect to the allocation of national
resources firmly within their control (see also Matear 1997 on Latin America).
And while state harassment of an overt form is no longer an issue, both the PNC
and PPP have effectively prevented funding from being channelled to Red
Thread; it can safely be sidelined given its non-alliance to any political party.

The economic dependence of countries of the South compels women’s
organisations to make claims not only on the state but also on the global
economic system and its regulatory institutions (Alvarez 1990). Since its
inception Red Thread has been largely dependent on international funding
sources, the constraints of which have not always allowed it to follow its own
priorities. Numerous examples exist of multilateral agencies which, seeking to
incorporate issues of ‘good governance’ and ‘empowerment of civil society’
into their ‘adjustment with a human face’ agendas, have sought out Red Thread
and ‘promised’ support. They offer overseas experts to train Red Thread in the
skills of institutional strengthening. Red Thread say ‘what we need is core
funding and a building before we do any institutional strengthening’. The
inevitable response is that ‘we cannot provide for administrative overheads’.
The result is that development priorities become reversed, with the agenda of
multilateral organisations, i.e. short-term projects, taking centre stage and all
else needed to support the group in between projects being ignored.

At a time when multilateral agencies—one of the most powerful mechanisms
for resource allocation—are recognising the need to take account of the social
impact of SAPs and are engaging in discussions with groups within civil society,
it might appear that a political space is being opened for feminist interpolations
into the development process. However, the potential for doing this in the 1990s
is contradictory. The restructuring of the international financial system in this
period of SAPs may be taken in the North as evidence of increasing flexibility
and liberalisation (see Slater 1992), but in the South, where the effects of the ‘lost
decade’ of the 1980s are still palpably evident, the regulation imposed by
multilateral agencies on women’s organisations is viewed with increasing
derision (de Souza 1996; Ford-Smith 1997).

Moreover, not all short-term projects are acceptable to multilateral agencies.
As Honor Ford-Smith notes, any proposals to think beyond colonisations of
women’s minds and bodies (Alexander and Mohanty 1997) or cultural
productions that may result in new meanings and representations are rarely
acceptable; they do not produce values that can be measured:20

Regulation is implemented in an effort to standardize and measure
results in widely different situations. Issues around the specificity of
cultures, the formation of identities, questions of race and language
are not part of the development paradigm. Any view that considers
the formation of subjects on their own terms is regarded as dangerous,
not so much because it threatens large blocs of power (at present, it is
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rare that such large claims can be made) but because it sets up
confrontations with the everyday privileges that, in many cases, justify
the labour of the development worker and his or her sense of power.

(Ford-Smith 1997:229)

So long as Western knowledge (or ‘expertise’) defines what is known as
development’, the global (mal)distribution of power continues to sustain
images of Southern groups as ‘receivers’ and Northern organisations as
‘transmitters’ of culture. Penalised for its non-involvement in the domestic
party-political game, Red Thread also faces dominant Northern representations
of Third World women—stereotyped as pre-modern, burdened by poverty,
vulnerability and backwardness, without freedom or agency—which blind
international funders to its transformatory potential. In its efforts to carve out
new spaces and practices, resisting both sets of colonising tendencies is a
critical condition for Red Thread’s autonomy, but leaves it battling
continuously for resources on both local and global fronts.

Formal and informal power(s): racialised and classed identities

Red Thread is neither the first nor the only current women’s group purporting to
represent women’s interests in Guyana, but it is the only one to provide women
with spaces—physical, social, analytical, political—denied them elsewhere in
society. These spaces are the starting-point for understanding its concern with
unscrambling the essentialist category of ‘Third World women’. Red Thread does
not, indeed cannot, operate on a founding assumption of a necessary or inherent
similarity among women—a problem that has beset feminist organisations with
simplistic appeals to sisterly solidarity. Nor, in the context of Guyana, was it
possible to envisage or mobilise a politics of identity around gender
unproblematically. In other words, given the legacy of a particular way of thinking
about difference and the polarisation this has spawned in the country, it was clear
that any politics of solidarity and similarity which came out of the discursive terrain
of Guyanese politics would have to be based not on assumptions of ontology but
on praxis, not on unreflexive appeals to gender but on a political choice to
construct an explicitly and self-consciously feminist agenda. Gender, as the basis
for social and political action, was not taken as given, but as something to be
constructed across racialised divides. Nor for that matter could it be divorced from
issues of class or abstracted from questions of materiality, driven home with force
by the middle-class status of Red Thread’s founders.21

The early interpersonal dynamics of Indo-Guyanese and Afro-Guyanese
women illustrated, in their spatial arrangements, the extent of the ideological
barriers they had erected around each other; they did not sit together and Indo-
Guyanese women tended not to talk except in low and inaudible voices. This
started to break down, as Andaiye (1997) comments, ‘…when Indo- and Afro-
Guyanese women found out about each other’s lives [and] were amazed by
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how little power they all had’. The long-term involvement of Red Thread
members has undoubtedly facilitated the replacement of mistrust and stereo-
typing among women with differing ethnic and class identities with mutual
understanding and respect (D.Radzik 1992). Yet creating subjectivities is a
painstaking process when dealing with women who for so long have lived
with little ongoing sense of entitlement. As Karen de Souza (1996) asserts,

It’s taken a long time [about five years] to reach the stage where the
women feel comfortable setting their own parameters. And reaching
where we are now is probably a function of their exposure to other
groups involved in development work. The sense that other people
are trying to do the same thing is important to them. The impact of
Sistren, for example, made the women more serious about
educational work.

Despite their contingent nature, racialised identities have proved highly resistant
to change as time and difficult experiences have revealed. Moreover, on leaving
Red Thread most of the women return to segregated communities where it is
possible to live without interacting on a daily basis with members of other
racialised groups. Thus while working together has enabled women to grapple
with difference, it is perhaps more accurate—and certainly less romantic—to
suggest that racialised identifications are ‘suspended’ rather than transcended.

Such affiliations are, moreover, not fully ‘suspended’ even within Red
Thread, highlighting what can be accomplished through continuous and
committed interaction among members as well as the fact that this does not
occur at all levels. While the working-class women, working intensively with
each other, have been able to come together across racialised divides, the
relative lack of sustained activities across class has meant that informal links
between working-class and middle-class members tend largely to follow
racialised lines. Across class divides, then, the challenging of racialised
identities has also largely been taking place within racialised groups: Afro-
Guyanese working-class members’ mode of interaction has been questioned
and interrogated by Afro-Guyanese middle-class women whereas working-
class Indo-Guyanese women receive more critical attention from Indo-
Guyanese middle-class women (Andaiye 1998). Significantly, such critique
remains overwhelmingly uni-directional.

Indeed, it is class that has emerged as Red Thread’s Achilles heel, and that
defines relations between members of the group. Class has almost been
accorded the status of a foundational category, existing on a pre-discursive
terrain beyond the reach of any reconstruction (see Slater 1997). On its
formation, the middle-class founders of Red Thread opposed entrenching
themselves in formal leadership positions, not wanting to repeat the
experience of cross-class women’s organisations of the early twentieth century,
in which middle-class women doled out charity to the deserving poor. Their
‘fumbling’ (Andaiye 1998) to get things right was evidenced in the name
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changes they underwent (they initially adopted the name of the Women’s
Development Committee and when they changed this to Red Thread they
became a Project and are currently a Programme) and particularly in the
administrative prob-lems they have encountered.

Class differences as they relate to education and experience of organising
have contributed to internal organisational problems, and exemplify the informal
workings of power even where conscious efforts are made to resist
institutionalised hierarchy. Fulfilling agencies’ requirements in relation to
accounting administration requires skills that many of the women in the group
do not have, intensifying hierarchies between those in the group who have good
literary skills and those who do not. The small number of women in Red Thread
gives the impression that a laissez-faire approach will work but in reality it is the
middle-class women who still run the bulk of the funding and production
process (V.Radzik 1991). As Peacocke (1995:13) asserts, ‘The collective
organising philosophy held by its founders encountered difficulties translating at
the level of group self management.’ Indeed, within Red Thread there are highly
unequal divisions of labour, no clear structures of accountability and decision-
making operates along unclearly demarcated channels.22 In the late 1980s
attempts were made by working-class women in the embroidery groups to
replace appointed organisers with elected ones. Elections were then
incorporated into Red Thread’s structure, but the desire by working-class women
to have a hierarchical structure and clarify lines of authority was interpreted by
the middle-class founders as an authoritarian tendency they did not want to
encourage. Rather, the middle-class members preferred a flexible structure, to
‘…guard against the formation of bureaucratic and entrenched power-making
bodies by ensuring that the decision making process was as democratic as
possible and allowed for real participation’ (D.Radzik 1992:13). Yet participation
in Red Thread has not led to autonomy in the development of Red Thread
groups. Radzik (1992) also found that working-class women in the teams felt
they were too dependent on inputs from a few people, raising the issue of how
to exercise authority and leadership in a democratic way.

This issue also brings us back to a ‘politics of the possible’. Given that
hierarchies do exist (indeed, we may ask whether they are inevitable), the
question becomes one of ensuring accountability in the face of the formal
and informal exercise of power. Although the aim of the original founders
was to train working-class women to occupy the spaces that middle-class
women currently dominate, there has been little assessment (and only one
external evaluation) of the progress of women in the group and no attempt
to ask the middle-class women what they have learned; their class and
racialised identities have not been equally open for interrogation (see also
Ford-Smith 1997; Imam 1997). There have been no ongoing discussions of
how to ‘do class differently’. Notwithstanding the fact that the majority of
members are working-class women, public perceptions of the group remain
largely based on its original core of middle-class founders. Most of the
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middle-class women now work largely on their own, but while their shared
history in a revolutionary praxis maintains their collective identity as
members of Red Thread, it does not further the process of their own
replacement. All based in Georgetown, they are the ones with standard
English, high levels of education and connections with left-wing and
women’s organisations throughout the Caribbean and beyond. The working-
class women regularly spend two to three hours to reach Georgetown, are
rarely educated up to secondary school level, do not all speak standard
English and had no history of organising prior to their involvement in Red
Thread. They often face opprobrium in their communities for their
involvement in the group, ranging from name-calling and labelling as lesbian
or WPA supporters, to opposition from husbands.23 As Williams posits, ‘…not
all individuals have equal power to fix the co-ordinates of self-other identity
formation. Nor are individuals equally empowered to opt out of the labelling
process, to become the invisible other against which others’ visibility is
measured’ (Williams 1989:420).

These tensions have produced Red Thread as an ambivalent place; while
some boundaries are being opened up others remain closed (see Pile 1997). In
this sense Red Thread is simultaneously a site of agency and solidarity and a
site of difference and limitation where ‘…practices of resistance cannot be
separated from practices of domination, they are always entangled in some
configuration’ (Routledge 1997:70). Despite the necessary unevenness in
constructing democratic identities, Red Thread does provide a space where
these entanglements are being consciously addressed, widening the gap
between necessity and choice, the dialectic through which identities are
constructed (Bammiker 1994). As this chapter has shown, there is no easy
sisterly solidarity to be expected but rather the addressing of difference
through continuous dialogue and praxis. As Andaiye (1997) comments,

What is the way of working together across differences? It is by
recognising and confronting them organisationally. If women need
autonomy from men to organise their power as women, so is it true
that the experience of Red Thread is that perhaps working-class
women need to meet autonomously so they can (re)join middle-class
women with greater strength and power. To ignore difference is to
make it fester. What autonomous sub-groups Red Thread should
contain depends on what power differences are acting negatively.

 
While not denying the importance of organisational issues, perhaps it is the
following comment by Karen de Souza (1996) which highlights Red Thread’s
transgressive potential: ‘My involvement in the empowerment of someone else
is to provide the space to let them do…whatever.’ Such a way of thinking, by
refusing closure, not only invites contestation of taken-for-granted hierarchies
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of power, it also denies any essentialist privileging of Red Thread. As Trinh T.
Minh-Ha comments,

The questions that arise continue to provoke answers, but none will
dominate as long as the ground-clearing activity is at work…Can
[knowledge] be conveyed without the exercise of power? No, because
there is no end to understanding power relations which are rooted
deep in the social nexus…Yes, however, because in-between grounds
always exist…to render more visible the failures operating in every
system.

(Minh-ha 1989:41)

Conclusion

What comes through this case-study, to borrow a phrase from Stuart Hall
(1995:4), is a ‘tiny but important message’. Working under enormous
constraints of economic dependence, political ostracism and a declining base
of activists, the space for a counter-hegemonic politics is being created in
which issues outside of race and party are being actively engaged. In aiming to
contribute to a new political culture, one which involves thinking itself out of
the spaces of domination, Red Thread aims to disentangle dominant notions of
ethnicity and of politics from their ‘equivalence with nationalism, imperialism,
racism and the state’ (Hall 1992:257), the structures around which Guyanese
identities have been forged (see Chapters Three and Four), and to articulate a
new cultural politics which undermines the hegemony of racialised differences
and is instead based upon a tolerance of difference and diversity.

Despite the many constraints working against Red Thread, the recognition
that all discourses are incomplete, partial and never totally closed, implies the
possibility for change. By generating and developing new practices of subject
transformation, Red Thread is creating a node of empowerment, in which new
ways of thinking—albeit slowly, albeit unevenly—are challenging hierarchies
of identity, relations of exclusion and the development narratives of dominant
groups. Red Thread’s success is due to its ability to recognise the
interdependence between the social, political and economic needs of women,
the multiple and shifting relations of domination in their lives and its
commitment to the painstaking process of women’s self-empowerment.
Despite the externally imposed and internally created limitations within which
it operates (and of which it is aware), Red Thread, with its insistence on
dialogues across differences, has ventured into areas untouched by other
Guyanese women’s organisations. Against the odds, being constantly sidelined
and under-financed, it has remained in existence, its vision of Guyanese
women working together to set the terms of struggle intact.



OCUL Scholars Portal

OCUL Scholars Portal

Copyrighted Material
GENDER, ETHNICITY AND PLACE

194

Notes

1 We take this phrase from Keith (1997:279): ‘It is perhaps a salutary lesson…that a
politics of the possible must inevitably emerge from a sustained engagement with
the empirical, not a naïve romance of the real but instead a commitment to address
the specific and particular.’ This chapter draws on interviews with two members of
Red Thread, Andaiye and Karen de Souza, as well as previous interviews recorded in
Hart (1996), Peacocke (1995) and Radzik (1992). All names are those of the women
interviewed.

2 It is widely accepted that an underlying principle of women’s political
empowerment is that of collective action (see Carr, Chen and Jhabvala 1996; Cubitt
and Greenslade 1997; Dore 1997; Kabeer 1994; Radcliffe and Westwood 1993; Sen
and Grown 1987).

3 The story of Charris illustrates this point. Charris is an Afro-Guyanese woman in her
thirties, a market vendor turned domestic who occasionally has worked with Red
Thread, a single parent with seven children who lives in a village outside
Georgetown. She holds firmly to the common belief that hot and cold do not mix: to
go from a hot house into a torrential rain, or to iron clothes and then have to leave
the house during a rainfall, would invite a cold. Her employer became very
frustrated by Charris’ belief; during the rainy season she never seemed to get her
clothes ironed. She offered to take Charris to the doctor who would explain to her
that there was no medical foundation for her belief. Whether there was or not is not
the point here; what was taking place was the reassertion of the superiority of
Western ways of knowing, a discourse, moreover, that Charris was afraid to
challenge for fear of losing her job.

4 Empowerment moves beyond Women in Development (WID) and Women and
Development (WAD) perspectives to engage directly with power relations and to
insist on the imperative for priorities to be defined at the local level. However, there
is no single or fixed approach to how women’s empowerment should be achieved
(Carr, Chan and Jhabvala 1996; Kabeer 1994; Moser 1993). It has recently achieved
popular currency within the discourses of international agencies, albeit with
radically different—and frequently regressive—implications.

5 Maxine Molyneux has in fact pointed out that her original use of practical/strategic
interests was in relation to the Nicaraguan revolution, and (thus) that discussions
must take account of subjective processes and ‘be framed within specific historical
contexts since processes of interest formation and articulation are clearly subject to
cultural, historical and political variation and cannot be known in advance’.
(Molyneux 1998:77). She also maintains that while the strategic/practical distinction
is not useful if it results in a rigid binary, it remains an important heuristic device
which distinguishes between an (always located) acceptance of the status quo and
a feminist politics that ‘depends on some measure of critical, alternative, thought and
hence on some means of making value judgements about the social order’ (p.78).

6 In relation to women’s organisations, specific aims cannot be isolated from a broader
context and seen as either/or (practical/strategic). Moreover, this framework runs the
danger of assuming that it is the stereotypically ‘low-income Third World women’
who will move from practical (read traditional, passive, immediate, feminine) to
strategic (read modern, activist, long-term, feminist) considerations. The stark
contrast between the complex reality of women’s lives and efforts to compress such
experiences into neat and pre-arranged boxes was illustrated at a gender-planning
workshop held in Georgetown and attended by working-class Red Thread members
in the summer of 1991. The co-ordinator, a ‘gender expert’ from a regional
organisation, provided a number of examples of hypothetical projects which she
asked the women to sort into having ‘practical’ and ‘strategic’ aims. That this proved
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impossible for the women to do was a source of frustration for the workshop co-
ordinator, who said it was the women who were getting it all wrong!

7 Yuval-Davis (1997) ascribes the origins of the term ‘transversalism’ to a strand of the
Italian left, and draws on Italian feminists as well as the Women Against
Fundamentalism movement to develop her position. Transversalism recognises
diversity (as opposed to a hegemonic universalism) as well as connection and the
imperative for a moral basis for politics (as opposed to a nihilistic relativism).

8 These include ASCRIA (African Society for Cultural Relations with Independent
Africa), IPRA (Indian Political Revolutionary Associates), Ratoon (a University of
Guyana cultural and political organisation) and the WPVP (Working People’s
Vanguard Party) as well as independent members such as Andaiye, Walter Rodney
and Rupert Roopnaraine. The group MAO (Movement Against Oppression)
subsequently joined them.

9 For such collective responses in Latin America, with which the Caribbean is so
frequently, and sometimes spuriously, compared see Acosta-Belen and Bose 1993;
Chinchilla 1993; Safa, 1990, 1992, 1995. The proliferation of women’s organisations
in Latin America has been linked to ongoing economic crisis, the suspension of
democratic rights by authoritarian regimes in the 1970s and 1980s, the disbanding of
political parties and the subsequent politicisation of the community and private
spheres (Alvarez 1990; Matear 1997).

10 They are Andaiye, Jocelyn Dow, Bonita Harris, Vanda Radzik, Danuta Radzik, Karen
de Souza and Dianne Matthews. All but the latter are still resident in Guyana and
active to varying degrees in Red Thread. Within the context of a society in which
women’s political organisations are attached to political parties it has been extremely
difficult for other groups not to perceive Red Thread as a WPA-based organisation,
despite the fact that they draw their membership from women who support the PPP
and PNC as well as the WPA.

11 See Sen and Grown (1987:91) for a general discussion of such types of organisations.
In Guyana Bonita Harris’s (1995) report for CIDA on women’s groups supported by
the Canada Fund provides a good overview of such projects. The survey was of 14
women’s groups, in at least 12 of which the initiative had come from a local man or
men or from a parent organisation although women carried out the day-to-day work
of the projects. The women participants listed what they considered to be the most
important issues facing them in their villages: battering of women, withdrawal and
shyness, lack of money, getting parents to send their children to classes, a drop in
moral standards, discrimination and the inability to participate in community activity.
These responses indicate that women do have a sense of what is important in their
daily lives, yet not one of the groups’ projects concerned itself with ‘…leadership
training, consciousness raising, child and adolescent development, female poverty,
domestic violence, rape, suicide, incest or sex education, alcohol and other drug
abuse, economic education or information on the status of women in other
countries’ (1995:9). All addressed only small-scale income-generating projects in
cooking (but not nutrition), sewing, embroidery, shorthand and typing, crochet and
cake decoration, English and maths classes. The projects were riddled with a variety
of problems. The participants were often referred to as ‘the children’ by the
volunteer teachers, reinforcing the relations of deference and obedience that
characterise both male-female and child-adult relationships. Four of the organisers
cited political interference with their projects. It was not documented how many
women had gained employment from participating in these projects, though all
training provided would have led to employment in low-paid jobs. Most
problematically, all the projects relied on voluntary female labour for organising and
teaching. Not only did this sustain the notion of women’s work as something they



OCUL Scholars Portal

OCUL Scholars Portal

Copyrighted Material
GENDER, ETHNICITY AND PLACE

196

did in their spare time, but it also led to only a short period of time every week being
devoted to project activities. Sustainability was obviously an issue. Although these
projects have not led to any difference in women’s position in their communities
they were making possible, albeit unintentionally, the development of Indo-
Guyanese women leaders by putting them in a position to acquire the organisational
and intellectual tools to exercise leadership in their own affairs. But usually
uncoordinated and under-financed, peripheral to planning programmes, focusing
only on traditional skills, with little capacity to expand or promote replicability, these
projects focus on what can be counted and have only a rhetoric of participatory
development. Most importantly, they tend to have no vision, having no history of
organisation outside of the project being implemented.

12 They are Janet Jagan, widow of Cheddi Jagan, and the current President; the Minister
of Youth and Culture, Gail Teixera; and Indra Chandrapaul, Minister of Women’s
Affairs in the Ministry of Housing.

13 In an attempt to reassess their relationship to the PNC they no longer seek approval
from the party for their projects (although these are now largely restricted to helping
groups of women prepare funding requests and occasional symposia on leadership
skills) and their members are not automatically expected to campaign at election
times. They are also willing to work with groups that do not support the PNC,
although technically the PNC still speaks for them (Johnson 1996).

14 Red Thread successfully produced 37,000 exercise books before the project was
taken out of its hands after the Ministry of Education applied to CIDA for a grant to
produce exercise books and the project was transferred to them, including funds to
produce 10 million books (Peacocke 1995).

15 Initially the women spent three weeks learning about research methodologies,
social survey design, questionnaire construction and interviewing techniques. In the
following ten-week period they successfully completed the survey as well as in-
depth interviews which they then transcribed. Since then they have received five
more training sessions on research methodologies for which they secured funding
from Linda Peake and the Canadian High Commission in Guyana. They have also
been employed on five separate projects as survey interviewers for independent
researchers, the University of Guyana and for Region Four Democratic Council
Youth Section, a Caribbean-wide research project on sex workers and a national
survey on domestic violence.

16 The Health Team has received training from Dr. Nesha Haniff, a non-resident Red
Thread member.

17 Working with coastal Arawak women in St Cuthbert’s Mission, Red Thread
established a project to grow alternative grasses to nibbi, the grass traditionally used
to make furniture and baskets, supplies of which are rapidly being depleted.
Concern with the environment has also led to joining demonstrations against the
Canadian-owned gold-mining company, Omai, which was responsible in 1995 for a
major cyanide spill.

18 This is not to deny that friendships and connections exist between individual
women among women from these organisations. For further insight into the
personal relations between women in these political organisations see Kilkenny
1984; Hart 1996; V.Radzik 1997.

19 At the national level these links include the following: the Women’s Studies Unit and
the Environmental Studies Unit, University of Guyana; the Women’s Affairs Bureau;
Help and Shelter and GOSED, the Baha’i Women’s Council. At the regional level
they include: CAFRA (Caribbean Association for Feminist Research and Action); the
Sistren Theatre Collective, Jamaica; WAND (Women and Development Unit),
University of the West Indies; the Association of Development Agencies, Jamaica;
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CARIPEDA (Caribbean People’s Development Association); CCC (Caribbean
Conservation Agency); CNIRD (Caribbean Network for Integrated Rural
Development); and CPDC (Caribbean Policy Development Centre). At the
international level they include: WEDO (Women’s Environment and Development
Organisation); DAWN (Development Alternatives with Women for a New Era); and
the British-based Counting Women’s Work Campaign. Red Thread women also
participated in the Beijing process, while Andaiye was responsible for writing the
Post-Beijing Plan of Action for Women in the Caribbean. Another member, Jocelyn
Dow, has recently been appointed to the External Gender Consultative Group of the
World Bank and sits on the board of WEDO. Red Thread has also played key roles
through its representatives at major UN conferences such as the Earth Summit (Rio
de Janeiro, 1992); the Global Conference on Small Island Developing States
(Barbados, 1994); the Social Summit (Copenhagen, 1995); and the Global Women’s
Conference (Beijing, 1995). It also represented Guyana at both the first and second
Commonwealth NGO Fora held in Zimbabwe and New Zealand respectively.

20 As Ford-Smith elaborates (1997:227):

Although the policies of development agencies vary widely, in general, those
funding the activities of NGOs involved with women can be said to have three
criteria: a) the production of a multiplier effect; b) a direct influence on a
grassroots target group; c) the achievement of some kind of measurable
‘improvement’ in a given situation in relation to a particular problem (usually
determined by the donor agency).

21 Other axes of difference—of religion and political affiliation—exist among the
women in Red Thread, but these are seen as issues of personal preference and do
not enter into Red Thread discourses on a daily basis. A lack of impetus and fissures
among the middle-class members and its non-consideration by working-class
members appear to make sexuality a non-issue, although bringing such an issue into
the public sphere would be ‘political dynamite’ (Matear 1997) in the intensely
homophobic atmosphere of Guyana.

22 Although as recently as 1992 Red Thread held an annual encounter of all its
members, had an administrative and policy-determining Resource Unit and an
elected Co-ordinating Committee as well as the work teams (D.Radzik 1992).

23 To be labelled a WPA supporter is to indicate that someone has transgressed their
racialised identity in failing to vote along racialised party lines.


