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ABSTRACT 

Women’s advocacy organizations often invoke moral arguments and frame issues in ways that 

make them legible within discourses on sexuality and race, with significance for struggles over 

decolonization, national representation, and schism within women’s movements. Postcolonial 

feminist theories help make sense of women’s activism that engages both racism and women’s 

rights. They provide a map of the symbolic terrain on which policy debates are fought, enabling 

us to identify the paths available (as well as closed) to women’s organizations as they negotiate a 

collective identity for their members, diagnose the problems they want to address, propose 

solutions, and select a strategy for persuading others to adopt their perspective. With a map like 

this, we can anticipate the ways in which different women’s organizations, differently positioned 

in terms of racial or national identity, may diverge, as well as routes to alliance. These are the 

tasks to which I turn when looking within the case of Trinidad and seeking to explain the 

different uses to which Afro-Christian, East Indian Hindu and Muslim women put race/nation in 

their activism. 

As a paired comparison of women’s activism in Trinidad and Guyana show, however, 

similar policy questions debated in comparable contexts (decolonizing states with histories of 

explicitly racial politics) can lead to strikingly different conversations, depending on whether 

ethno-nationalist frames occupy a central or peripheral position on the national stage. Theories of 

collective action framing, and the related concepts of state resonance and discursive opportunity 

structures, point to the role of institutionalized discourses and government priorities in shaping 
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the choices activist women make about how to evaluate proposed problems and solutions 

to gender-based grievances. Process tracing reveals that values and beliefs institutionalized in 

state policies affect women’s strategic framing by creating discursive political opportunities. 

Broadly then, the contributions made further develop social movement theory by analyzing the 

causal mechanisms linking state-based discursive opportunities to the frames constructed by 

prominent women’s organizations. Because the Trinidadian case involves opportunities created 

by multicultural policy, the study also provides some insight into the effects of such policies on 

minority women’s activism in decolonizing, multiethnic societies. 
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CHAPTER 1 

THE PUZZLE OF WOMEN’S DIVERGENT FRAMES 

Some of the most significant work done by social movements is done in the battle over ideas. 

Many studies have shown that activists devote a good deal of energy to crafting and promoting 

their organization’s interpretation of events and the solutions those diagnoses suggest (Benford 

and Snow 2000). There is quite a bit at stake in these contests; representations that persuade the 

public and policymakers to adopt a certain position with regard to the issue at hand have a life 

beyond their initial application. They can shape the terrain on which future political struggles 

take place. Where the arguments center on gender and ethnic identity, dominant narratives have 

the potential to impact practices of discrimination and systemic inequality. They can encourage 

ways of thinking that make it easier to scapegoat an ethnic community for perceived national 

problems or to elevate the values of diversity and equal citizenship; to reimagine gender relations 

in a way that empowers individuals and reduces violence or to reinforce patriarchal inequality 

and the devaluation of women. Women’s social movement organizations, in particular, have a 

significant role to play. The ways they articulate women’s interests—and their intersection with 

issues of gender and sexuality, race, and class, among others—and locate the responsibilities of 

the state are likely to have an impact on the way women define themselves and are defined by 

others as well as on state policies.  
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Because of these important but divergent possibilities, we should try to understand why 

women’s groups sometimes approach very similar policy questions from very different 

perspectives. In both of the cases this project considers, the basic question participants had to 

answer was the age at which the state should sanction women’s sexual activity. Yet the 

perspective that came to dominate the debate in Trinidad was, in turn, dominated in Guyana by 

alternative ways of posing the problems, victims, and solutions involved. In the former, the 

intersection of race, religion, and gender loomed large in the debate, with prominent women’s 

groups framing the discourse within the question of nationalism. In the latter, themes of gender 

inequality, violence against women, and child protection crowded out considerations of ethnic 

diversity and nationalism—and this despite a similar national history of ethnic political cleavage. 

Such a comparison presents an exciting opportunity to fill two gaps in the study of framing: the 

relative lack of research into the causes of frame variation and the dearth of comparative studies 

on frames (Snow, Vliegenthart, and Corrigall-Brown 2007, 385). 

To explain why women’s collective action frames varied so, we must understand not only the 

intersectionality of women’s political identity, but also the processes by which activists come to 

diagnose problems, propose solutions, and refashion identities and symbols from a gendered 

perspective. For example, most Hindu women living in Guyana are politically and socially 

distinguished from the dominant political class by their categorization as both women and as 

ethnically different, in this case, because they are not identified with the (African) race and 

(Christian) religion that, historically, have been most closely associated with the state. Living at 

the intersection of gendered and ethnic identities, these women are likely to have complaints (of 

varying content) that could be attributed to gender practices as well as ethnic discrimination 
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against their group.  We can assume a movement entrepreneur could successfully rally the 

members of these categories around this latent, interconnected set of political grievances, nurture 

a sense of solidarity among Hindu women, and motivate them to undertake collective 

contentious action in pursuit of their shared, intersectional grievances. 

While there is a long tradition of explaining protest as the result of grievances, I argue—in 

the tradition of frame analysis (Snow, Rochford, Worden, and Benford 1986; Benford and Snow 

2000)—that these processes are not automatic; collective interests must be constructed and 

articulated before individuals conceive of their struggles as part of a larger social ill. Interviews 

with activists in the 1960s women’s liberation movement in the United States attest to this: prior 

to organizing with one another, women often felt their problems were unique; it was only after 

extensive discussion that women began to see themselves as members of an oppressed group and 

their problems as the result of political systems (Dore 2014).  Hence, I highlight the preceding 

processes of mobilization and collective framing, rather than an underlying base of objective 

grievances, in order to understand why certain identities and sources of discontent become the 

focus of contentious action while others do not. 

Collective Action Frames and Discursive Opportunities 

Indeed, these processes are part of the framing phenomenon studied by scholars of social 

movements and contentious politics. Collective action frames are the orienting “interpretive 

schemata” that structure a group’s understanding of various events and issues—what are the 

problems, who or what is to blame, what can be done—as well as their relationship to them. 

They are the overarching narratives that organizations use to interpret events, characterize actors, 

and motivate contention. Frames vary in the way they accomplish their three core functions of 
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diagnosis, prognosis, and mobilization: the values, beliefs, and norms they amplify as they 

articulate grievances and assign blame, craft solutions, and call on supporters to participate in 

contentious political action. They are constructed collectively and dynamically as the members 

of an organization engage with one another, with allies and oppositions, and with policymakers 

in cycles of contention around particular issues. This symbolic, interactive process is referred to 

as “framing” (Snow et al. 1986; Benford and Snow 2000; Snow, Benford, McCammon, Hewitt, 

and Fitzgerald 2014). 

While much more attention has been devoted to the effects of various frames, there have been 

some attempts to understand why movements adopt certain frames over others (Snow et al. 2007; 

Snow et al. 2014). A prominent perspective on this question looks past a search for objective 

grievances and focuses on the framing opportunities movement organizations may be able to 

take advantage of to gain participants and influence (Bosi 2006; Faupel and Werum 2011; Oselin 

and Corrigall-Brown 2010; Pedriana 2006; Reese and Newcombe 2003). The state has been 

identified as the site of myriad important opportunities for contentious politics, but one type of 

opportunity provided by the state is particularly relevant to women’s meaning work.  Discursive 

opportunities are created because all state policies encode certain values and beliefs, priming 

officials to accept certain ways of thinking about the function of a law and the state’s 

responsibilities in a given area. Activist organizations, including women’s, can leverage these 

predispositions to the extent that they are able to craft interpretations of policy issues that speak 

to these values and beliefs in their diagnoses of problems and the solutions they propose (Ferree 

2003; Snow 2008; Steinberg 1998; Koopmans and Statham 1999; Koopmans and Olzak 2004; 

Lievanos 2012; Coe 2011; McCammon, Muse, Newman, and Terrell 2007; Campbell 2002). 
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Theoretical accounts highlighting the influence of state policies should be particularly exciting to 

political scientists, whose orienting interest is the relationship between social movements and 

states. 

Liévanos (2012) dubs the affinity between the state’s institutionalized norms and 

activists’ collective action frames “state resonance,” and McCammon et al. (2007) agree that the 

degree of resonance mediates the direct influence of frames on state officials; i.e., policymakers 

are not equally affected by all frames, and instead recognize certain arguments as more 

legitimate and prioritize values in particular ways. Hence, different policy regimes should 

present diverse discursive opportunities for frame influence. 

A logical deduction from the theory of state resonance is the proposition that movement 

entrepreneurs will strategically construct frames that are complementary to the state’s 

institutionalized norms. If state resonance is essential for frames to be influential, then activists 

may attempt to present their cause in terms that state actors are primed to accept. Strategically, 

the reality of state resonance should incentivize such efforts. While movement leaders are 

constrained in their state-directed framing by the need to consider their constituents (Snow and 

Benford 1988), those who can simultaneously appeal to both audiences are likely to benefit 

greatly in terms of immediate, national, and widespread influence. These potential benefits 

should spur the generation of frames complementary to state policies that offer discursive 

opportunities for state resonance without compromising the group’s influence among constituent 

and ally audiences. 

Certainly, Ferree’s (2003) comparative analysis of abortion framing by U.S. and German 

women’s groups provides support for the proposition that women construct their frames 
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strategically, some with state resonance in mind. On the one hand, she demonstrates that not all 

women will aim for state resonance when framing the issues at hand—opting instead for radical 

frames that critique the dominant discourse. At the same time, her research strongly suggests that 

the discursive content of existing state policy can account for the content of the most dominant 

frames, those that help to shape mainstream discourse on an issue. 

In a similar vein, I demonstrate that the discursive opportunities presented by Trinidad’s 

multicultural policies shaped the framing processes of women’s organizations in the debate over 

consent, explaining why, despite significant differences, they each amplified values, beliefs, and 

norms about ethnicity in their frames. Thus, I argue, the comparatively superficial multicultural 

policies of Guyana helped determine the lack of ethno-nationalist frames and the general 

discounting of ethnicity among women during that country’s consent debate. Regardless of the 

different framing outcomes, however, I show that similar mechanisms operated to connect 

women’s frames to discursive opportunities based in state policy. In Guyana, women’s framing 

of consent in terms sexual exploitation and child protection was just as strategically oriented 

toward state resonance as were women’s frames in Trinidad. 

Paired Comparison: Women’s Frames in Trinidad and Guyana 

I provide empirical evidence of these propositions through a dual causal-process analysis of 

women’s framing in the paired cases of Trinidad and Guyana. The cases were paired according 

to a Most Similar Systems design, increasing the degrees of freedom for causal claims-making 

by limiting the number of unmeasured factors that could have influenced women’s framing. The 

potential for unconsidered factors to cloud judgment is also reduced by the analytic method of 

process tracing, which seeks multiple sources and types of evidence, at multiple stages of 
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analysis, to determine the comparable plausibility of competing explanatory accounts. 

Extrapolating from alternative theories, processes are broken down into their constituent 

mechanisms, the links in a chain connecting purported causes to the outcome under study. 

I test the plausibility of these mechanisms against evidence gathered from national 

newspapers, government records, and the documents produced by women’s organizations. In 

Trinidad, I was also able to conduct semi-structured interviews with key informants from 

women’s organizations and the relevant government ministry. After demonstrating the presence 

of framing mechanisms connecting women’s ethno-nationalist frames to Trinidad’s multicultural 

policy, I provide evidence that the mechanisms operated similarly in Guyana, even though the 

policies and frames in the process were different. 

The Most Similar Systems (MSS) design1 that informed the selection of Trinidad and 

Guyana employs similarities between cases as controls at the level of design, contributing to 

theoretical parsing prior to process analysis. This design seeks the puzzle that arises when states 

with so many seemingly relevant resemblances nevertheless end up with very different 

outcomes. By comparing cases broadly similar in terms of other important features—numerical 

and historical relationship between the dominant political class and the descriptive group 

demanding difference-based rights, state regime type, and regional location—I am able to bring 

into relief the proposed connection between state policy and women’s frames. The controls are 

theoretically informed: the similarities between Guyana and Trinidad significantly reduce the 

chances that a high level of ethnic grievances was a sufficient cause of ethno-nationalist frames 

                                                 
1 This design is, confusingly, the same as John Stuart Mill’s “method of difference.” 
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among women in Trinidad. If it were sufficient, we should also observe such themes in the 

pronouncements of Guyanese women’s groups. 

Of course, this is not to assert that cases can be chosen such that the women will be in 

identical socio-political positions except for their state’s multicultural policies. Of course, the 

politics of representation vary according to many other local circumstances that cannot be 

controlled for across countries; given that the women of focus here form culturally distinct 

communities, the ability to generalize beyond their specific experiences is even further 

complicated. However, case study methods offer a context-sensitive approach in which process 

tracing can be used to control for effects within each particular society at the same time as the 

MSS design controls for more generally applicable variables across states. 

Analysis of both cases will involve mapping the causal chain of events linking state-

based opportunities to the dominant frames that crystallized among women’s groups. By closely 

tracing the framing processes of women’s organizations in each case, I will be able to evaluate 

the likelihood that different discursive opportunities contributed to the different perspectives 

adopted by women who are otherwise similarly situated. This process-tracing method optimizes 

the amount of broader knowledge gained without ignoring causally important peculiarities 

(George and Bennett 2005, Brady 2010, Collier 2011). 

Admittedly, these methods open me to the charge that the cases are unrepresentative, so 

that the mechanisms observed may not operate similarly in other cases and issue areas. However, 

Ferree’s work (2003, et al. 2002) has already provided evidence that state-based discursive 

opportunities impact the content of women’s frames in a different issue area and in different 

states (Germany and the United States). In comparison with Germany and the U.S., Guyana 
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provides initial evidence that the mechanisms uncovered work similarly in countries with far less 

wealth. Both Trinidad and Guyana demonstrate that the process does not vary noticeably on the 

basis of population size, federal structure, diversity within the women’s movement, colonial 

legacy, or geopolitical position. Still, it is important to note that none of the four cases can reveal 

the way in which the process of women’s framing unfolds in mixed or nondemocratic regimes. 

This is a project for future research. 

Overall, theoretically informed case selection, combined with careful process tracing 

within both cases, is the best approach to my research question. Discursive analysis of qualitative 

data is likely the method most suited to the study of collective action frames, given the difficulty 

of compiling systematic cross-national data and making meaningful distinctions between frames 

on the same issue using content-analysis software. At the same time, the use of multiple sources 

of data—including newspapers, government records, documents published by women’s groups 

themselves, and fieldwork in Trinidad—to test the implications of alternative explanations 

maximizes validity. The generalizability gained by moving from one cases to two permits 

confidence about the operation of mechanisms in other contexts, as does the choice of cases 

which differ in important ways from the cases covered thus far in the literature. Meanwhile, 

limiting the study to two cases retains the causal leverage gained by contextual knowledge. 

Alternative Explanations 

Grievances are an important starting point for many analyses of collective action, and it seems 

straight-forward to argue that the way activists diagnose problems and propose solutions will be 

a direct result of their constituents’ complaints. Postcolonial feminism suggests that women’s 

interests cannot be disentangled from their interests as members of particular ethnoreligious 
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communities, and that national debates over women’s roles cannot be understood in isolation 

from struggles to define the nation. Hence, it would be unsurprising to find that, in a society 

where the state has been a recent site of ethnic conflict, women’s organizations interpret laws 

affecting women through a nationalist lens. We might also expect that, where the state has 

adopted policies designed to include multiple ethnic traditions in the national image, ethnic 

grievances may be reduced and, thus, exert a weaker influence on women’s framing. 

Yet in Trinidad, where the project of post-Independence nation-building has included 

multicultural policies designed to include multiple racial and religious identities, links between 

gendered and national discourses have been highlighted by the activism of women. Why have 

multicultural policies not dampened the tendency of women to critique gender politics from an 

ethno-nationalist position? A grievance-based theory might answer that Trinidad’s policies have 

not had any real effect on the ethnic content of the nation, so that grievances remain unchanged. 

This may be true, but I contend that the discursive opportunities created by multicultural policies 

are more important influences on women’s frames, creating the context in which women will 

draw on these latent grievances. 

Resolving the relative importance of grievances, as opposed to state-based opportunities, 

then becomes a matter for research design. Guyana has experienced at least as much ethnic 

nationalism, but women’s organizations there did not use ethno-nationalist frames in a similar 

debate. Hence, as noted above, we can rule out a lack of ethnic grievances as the explanation for 

lack of ethno-nationalist framings. Having done so, I proceed to consider whether the expected 

influence of state-based opportunities appears to explain the frames Guyanese women did 

construct. 
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However, there are other theories to consider. Within the social movement literature, the 

norms and needs of journalists and their editors have long been seen as crucially important 

factors. Koopmans and Olzak (2004) have gathered evidence that right-wing extremist 

organizations decide whether to use violence based, in part, on the visibility granted by “media 

gatekeepers” to previous violent protests. Looking specifically at media effects on framing, 

Snow et al. (2007) argue that media preferences were one of several influences on the rise and 

fall of different frames among actors commenting on the French riots of 2005. Yet, even scholars 

who have argued that the news media has influence stress the need to look at the effects of other 

factors: “caution needs to be exercised so as not to attribute hegemonic power to the media in 

terms of the framing of events and issues” (Snow et al. 2007, 409). The process-tracing method 

of analysis employed here facilitates a parsing of the discursive opportunities provided by media 

from those emanating from the state, increasing our ability to gauge the relative influence of 

each. 

Besides deepening knowledge about the reasons why women’s organizations frame 

ostensibly “women’s issues” so differently, the present study can inform normative theoretical 

debates about the justness of multicultural policies. Many theorists argue that such policies are 

required in order to create just and equal conditions for citizens and identity groups (Taylor 

1992, Kymlicka 1995 and 2002) while others see their potential to “hold together” states plagued 

by ethno-nationalist separatism and conflict (Stepan, Linz, and Yadav 2010). Nonetheless, not all 

theorists are optimistic about the impact of multicultural policies, and many critics are especially 

concerned about the negative effects they may have on women. 
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As the debate has raged, much has been done to map the potential impacts of policies like 

Trinidad’s. Feminists interested in multiculturalism have constructed theoretically plausible 

causal stories about how multicultural policies might impact women’s lives positively and 

negatively (Okin 1999, 2002, 2004; Shachar 2000, 2001, 2009; Spinner-Halev 2000, 2001; 

Volpp 2001; Herr 2004; Phillips 2004, 2007). This work began in 1999, when Susan Moller 

Okin asked whether multicultural policies ran counter to the interests of women and painted a 

rather pessimistic picture, inspiring heated debate. As the adoption of multicultural policies has 

increased around the globe, feminist scholars continue to disagree (sometimes vehemently) about 

the merits of multicultural policies, but little empirical evidence informs the debate. Thus, the 

finding that multicultural policies encourage certain ways of framing political questions should 

be relevant to the normative conversation. While not the primary focus, I also use the case of 

Trinidad to draw some additional, tentative conclusions about the effects multicultural policies 

may have on women. 

Outline of the Dissertation 

The project has commenced with by briefly presenting the phenomena under study: women’s 

amplification of ethnic difference in their framing of consent in Trinidad and the puzzling 

minimizing of such themes by women’s organizations in a similar situation in Guyana. In the 

next chapter, I describe the theoretical perspectives on which my explanation of these differences 

is based, draw out specific hypotheses about the mechanisms that shape the process, and mine 

the relevant literature for alternative ways of explaining the puzzle. In the third chapter, I define 

the central concepts involved, justify the criteria used to select Trinidad and Guyana as 
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comparable cases, and describe the causal-process methods by which data collection and analysis 

proceed. 

The latter half of the dissertation, I present the data gathered and seek to reconstruct 

women’s framing processes for the two consent debates in order to test the plausibility of the 

competing theories’ accounts. Chapter four presents the case of Trinidad, while chapter five 

covers Guyana. In each, I begin with a description of the ways race and gender have intersected 

and the state’s historical role in shaping identity politics. After providing the historical context, I 

proceed to a general overview of the cycle of contention being considered: the legal provisions 

being considered, the major participants involved in debate, the nature of dominant frames 

observed, and the outcomes of the cycle. The core of these chapters presents a discourse analysis 

of women’s frames and evidence that frame alignment mechanisms link their thematic content to 

opportunity mechanisms triggered by state policies. I also compare the evidence supporting this 

theory with evidence that other mechanisms, suggested by alternative theories, were operative. 

In the final, chapter, I bring the cases into conversation with one another, reviewing 

evidence and evaluating the extent to which discursive opportunities can account for the 

observed differences in women’s framing. Crucially, I also describe the key mechanisms at play 

in each case, considering whether case-specific factors appear to have altered their operation and 

the extent to which they should be expected to function similarly in other contexts. Briefly, I also 

consider the implications of the study for broader questions about the effects multicultural 

policies have on women, questions that continue to motivate serious debate among political 

theorists, legal scholars, and policymakers. 

  



14 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 2 

STATE RESONANCE AND STRATEGIC FRAMING 

How can we understand the various ways in which women’s movements frame state regulation 

of gender and sexuality? Why do women’s organizations engage racial politics and ethno-

nationalist conflict in their interpretation of gender issues in some cases, but not in others? What 

can we say about the relationship between women’s framing decisions and their strategic goals? 

In this chapter I draw on postcolonial theory as well as the social movement literature on framing 

in order to address these questions. The resulting framework can be applied to the puzzling 

comparison of women’s movement discourse in Trinidad and Guyana. 

Postcolonial feminist theory demonstrates how race and nation are implicated in state 

interventions in sexual and reproductive life. This perspective primarily serves to justify the 

assumption that these categories of analysis are available to the women’s movement in both 

societies. However, it also helps explain why women who have organized to advance women’s 

interests could adopt opposing positions in Trinidad. Multicultural policies that include family 

law bring the intertextuality of gender and nation to the fore. 

The literature on framing contributes the theory that movements strategically engage 

interpretive work in the context of discursive fields, which allows us to draw causal linkages 

between the broader symbolic and ideational milieu, the discursive opportunities presented by 

states, and the analysis of gender policy constructed by women’s organizations as they 
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participate in policy debates. From this perspective, we can understand why Trinidad’s debate 

over the age of marriage was characterized by the deployment of ethnicity alongside gender as a 

central theme even as racial and ethno-nationalist conflict remained nearly absent from a similar 

debate in Guyana. 

Gender, Race, and Nation in Postcolonial Theory 

A prominent strain of postcolonial feminist theory connects certain methods of state power, 

which Foucault termed biopolitics (1985, 2008), to the way categories of gender and race 

function in political controversies. In a simplified form, biopolitics can be understood as the 

conceptualization of state intervention and control as protection of the social body from 

amorphous dangers. These are imagined as cancers, threats to its vitality that are recurrent and 

originate in the society itself. Such dangers are fruitful; discourses about them generate a great 

deal of demand for increasing the state’s role. The power of the state becomes the power to 

proscribe healthy and normal living for individuals in an attempt to save the social patient from 

vices to which some of its individual members may be inclined and which, on the scale of a 

population, lead to degeneration of the whole. 

Though not directly addressed by Foucault, gender becomes a central category because 

the vices imagined by the discourse on sexuality center on bodily desires and sexual 

reproduction. Race is integral to the use of biopolitics, as it allows a people to personify the 

cancerous agents whose elimination may be sanctioned in the name of protecting life (Stoler, 

1995). Specific political mobilizations of race and gender can be expected to differ rather widely 

according to the particular socio-political interests of the actors employing them (especially class 
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and geopolitical position), but they will share the general purpose of defining and policing the 

boundaries of ruled and ruling, citizens and noncitizens. (Stoler 1995, Briggs 2002). 

The centrality of race and gender to state projects is clearly illustrated by—and is perhaps 

most inextricably linked with—the endeavor of colonization. Students of colonialism have 

demonstrated these links by uncovering the obviously racist, but also highly gendered fantasies 

and nightmares of a colonizing Occident/West constructing itself as a ruling society (Fanon 

1965, 1986; Said 1979; Yegenoglu 1998). These symbols and stories served a vital purpose: they 

were necessary in the creation of a people defined by their mission to civilize an unruly, amoral, 

and unproductive Orient, Africa, and various Others. Scholars have also firmly established the 

integral role of gender in nationalism, with special implications for women. They are understood 

as the literal reproducers of the nation—and their marriages and child-rearing practices mark the 

boundaries of the community and ensure its generational continuity—as well as the primary 

symbolic markers of its difference (Chatterjee 1989; Yuval-Davis 1993; Anthias and Yuval-

Davis 2005; McClintock 1995, 1997). 

How can we understand the linkages between race, gender, and the nation-states 

produced through colonialism? We can begin with the insights of Yuval-Davis (1993) and 

colleague Anthias (2005), which delineate the mechanisms connecting gendered regulations to 

the construction of authoritative nation-states. Nations are distinguished from one another by the 

cultivated appearance (such perceptions produced to a large extent through the attempted 

regulation) of internal conformity of customs and exterior separation, physically as well as 

culturally, from out-group members. This internal conformity and exterior separation are 

symbolically and literally enacted through women: in their manner of dress, the way they “keep 
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house,” their cultivation of virtue—especially their sexual mores—their marriages, the manner in 

which they raise their children, etc. 

Foucault’s analysis of the discourse on sexuality as a technique for exercising 

biopower—the power to regulate ways of living—helps us understand how the ability to 

engender the nation contributes to a group’s claim to rule (Stoler 1995). The claim to 

legitimately order the domestic sphere where kinship alliances, reproduction and child-rearing 

take place is to assume the role of protector for the social body. As the state reaches into ever 

more intimate aspects of its subjects’ lives, the need to properly define masculinity and 

femininity—the proper functions, relations between, and codes of conduct for men and women—

becomes crucial to its truth claims about normalcy, disorder, and the need for various 

interventions. While gender operates in the distinguishing of healthy from degenerate living, race 

functions to distinguish types of people who must be excluded or eradicated from the society 

whose vitality the state ensures. The idea of other races, nations, and ethnic groups allows the 

space for the power of modern states, legitimated as a force ensuring life and vitality for society 

against the degenerate influences of others. 

We can complete the connection to colonial imperatives by adopting Ann Laura Stoler’s 

(1995) extension of Foucault’s theories on the role of race and sexuality as techniques of 

biopower. Considering their relevance to colonial projects, she emphasizes their importance in 

reassuring European ruling classes of their right to rule over not only the lower classes at home, 

but the entire peoples they subjugated abroad. Stoler uncovers the obsession of colonial societies 

over cultural and racial mixing taking place in the colonies between Europeans and natives, 
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finding in it evidence that race and gender were imperative to the maintenance of stark 

boundaries between ruled and rulers. 

However, post-colonial states gain independence and local elites—often excellent pupils 

of the colonizer’s school subjects—rise up to modernize the nation. Partha Chatterjee (1986, 

1989) traces the winding path by which the ideologies, including gender constructs, undergirding 

imperial domination can be carried through the moment of independence and into nation-

building projects.  As local elites from the colonized society seek to justify their displacement of 

colonial authorities, they must persuade themselves and others of their ability to create a 

productive, enlightened, and progressive society. They do so from within the very discourses 

used by the colonial states they have struggled against. Many of the credentials used to exclude 

them from the class of colonial rulers get adopted, too. The difference is that local elites 

reconstruct a nation and a culture out of the pre-colonial past, reimagining it until it can meet the 

requirements of self-determination. 

This same phenomenon has been charted in the Anglophone Caribbean by Percy Hintzen 

(1997). Hintzen argues that middle class black and “coloured” elites constructed a national image 

out of colonial images of Africa and imaginings that linked Africa to freedom, justified their 

domination of lower classes, and allowed them to demand equality for their nation. After 

independence, these elites invested the institutions of the state with their Afro-nationalism and 

set the new benchmark for equality in terms of economic development, legitimizing their 

continued political power. Hintzen notes that this regional pattern of Afro-nationalism held even 

in diverse Guyana and Trinidad, with negative consequences for those of East Indian heritage:  

The cognitive linking of 'nation-ness' with Afro-creole identity was universal, even in 

Trinidad and Guyana where the post-emancipation histories had produced more complex 
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racial constructions. In these two countries, large segments of the population whose 

identities were constructed as historical products of post-emancipation diasporic 

discourses were excluded from the conceptualisation of the 'nation'. The largest of these 

diasporic 'communities' was the East Indian population. Efforts at including these 

diasporic communities in nationalist constructs failed miserably in both countries. 

(Hintzen 1997). 

Just as local elites adopt racial politics in their assumption of state authority, so too do they 

assume responsibility for the regulation of gender. As Stoler has pointed out, the right to rule is 

partially predicated on the claim to distinguish healthy from unhealthy living in the domestic 

sphere. Thus, as an example, Laura Briggs (2002) has analyzed policy debates over prostitution 

and birth control in Puerto Rico as struggles among US as well as Puerto Rican elites over the 

right to govern women and, thereby, Puerto Rican society. More than that, Briggs reveals how 

these debates were spaces in which US and Puerto Rican nationals alike worked out their 

national boundaries and the content of their differences. Hence, groups based in the US 

endeavored to spread “modern” family planning practices among Puerto Rican women who they 

alternatively depicted as personally burdened by or socially burdensome in their inability to 

control the size of their families. Responding to these efforts, Puerto Rican nationalists began to 

characterize the US birth control movement’s manifestation on the island as a racist, eugenic 

campaign to engender the genocide of Puerto Ricans. 

As mentioned above, the specific ways race and gender categories are used can vary 

significantly depending on the interests of those engaging in policy debate. Foucault traced the 

use of racial discourse in the attacks of French aristocrats on absolute monarchy, in the 

revolution of the French masses against the state, and in the Nazi state’s mass genocide. Again, 

their main function is to divide societies into those who deserve to rule and those who should 

submit to those rulers; thus, they can be put to the service of divergent movements, though they 
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will appear in patterned ways. This is why Briggs can use them to explain the diverse, and often 

opposed, projects of US and Puerto Rican elites, and why Chatterjee can detect them in the 

nation-building modernizers of India as well as in the administration of their former British 

rulers. They can also be used by women, a point crucially absent from debates over the potential 

ill-effects multiculturalism could have for women. 

Though much of the work that has been done ignores the participation of women 

themselves in these discourses,2 Brigg’s (2002) analysis of Puerto Rico makes it clear that 

women (elite women, at least) also employ gendered and racialized ideologies in their political 

struggles. For instance, US women fighting for women’s suffrage back home were also proving 

themselves as capable stewards of enlightened society by championing efforts to bring birth 

control to poor and—from the perspective of US administrators—overly fertile Puerto Rican 

women. 

Puerto Rico is not an isolated case. In Trinidad, too, women’s advocacy organizations 

have invoked moral arguments and framed issues in ways that made them legible within 

discourses on sexuality and race, with significance for struggles over decolonization, national 

representation, and schism within the women’s movement. The theories above can help make 

sense of women’s activism that engages both racism and gender discrimination. They can 

provide a map of the symbolic terrain on which policy debates are fought, enabling us to identify 

some of the substantive paths available to women’s organizations as they negotiate their 

                                                 
2 Anne McClintock, for example, has criticized Franz Fanon’s essay, “Algeria Unveiled,” for minimizing the agency 

of Algerian women in (post)colonial struggles over the meaning of “the veil” in French Algeria (1997, p.97-99).  
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collective identities, diagnose the problems they want to address, offer solutions, and select a 

strategy for persuading others to adopt their perspective. 

With a map like this, we can anticipate the ways in which different women’s 

organizations, differently positioned in terms of racial or national identity, may diverge, as well 

as routes to alliance. We can also better understand the ways in which women from historically 

excluded ethnic groups experience multicultural policies. These are the tasks to which we turn 

when looking within the case of Trinidad and seeking to explain the different uses to which 

Afro-Christian, East Indian Hindu and Muslim women put race/nation in their activism. 

However, they do not go very far towards addressing variation in women’s movements’ 

explicit engagement with these discourses. They alert us to the underlying work done by race, 

even when it is not apparent on the surface, but stop short of explaining why racial discourse is 

sometimes central and, at other times, nearly absent from policy debates. As the cases of 

Trinidad and Guyana show, similar policy questions (the minimum age of sexual consent) 

debated in comparable contexts (decolonizing states with histories of explicitly racial politics) 

can lead to strikingly different conversations, depending on whether ethno-nationalist frames 

occupy a central or peripheral position on the national stage. 

Foucault flustered France’s political left by characterizing every modern state (including 

socialist states) as animated by biopower and, thus, essentially racialized and especially animated 

by the study and regulation of social and sexual relations of reproduction (Stoler 1995). If these 

are fairly constant, how can we account for variation in the extent to which racial ideologies 

enter debates over gender policy? Why did the debate in Trinidad provide a prominent space for 

women’s organizations using symbols of racial and nationalist conflict, while the Guyanese 
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debate was dominated by those offering a strictly liberal feminist lens for viewing the issue? If it 

is clear, as it certainly is in the case of Guyana, that the cultural repertoire of interpretive frames 

includes race/nation as a category of analysis, why would women’s organizations eschew such 

arguments and choose not to mobilize ethnic grievances? 

In order to answer these questions, we require a theory attuned to the strategic choices 

activists make when engaged in the meaning work of advocacy organizations. The concept of 

collective action framing (and the related theories of frame analysis) developed in the social 

movement literature helpful in this regard. They are focused on the considerations that inform 

activists as they collectively conceptualize the world and their role in solving its problems. 

Framing theory assumes that, before women undertake political movements around their 

interests, activists must construct collective action frames that articulate shared grievances and 

solutions, identify movement constituents and opponents, and compel supporters to participate in 

political action. This symbolic, discursive process is referred to as “framing” in the literature on 

social movements (Benford and Snow 2000). “Discursive opportunity structures” are thought to 

shape the parameters of visible and resonant frames (Koopmans and Statham 1999, 228; 

Koopmans and Olzak, 2004; Snow 2008).  Relatedly, both qualitative (Liévanos 2012) and 

quantitative (McCammon et al. 2007) analyses provide support for the notion that frames 

strategically adapted to take advantage of such opportunities result in more influence among 

policymakers. 

Thus, I argue that discursive opportunities explain the differences observed between 

Trinidad and Guyana. In other words, I believe the fact that an ethno-nationalist frame gained 

prominence in Trinidad’s age of marriage debate but not in Guyana’s age of sexual consent 
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debate can be attributed to the strategic responses of women’s groups to different discursive 

opportunities in each case. In what follows, I review and extend the theoretical literature on 

discursive opportunities and framing in order to identify the mechanisms that would link 

movement use of racial and nationalist ideologies to the broader context of symbolic interaction 

in which a debate occurs. 

Women’s Talk as Strategic Framing 

As women’s groups struggle to mobilize supporters and influence others, they generate 

collective action frames that diagnose the problem at hand, attribute blame and responsibility, 

and identify solutions. These frames act as “interpretive schemata” (Goffman 1974) that explain 

the work of a movement in the world by emphasizing certain events and information over others. 

They integrate them into shifting and partial worldviews capable of uniting members, and 

hopefully others, around the conviction that something impacting the interests of women is not 

as it should be, but can be fixed, with their help. As part of this work, frames highlight particular 

portraits of women and their relationships to important social constructs: the family, the racial or 

ethnic group, the nation, the state. Framing collective action in gender policy campaigns 

necessarily involves an account of women’s needs, capabilities, values, role in society, and 

relationship to the state. 

While framing is partly an inward-looking activity undertaken as movements define 

themselves and will themselves toward action, it is also informed by strategic considerations. 

Movements seek to gain adherents, win the sympathy of bystanders, discredit or neutralize 

opponents, and persuade decision-makers. Women’s movements construct their frames with 

these audiences in mind. When they participate in a cycle of contention around consent to 
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marriage or sex (or any other issue) they enter a discursive field populated by other actors 

interested in the outcome and loosely bound by the repertoire of beliefs and values they could 

potentially apply to the situation. All participants, collective and individual, seek out 

interpretative schemes that will help them make sense of the issue. As the cycle progresses, 

frames emerge recursively from the interactions of these actors, some complementary, others 

competitive. The frames women’s movements craft will be a product of this context, pulled in 

various directions as they strategically seek to create opportunities and respond to threats borne 

of their symbolic interaction with others in the discursive field. 

Discursive Opportunities 

The concept of political opportunities began as a very general description of the conditions that 

might facilitate mobilization on the part of social movements. Early efforts to delimit the concept 

separated political opportunities from more material resources conceived of by the resource 

mobilization school. Scholars defined a general structure of opportunity in terms of the relative 

openness and repressiveness of states, unity among elites, and availability of government allies 

(McAdam 1996, 26-28). Simultaneously, scholars sought to expand the concept by taking into 

account the domestic cultural (Zald 1996; Gamson and Meyer 1996), legal, and movement-

initiated (Tarrow 1994; Meyer and Staggenborg 1996), as well as international (Oberschall 1996) 

sources of constraints to and conduits for contentious action. There was also a move to recognize 

the difference between general trends toward more or less opportunity within a state as a whole 

and the degree of opportunity available in a particular issue area (McAdam 1996, 44; Gamson 

and Meyer 1996, 284-285, 289; Meyer and Staggenborg 1996, 163). 
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A significant evolution in the field occurred when scholars joined concern for political 

opportunity with insights about the framing activity undertaken by social movements. The 

concept of a collective action frame was firmly planted in the study of social movements by 

Snow et al. in 1986. Since then, scholars have moved from theorizing the functions performed by 

frames to describing the variety of frames and, more recently, theorizing the interactive 

processes that shape movement framing (Snow and Benford 1988; Gamson and Modigliani 

1989; McAdam, McCarthy, and Zald 1996; Benford 1997; Steinberg 1998; Benford and Snow 

2000; Ferree 2003; Snow 2004, 2008; McCammon et al. 2007; Snow et al. 2014). This profuse 

body of work understands frames to be dynamically crafted and always tentative “interpretive 

schemata.” These interpersonal mental constructs unify collective actors around a shared 

understanding of the world, its problems, and the role they and others should play in bringing 

about a better state of affairs. 

The meeting of political opportunity and framing concepts led to a focus on the ideational 

contexts in which social movements do their meaning work. The “discursive opportunity” branch 

was born and is now enjoying a period of elaboration and systematization. Viewed from this 

theoretical lens, public discourse about a given policy is carried on in multiple forums—in news 

reports, in the speeches by elected officials, in the public statements and actions of social 

movement organizations, etc.—where competing “interpretive packages” vie for influence over 

public opinion and policy. Each package is distinguished by the frame that organizes its 

particular cluster of images, events, and values into a coherent whole by providing a cognitive 

lens through which to view the issue at hand. 
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The frames offered by movement and countermovement actors in any given issue area 

have different odds of gaining visibility, resonance, and legitimacy (Koopmans 2004, Koopmans 

& Olzak 2004). A frame’s impact crucially depends upon the degree to which various audiences 

are primed—by their cultural values and beliefs, organizational imperatives, etc.—to find it 

relevant, compelling, and/or credible. In this way, the inclinations of different actors become 

opportunities for framing resonance, visibility, and legitimacy. 

Some of the earliest work on specific arenas of discursive opportunity focused on those 

present in the arena of media coverage (Koopmans 2004, Koopmans and Olzak 2004, Ferree et 

al. 2002). The editorial imperatives of drawing audiences determine which stories are 

“newsworthy” and are thus considered important factors shaping the form contention takes as 

well as the frames used to interpret issues. For example, Koopmans and Olzak (2004) have 

gathered evidence that right-wing extremist organizations decide whether to use violence based, 

in part, on the visibility granted by “media gatekeepers” to previous violent protests. If violence 

has succeeded in garnering media attention, it becomes more attractive to activists hoping to gain 

attention for their cause. Where framing is concerned, Snow et al. (2007) present initial evidence 

that media preferences were one of several influences on the rise and fall of different frames 

among actors commenting on the French riots of 2005. Given the postcolonial feminist 

assumption that both debates would implicate ethnicity, an important consideration will be the 

extent to which evidence of media gatekeeping can explain the absence of ethno-nationalist 

framing in Guyana’s debate. 

Apart from the influence of media, increasing attention has been devoted to discursive 

opportunities presented by state actors. One example is the concept of “state resonance” 
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(Lievanos 2012). This concept describes the degree to which policymakers are primed to see 

certain types of arguments and evidence as relevant to their work. Their collective 

predispositions—thought to be shaped by the norms and values embedded in the regulatory 

regimes already in place and the bureaucratic cultures at play in a particular issue arena 

(Campbell 2002)—shape the discursive opportunities available to movements. For example, 

Myra Marx Ferree’s (2003) important contribution to the study of framing among US and 

German women’s organizations provided evidence that activists seeking to maximize their 

resonance in public abortion discourse were guided by the values and beliefs institutionalized in 

constitutional court decisions. Ferree’s follow-up work with Gamson, Gerhards, and Rucht 

(2002), provided additional evidence that the assumptions and priorities of government officials 

significantly shape the discursive field in which activists undertake their meaning work, in part 

by signaling which types of frames will become prominent in the national debate. 

Snow (2008), surveying the field and taking stock of the expanding types of discursive 

opportunities, recommended that scholars keep the interactive nature of framing at the forefront 

of theory. He cautioned theorists against the tendency to lump all discursive opportunities into a 

general structure, lest discursive opportunities fall prey to conceptual stretching. Instead, we 

should conceive of discursive opportunities for frames as existing in dynamic fields and arising 

from specific sources (Snow 2008, Steinberg 1998). The interactions of different actors with an 

interest in some debate—state officials, political elites, movements and counter-movements, 

media, bystander publics, and others—constitute these fields and structure framing choices. To 

understand why different frames crystallized among prominent women’s organizations in 

Trinidad and Guyana’s similar debates, I apply a similar theoretical lens. Following the work of 
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Ferree (2003) and colleagues (2002), and taking Snow’s (2008) advice about specificity to heart, 

I expect state-based discursive opportunities to significantly shape women’s strategic framing 

choices, so that the package of ideas, beliefs, and experiences they emphasize will reflect the 

priorities of government officials they seek to influence. 

After all, while Snow, Vliegenthart, and Corrigall-Brown (2007) considered the discourse 

that grew up around the French Riots of 2005—what had caused them, what did they mean, what 

should the state have done to prevent them, and how should it respond—discursive fields also 

structure policy debates (Snow 2008). This makes it a useful theory for comparing the different 

frames offered by women’s organizations as they engaged Trinidad and Guyana’s laws on the 

age of consent. Significantly, the concept of a field also alerts us to the potential for threats—

largely encountered in the form of vulnerability to opposition counter-framing—as well as 

opportunities, to arise and influence framing. 

Framing Mechanisms in a Discursive Field 

The theoretical perspective I apply to women’s framing assumes that women will act 

strategically to align the content of their frames with the predispositions of policymakers. Snow 

et al. (1986) described four mechanisms through which frames could be aligned with the values 

and beliefs of various audiences: Bridging, amplification, extension, and transformation. The 

first three are different methods a movement can use to construct and maintain a frame in order 

to maximize resonance and to counteract the frames offered by opposition movements (where 

they come in the form of counter-frames) or from other significant actors. Of these, I will look 

for evidence of amplification and bridging, which Benford and Snow (2000) expect to be 

“among the most prevalent of framing strategies” (624). 
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Frame amplification occurs whenever certain cultural values are “highlighted and 

idealized” and certain beliefs are emphasized and reinforced within a frame. Like bridging, it is a 

discursive, strategic mechanism. Amplification results in the “idealization, embellishment, 

clarification, or invigoration of existing values or beliefs,” and shapes the overall package of 

ideas and experiences that are considered relevant to the diagnoses, prognoses, and motivational 

appeals contained in a given frame (Snow et al. 1986, Benford and Snow 2000). 

Because I expect women’s organizations to be strategically oriented toward state 

resonance, I anticipate frame amplification to be a central mechanism linking state-based 

opportunities to women’s eventual frame content. The logic is fairly straightforward: values and 

logics institutionalized in policy and law will be amplified by organizations’ portrayal of victims 

and injustice, allocation of blame and responsibility, demands on the state, and envisioned 

solutions. Through amplification mechanisms, values and beliefs consonant with the priorities 

and concerns of government officials will come to occupy important, if not central, positions in 

the frames that crystallize among prominent women’s organizations. 

Activists bridge frames whenever they link “two or more ideologically congruent but 

structurally unconnected frames regarding a particular issue or problem” (Benford and Snow 

2000, 624).  The mechanism requires that the values and beliefs of the two frames come to be 

seen as complementary and the actions justified by the frames seen as related. The benefit of 

bridging is that is allows organizations to encompass more values and beliefs. 

Given that women’s organizations are framing in a dynamic and interactive field, this can 

be especially helpful. Afterall, as they seek to amplify the relevance of one set of state values and 

obligations, opposed organizations may be trying the same strategy, attempting to convince 
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policymakers that a contradictory set of ideas is applicable instead. On the other hand, 

organizations may also simply wish to invoke more than one set of state commitments to bolster 

their moral leverage that much further. It is also conceivable that women’s groups will attempt to 

bridge frames with different prognostic elements in order to convince policymakers (and other 

supporters) that action on one set of issues, where state priorities are clearly implicated, is 

closely related to action on another, less clearly relevant, set. Bridging mechanisms, then, are 

expected allow women’s organizations to simultaneously take advantage of multiple state 

opportunities or to transfer support gained on the basis of one set of opportunities to another 

arena of debate. 

Framing scholars draw on Goffman’s notion of “keying,” where elements “that are 

already meaningful from the standpoint of some primary framework [are redefined] in terms of 

another framework, such that they are now ‘seen by participants to be something quite else’” to 

describe the before-and-after differences between frames that have been transformed (Snow et al. 

1986, 474). This is not only a useful description of the difference between a movement’s current 

and former frame, but can also be used to think about the differences between frames within a 

movement. Women’s organizations all purport to seek the best interests of women, but they may 

offer strikingly different analyses of the same issue so that concepts like “women’s interests” are 

significantly re-keyed as a result of the different operation of amplification and bridging 

mechanisms across their frames. 

When SMOs within a movement converge around a frame, it has crystallized (Benford 

and Snow 2000). They may do so because a frame has high visibility, resonance, &/or legitimacy 

(Koopmans 2004), but that may not be the case; radical frames can also crystallize, as 
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demonstrated by Ferree (2003) and Coe (2011). Hence, I distinguish between crystallized frames 

that are dominant—those that have been widely adopted by groups that have achieved 

visibility—and crystallized frames that are radical—those widely adopted by organizations 

seeking to maximize legitimacy through a rejection of hegemonic norms, values, and beliefs. The 

present study is concerned with the former. I focus on the impact of state-based discursive 

opportunities on the frames used by prominent women’s organizations who are clearly seeking to 

influence policymakers. 

Framing is a dynamic process, so crystallization does not mean that a frame will remain 

as the banner of a movement, even within the same issue campaign. Likewise, framing is a 

collective and internally (as well as externally) contested, so that crystallization will not be 

automatic. Instead, another mechanism is implied by the notion that the crystallization of a frame 

among members of an organization and among organizations within a movement is an effort and 

a process: frame negotiation. Studies have not sought evidence that activists within or across 

movement organizations engage in compromise and consensus-building as they seek to arrive at 

a common frame. However, the use of a single frame is beneficial to both organizations and 

multi-organizational movements as it increases the odds that others will be persuaded to adopt an 

organization’s preferred interpretive framework. 

Based on this framework then, during an advocacy campaign—to raise the minimum age 

of sexual consent or marriage, for example—we should see alignment and bridging mechanisms 

at work in women’s framing as they attempt to take advantage of opportunities in the discursive 

field. In addition, we would also expect the operation of negotiation mechanisms as prominent 

women’s organizations crystallize around a small number of dominant frames that resonate well 
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within the field. Yet, before any of this can take place, women’s groups must become aware of 

opportunities. Scholars applying the political opportunity model to contentious politics have, in 

fact, frequently faced the criticism that actors’ awareness of opportunities are assumed, but rarely 

demonstrated. 

To avoid this trap, I am attentive in the case studies to avenues through which women 

activists might have received the appropriate signals. Theoretically, a potential mechanism 

through which I expect state opportunities to manifest lies in norms regarding the state’s 

obligation to consult with particular groups of people, what I refer to as the privileged constituent 

mechanism. If nothing else alerts them, women’s organizations should be tipped off by the 

efforts of policymakers to gain the insights/opinions/expertise of certain types of people as they 

begin to review the issues involved in the debated. 

Conclusion 

Discursive politics undertaken by women’s movements aim at the revision of gendered norms, 

values, and knowledge in ways beneficial to women (Katzenstein 1998, 17-18), but activists are 

both women and members of a racialized group within the nation—whether that be the group 

identified with the nation-state or one occupying the position of an “internal enemy.3” There is 

always, then, a choice about whether to evaluate proposed problems and solutions to gender-

based grievances by applying the concepts of race and nation. Given that postcolonial feminist 

readings of state regulations see ethnic and nationalist motives in all interventions in gender or 

                                                 
3 Critical race theorists like Foucault call our attention to the fact that whites are equally racialized, but that the 

creation of whiteness masks itself and makes the white race largely invisible except by reference to the race of non-

whites.  
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sexuality, and given that East Indian women in the cases at hand hail from communities with 

historically-articulated grievances of ethnic or racial discrimination in the past, there may be 

strong reasons for women’s groups to incorporate communal grievances in the frames they offer 

to constituents and bystander-publics. Their approach to gender politics is likely to be colored by 

the role gender often comes to play in minority-nationalist movements, whereby control over 

gender practices can become a central area of contention between minority and majority elites. 

Yet, as the contrasting cases of Guyana and Trinidad attest, this may not always be the 

case. Grievances are rarely the whole story. Women’s movements, like other actors engaged in 

contentious politics, must be strategic and outward-looking even as they sincerely struggle to 

understand women’s collective interests and spur action that will improve their lives. Thus, they 

consider the need for visibility, resonance, and legitimacy even as they engage in the processes 

of self-definition, diagnosis, prognosis, and mobilization. A frame may well describe their 

grievances and yet fail to resonate with media gatekeepers, state policymakers, or the general 

public. 

Movements, then, must consider threats and opportunities as well as grievances. They 

engage in framing within a discursive field in which various interested actors offer competing 

interpretations of the issue at hand. Some fields will be inhospitable to analyses based on race or 

nationalist conflict. Others will privilege identity politics, rewarding activists able to approach 

the issue as involving national questions of racial or ethnic conflict. Extending theories about the 

importance of political opportunity structures, I argue that women’s organizations will be most 

concerned with opportunities for state resonance and, therefore, that the symbolic content of laws 

and the values reflected in government priorities will also be reflected in the frames prominent 
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women’s groups construct. For example, if multicultural policies render state actors attentive to 

minority grievances, they may create discursive opportunities that encourage minority women 

activists to amplify their ethnic identities. 

Women’s organizations are expected to learn of state opportunities through the privileged 

constituent mechanisms, whereby government officials seek input from those who are supposed 

to possess a particular sort of knowledge deemed especially relevant to the issues at hand, 

signaling the assumptions and concerns policymakers bring to the debate. I anticipate that 

strategic, discursive alignment mechanisms—amplification and bridging—will work to 

harmonize women’s frames with policymaker predispositions. In addition, frame negotiation 

mechanisms are expected to result in the crystallization of a handful of relatively stable frame 

types among women’s organizations. Having identified these links in the chain of causal 

processes linking state-based opportunities to women’s frames, it should be possible to trace 

their construction back to the repertoire of values and beliefs quilted together from the national 

culture, state commitments and bureaucratic norms, and opposition movement frames. 
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CHAPTER 3 

RESEARCH DESIGN 

In the previous chapter, I offered postcolonial feminist readings of race, nation, and gender in 

state policies as a model for understanding the role of these concepts in women’s frames. I also 

argued that this theoretical school provides the background assumptions that motivate the puzzle 

animating this study: If every state engages in bio-politics—and, thus, relies upon gendered and 

racialized systems in its nationalist justifications—why do we find that women’s movements do 

not constantly and consistently engage these systems in their collective action frames? Then, 

insights from framing theory were introduced to suggest the importance of state-based 

opportunities and mechanisms linking these to the processes of framing in a discursive field. In 

brief, these theories suggest that women’s organizations will stress ethno-nationalist themes in 

their frames whenever state multicultural policy encourages bureaucrats to seek out 

representative opinions for multiple ethnic communities. 

The present chapter is concerned with moving from these hypotheses to the methods by 

which concrete observations can be compiled and then read to support or question the theory’s 

veracity. First, I define the concepts that are central to the theory and how best to recognize these 

concepts as they may manifest in the real world. Then, I describe the most similar systems design 

used to structure the paired comparison of Trinidad and Guyana, explaining the criteria used to 

choose the cases as well as the causal leverage gained.  In the next section, I review process 
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tracing—a methodology for uncovering the mechanisms that generate a particular outcome—and 

its appropriateness as the analytic approach to interpreting my data and explaining the presence 

and absence, respectively, of ethno-nationalist frames among women’s organizations in Trinidad 

and Guyana. I introduce the method of analysis before discussing data collection because process 

tracing also provides guidelines for gathering data, which continues as analysis proceeds. I 

conclude, then, by detailing the methods used to collect data about framing processes in each 

case, including a discussion of field research and the use of semi-structured interviews in 

Trinidad. 

Conceptualizing State-based Opportunities and Women’s Framing 

In order to judge whether the institutionalization of multiculturalism constituted state-based 

opportunities that spurred ethno-nationalist framing among women’s organizations in Trinidad, 

we need to be able to recognize each component. In order to determine whether the mechanisms 

thought to connect opportunities to eventual frames also help explain women’s framing in 

Guyana—explaining both the substance of women’s frames there and their exclusion of ethno-

nationalist features—it is necessary to describe the operation of these mechanisms. Beginning 

with state-based opportunities and ending with frames, I elaborate these concepts and describe 

the observations used to recognize them in the case studies. 

How should we conceptualize these opportunities? The idea that opportunities explain 

more than grievances has shown up in many fields of research concerning contentious politics, 

from studies of insurgency (Fearon and Laitin, 2003) to protest (Meyer 2004). With regard to 

framing, a variant of the concept—discursive opportunities—has been used to explain the 

parameters within which social movement organizations can gain visibility, resonance, and 
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legitimacy, given their interpretive frameworks (Koopmans and Olzak 2004). As described in the 

previous chapter, these opportunities are provided by the norms, beliefs, and values different 

actors bring to any given national discourse. Depending on the nature of the debate, state-based 

discursive opportunities can be found in the legal regimes established by High Court opinions 

(Ferree 2003), in the ideology of the ruling party (Snow 2008), or in a bureau’s professional 

culture and mission statements (Liévanos 2012). 

One mechanism through which I expect state opportunities to manifest lies in norms 

regarding the state’s obligation to consult with particular groups of people, what I refer to as the 

privileged constituent mechanism. The mechanism operates at two levels: first, the state is more 

likely to seek the voices of individuals and groups who are easily portrayed as possessing 

especially relevant knowledge about an issue; second, the sought-after knowledge becomes a 

framing advantage to whoever is able to credibly claim it. The privileged constituent mechanism 

will be identified whenever data suggests that state officials identified certain types of people as 

having peculiarly relevant perspectives on the issue and sought to include them in policymaking 

discussions. 

Feminist criticisms of multicultural theory (Okin 1999, 2002, 2004) seem to envision 

such a mechanism when they worry that multicultural policies will benefit minority men at the 

expense of minority women. The mechanism is slightly altered so that the privileging of one 

constituent group excludes another: although prioritizing consultation with minority ethnic 

communities encourages ethno-nationalist frames, men will be sought/or will successfully offer 

themselves as representatives for the communities instead of women. Men will be aided in their 

monopolization of group perspectives under multicultural policies because they are traditionally 
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the leaders of cultural institutions. This version of the mechanism, the exclusive constituent 

mechanism, will be considered operative whenever government officials confer with male group 

representatives and do not similarly seek the input of women from the same group, or 

demonstrably privilege the expertise of men. So what are multicultural policies, exactly? 

Multicultural policies are broadly defined as policies in which states formally accept the 

existence of multiple domestic cultures, rather than seeking to create one nation or ignoring all 

but one. Multicultural policies stand in contrast to traditional policies of nationalism, like those 

that restrict government activity to one language, integrate the prayers and symbols of one 

religion into schools, or privilege the political history of one group above others. Shared 

languages, religions, customs of dress or diet, physical characteristics, and histories of group 

achievements and defeats are all possible features separating ethnic or cultural communities from 

one another. Rather than affiliating the state with one of these groups and ignoring, devaluing, or 

attempting to eradicate others, multicultural policies seek to create a sense of belonging, where 

citizens of different ethnicities feel equally represented by the government and equally part of the 

nation or family of nation composing the state. 

In practice, multicultural policies can range from simple recognition of a country’s 

diverse cultural identity (for instance, clauses in constitutions listing the various ethnic groups 

represented by the state) to complex systems in which different laws and procedures apply to 

different cultural communities of citizens. For example, India’s constitution recognizes regional 

language rights and there is a personal code under which Muslim and Hindu citizens are 

governed by different laws. Multiculturalism in France, on the other hand, is limited to partial 
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recognition of regional languages and public funding of regional language instruction, as well as 

the creation of bureaus tasked with promoting diversity and able to fund immigrant associations. 

Perhaps because of this range, multiculturalism has proven a difficult concept to 

operationalize. There have been various typologies offered and alternative indexes constructed as 

scholars endeavor to measure the level of cultural rights provided in different states to different 

populations (Multiculturalism Policy Index; Koopmans 2010; Wright and Bloemraad 2012). The 

various typologies tend to differentiate among states’ treatment of indigenous groups, long-

standing national minorities, and immigrant communities. Whichever group they are 

considering, however, the indices share a concern with official recognition of diversity, state 

support for minority education, and special provision of minority representation in policymaking. 

Many indices—like the Migrant Integration Policy Index or the Indicators of Citizenship 

Rights for Immigrants project—focus on the degree to which immigrant’s diverse linguistic, 

religious, and cultural traditions are valorized by the state. However, the multicultural policy 

index considers all three groups and shows that a state’s inclusivity toward immigrants can differ 

substantially from its treatment of other groups. This gives merit to my own approach, which 

uses case selection to ensure that the identity groups compared occupy similar structural 

positions. 

In both Guyana and Trinidad, Hindu and Muslim religious communities represent a 

similarly situated ethnic group. They are prominent groups closely affiliated with the population 

of East Indians that has been present since the British began bringing them to the islands as 
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indentured laborers in the mid 1800s.4 At the time, colonial officials and plantation owners pitted 

the new laborers against the recently freed Africans, fueling racial resentments and stereotypes 

(Cross 1996; Premdas 1996). After the period of indenture, many East Indians prospered 

economically in both countries, some becoming wealthy landholders. Still, there were pressures 

from foreign missionaries to convert to Christianity, the religion that had been forcibly imposed 

on the African population (Dabydeen and Samaroo 1996; Vertovec 1996). In the period 

immediately following Independence, all East Indians in Trinidad and Guyana struggled to have 

their place in the nation recognized by the state, as Afro-affiliated parties wielded political 

power. Today, Christianity (including Catholicism and Protestantism) dominates both societies: 

66% of Guyanese and 65.9% of Trinibagonians profess Christianity of one form or another.5 

As mentioned, another similarity among the indexes lies in the types of laws and 

procedures taken to constitute multicultural policy. A core set of concerns includes official 

recognition (in constitutions or legislation) of multiple identities as being part of the nation, 

official recognition and government funding for various ethnic languages and/or schools, and the 

provision of some method of special representation of minorities. States that do all of these 

things have more extensive multicultural policies than those that do not. When recognition is 

legislated and when representational procedures are so entrenched in practice that stakeholders 

expect them to be followed, I consider multicultural policies to be institutionalized. 

                                                 
4 The first two ships carrying indentured servants from India actually arrived in British Guiana in 1838. However, 

reports soon reached the Indian government describing such inhumane treatment of the migrant workers that further 

immigration was halted by July of the same year. The flow of East Indians to the Caribbean did not resume until 

1845, when the practice began in earnest in both Trinidad and British Guiana, as well as several other colonies.   
5 PEW-Templeton Global Religious Futures Project. 2010. http://www.globalreligiousfutures.org/. Accessed 

4/18/2016.  
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Before moving on to a discussion of frames, it will be helpful to clarify what I mean by 

“women’s groups,” the actors doing the framing in this particular study. Women’s groups are 

defined as movement associations whose primary constituents, organized members, and leaders 

are female, and whose identity and issues are understood as gendered: “The relationship of 

women to these movements is direct and immediate; movement definition, issue articulation, and 

issue resolution are specific to women, developed and organized by them with reference to their 

gender identity” (Beckwith 1996, 1038). This does not exclude groups whose identities are also 

ethnic or class-based. The double militancy of women activists is widely recognized (Beckwith 

2000), as women have long proved adept at advocating for women’s issues within and alongside 

other causes. So long as women dominate the organization’s membership and leadership rolls 

and the advancement of women and their issues (including, but not limited to, the goal of gender 

equality) is prioritized, I recognize an organization as a women’s group. 

Turning to the way these groups interpret women’s issues, it will be helpful to briefly 

review the concept of a collective action frame and the dynamic process of movement framing. 

Beyond the initial outcome of concern—the crystallization of ethno-nationalist frames among 

women’s groups—framing mechanisms are expected to explain the substance of dominant 

frames across cases by reference to women’s strategic engagement with state discourses. 

Frames are the “interpretive schemata” that activists use to make sense of “the world out 

there” (Goffman 1974). Members of a social movement organization collectively engage in a 

recursive process of constructing frames as they engage with policymakers, opposition 

movements, bystander publics, and ally groups (Snow 2008; Coe 2011). Movement activists are 

engaged in framing when they undertake discursive and symbolic work to amplify certain events, 
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beliefs, values, or norms above others, bridge the problems or solutions with which they are 

concerned to the concerns of another, or transform the values, beliefs, and norms considered 

relevant to a situation. 

Frame crystallization occurs when groups converge in the use of a particular frame 

(Snow et al. 1986). In these small countries, whenever two or more groups begin to use them, I 

consider frames to have crystallized6. Frames achieve resonance when other participants in the 

discourse come to accept the relevance of their interpretations. They become visible whenever 

they receive regular coverage in the media (Koopmans and Olzak 2004). 

Frames are always operating to focus collective attention and orient participants in a 

discussion (Goffman 1974), but the patterned amplification of certain events, values, norms, and 

beliefs over others in an organization’s message can be used to identify and differentiate frames. 

More specifically, frames are distinguished from one another by the distinct manner in which 

they diagnose problems, propose solutions, and urge supporters toward remedial action (Benford 

and Snow 2000). For example, in a study of women’s framing of reproductive health policy in 

Peru, Coe distinguished nine distinct frames in use among coalitions within the women’s 

movement (2011, 502)7. 

The core framing tasks of diagnosis, prognosis, and mobilization can also be related to 

the collective identity component of a frame and the frame alignment processes of bridging and 

                                                 
6 United Nations (updated May 2011) and CIA WorldFactbook (https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-

factbook/rankorder/2119rank.html#td); Guyana has an estimated population of 750,000, and Trinidad, while more 

populous, has only 1,340,000 inhabitants. The CIA ranks Trinidad and Tobago 160th and Guyana 167th in the world 

for population.  
7 The large number of frames identified by Coe (2011) is the result of her broad focus on radical and sub-national 

frames as well as the national, hegemonic frames to which the present study is restricted. In addition, Coe was 

attentive to all frames generated by coalition members, not just those that had crystallized among one or more 

groups and gained media or governmental visibility.  
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amplification. Diagnosing and problem involves attributing blame and identifying victims, one 

or both of which will contribute to the identity of the organization; any collective is partially 

defined by those identities with whom it is contrasted. Prognosis and mobilization require the 

elaboration of a solution and justifications for the involvement of group members, so that appeals 

to the character of the group and its unique ability or responsibility to address the issue at hand 

will be emphasized, contributing to the identity of the group (Vicari 2010). Alignment processes 

focus on creating resonance and/or legitimacy with allies, opponents, and bystander audiences 

(Snow et al. 1986). In the process, they involve changes to the beliefs, values, and norms being 

amplified in a frame (and their explicit connection to those amplified in audience frames). This is 

likely to have consequences for the ways in which identity is constructed through the framing 

tasks and for the substantive content of frames in each case. 

Ethno-nationalist frames are those that elevate the importance of ethnic distinctiveness, 

tension, and the demand that states recognize the value of non-dominant (in this case, non-

Christian) traditions. They amplify the belief that state concerns with the empowerment of 

women often have more to do with the assimilation and aspersion of minority groups than with 

improving women’s lives. Their diagnoses of women’s problems may point to intrusions by 

colonizing societies, the dominant culture of the post-Independence period, or the international 

community: intrusions that have weakened the distinctiveness and authority of the minority 

group in ways that reduce its traditional ability to alleviate the ills. In any case, the telling feature 

of a frame’s diagnosis will be its aspersion of blame away from what it represents as the core 

values, beliefs, and norms of the ethnic community.  In complementary fashion, solutions to 

women’s empowerment will be sought in the traditions of the group, even if this entails 
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significant reinterpretation and refashioning. In the language of framing mechanisms, women’s 

groups will bridge their framing of women’s interests to frames associated with minority rights 

movements, searching for solutions by highlighting complementary ideas in each. Appeals to 

action will similarly be inward-looking. Even if the frame envisions changes in behavior among 

group members, it will mine the community’s myths, doctrines, and collective memories for 

justification, casting the changes as a return to tradition and correct interpretation. 

A Paired Comparison: The Similar Systems of Guyana and Trinidad 

A paired comparison of policy debates in Guyana and Trinidad can be used to test frame theory 

as well as to generate hypotheses about the mechanisms through which state-based opportunities 

impact women’s framing. The unit of analysis in each case is the discursive field produced out of 

the episode of contention in each state. The field is spatially and temporally bound by the 

number of participants, the arenas in which they engaged in competitive discourse, and the 

period of time over which the debate took place. 

Both cases fall within the operative theory’s scope: they are debates involving similar 

questions of gender equality, taking place in liberal democracies with multiethnic societies and a 

history of colonization. They also make for an informative comparison because they share many 

theoretically important characteristics but exhibit very different women’s frames: Trinidad’s 

debate constitutes a positive case of postcolonial framing whereas such frames were not visible 

in Guyana’s debate, making it a negative case. This is a most similar systems design, which 

addresses concerns that many small-N studies suffer from selection bias in focusing solely on 

cases where the outcome of interest has occurred. Instead of evaluating a theory’s ability to 

explain multiple cases where the effect is observed, this design evaluates a theory’s ability to 
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explain a counterfactual case—like Guyana—as well. Causal leverage is increased by the logic 

that the most obvious factors influencing frame emergence have been controlled for and so 

cannot account for the difference in outcome (Skocpol 1984; Przeworski and Tuene 1970; Ragin 

1987). In the following, I elaborate the similarities that constitute controlled causal factors before 

moving on to a discussion of Guyana’s relevance as a negative case. 

At the macro-level of comparison, Trinidad and Guyana are a match because of their 

shared colonial history, geopolitics, and resulting demographics. These similarities are important 

because they control for factors generally assumed to be important by myriad theories 

highlighting the underlying role of absolute or relative grievances in collective action. These 

theories generally see “structural strains” or “adverse living conditions” as the source of 

grievances, which are then the chief driver of contentious words and actions (Smelser 1963; Gurr 

1970; Singer 1992; Opp 2000). Some focus explicitly on ethnic grievances as closely bound to 

the politicization of pre-existing collective identities and the root cause of mobilization 

(Lowrance 2006, Klandermans 2014). Case selection on the basis of similar ethnic composition 

and historically salient ethnic tensions in the political sphere make grievances a constant that 

cannot explain variation in women’s frames. 

In the first place, they share membership in the Caribbean region. Yes, Guyana sits on the 

Caribbean coast of South America, but it stands apart as the only country on the continent where 

English is the official language—a legacy of British colonialism that it shares with Trinidad. 

Guyana is culturally and politically tied to the Caribbean, which explains its membership, 

alongside Trinidad, in regional inter-governmental organizations like the Caribbean Community 
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(Caricom). In fact, it adopted the Caribbean Court of Justice—located in Trinidad—as its highest 

court of appeals in 2005. 

Within the broader Caribbean region, however, Trinidad and Guyana (along with 

Suriname) form a distinctive subset because of their unusual demographics. Another imprint of 

their role in the British Empire, they have a high degree of ethno-racial heterogeneity, a 

composition very different from the majority-Black populations of most Anglo-Caribbean states. 

Their peculiar mix of racial and religious identities sets them apart from the rest of the region, 

but not from each other. They are nearly identical: both are majority Christian societies (66% of 

Guyanese, 65.9% of Trinidadians) with a large number of Hindi adherents (roughly 24.9% in 

Guyana, 22.7% in Trinidad) and a smaller but substantial population of Muslims (6.4% in 

Guyana, 5.9% in Trinidad)8. These religious cleavages map onto ethnic distinctions between 

those who identify as descendants of Africans (brought to the Caribbean during the slave-trade) 

and those who trace their ancestry to India (the Caribbean’s source of indentured servants after 

the slave-trade was banned). In each, nearly all Hindis are Indo-Caribbean and most who identify 

as Afro-Caribbean identify as Christian. The Muslim community is largely a mix of Indo- and 

Afro-Guyanese in both. 

Accompanying their ethnic and religious resemblances, and making them especially 

relevant to our theory, are the countries’ ethnically polarized politics. The two main political 

parties in Trinidad are associated with particular ethnic identities: the People’s National 

Movement cultivates an Afro-Trinidadian identity, while the United National Congress is 

                                                 
8 Demographic data was provided by the PEW Research Center’s PEW-Templeton Global Religious Futures 

Project. Religious demography is based on PEW analysts’ adjustments of Trinidad’s 2000 Census and Guyana’s 

2009 Demographic and Health Survey, both of which relied on survey respondents’ self-identification. 

http://www.globalreligiousfutures.org/explorer/about-GRF-data  
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affiliated with Indo-Trinidadians. In Guyana, the same is true for the People’s National Congress 

Reform and the People’s Progressive Party, respectively. While the names and numbers of 

parties have changed, ethnicity has defined the party system in both cases since Independence. 

Persistent voting along ethnic lines has meant that each state has a two-party system, despite 

Guyana’s use of proportional representation. Both have been described as “archetypical cases of 

ethnic party systems,” where voter intimidation and violence accompanied the consolidation of 

ethnic-bloc voting in the 1950s and 60s (Horowitz 1985, 324-6 and 330-2). 

Thinking about the role of racial politics in the repertoire, we might wonder whether 

there are differences in the degree of racial tension that might matter for framing. Indeed, while 

racial polarization is a feature of electoral politics in both states, racially-based election violence 

has been more frequent and more violent in Guyana. It has also been argued that ethnic conflict 

in general has been more intense in Guyana than in Trinidad from early in the colonial history, 

albeit with periods where the reverse has been the case (Cross 1978). We need not determine 

whether ethnic conflict is of a significantly higher order in Guyana, however, if it would not bias 

the comparison in favor of the theory.  So, what would the implications for our theory be? 

Framing theory holds that the varied contents of a society’s political culture and 

collective memory constitute an important part of the discursive repertoire. Furthermore, frame 

alignment strategies suggest mainstream groups will converge around frames that resonate 

among audiences because of their incorporation of beliefs, values, and norms found in the 

repertoire (Steinberg 1998; Snow et al. 2007; Snow 2008). In addition, the notion that 

grievances—and ethnic grievances, in particular—drive contentious political action of various 

forms is an established assumption in much of political science (Snow et al. 1986; Cederman, 



48 

 

 

 

 

Weidmann, and Skrede 2011; Gurr 1993; Piazza 2011). It is generally assumed that a higher 

magnitude of ethnic conflict would mean more ethnic grievances and that this would, in turn, 

increase the likelihood that women’s groups will bring ethno-nationalist complaints to bear in 

their frames. Therefore, a higher level of ethnic tension in Guyana would lead us to expect 

greater, not less, emphasis on ethnicity in women’s arguments. 

The cases are also similar at the meso-level, in terms of the types of debates women’s 

groups are engaging during the period under study. To structure the comparison, I take gendered 

policy debates as my unit of analysis, comparing women’s framing during similar episodes of 

policy contestation across the two cases. Periods of gender policy contestation are defined as 

temporally discreet periods of national debate over proposed amendments to law that involve 

public discussion of women’s rights by policymakers and at least one prominent women’s group. 

Episodes were identified by searching the news archives of the three top daily newspapers in 

Guyana and Trinidad each9 and chosen in order to maximize similarity. Thus, both debates 

center on the minimum age of consent, which was discussed primarily as a women’s issue in 

each case. In Trinidad, groups discussed proposals made to raise and standardize the age of 

consent to marriage established in the state’s multiple Marriage Acts. In Guyana, the period 

leading up to passage of the Sexual Offences Act was colored by controversy over whether or 

not to raise the age of sexual consent to 16. Framing is examined from 2004-2006 in Guyana, 

and from 2010-2012 in Trinidad, with additional evidence drawn from later periods. 

                                                 
9 For Guyana, the primary sources are Kaieteur News and Stabroek News, although the government-owned daily, 

The Chronicle, is also referenced. In Trinidad, the top dailies are the Trinidad Guardian, Trinidad and Tobago 

Newsday, and Trinidad Express.   
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However, there are important differences that make the comparison a good test for our 

theory. Faced with the same need to counter the centripetal pressures of ethnic political 

competition, Trinidad has embraced multicultural policies to a much greater extent than Guyana. 

Guyana’s approach has been akin to that of the United States’ strict separation between church 

and state, where minorities’ rights to religious diversity is officially recognized, but where group 

rights are not legislated and state support for multiple religions is limited. In the 1980s, Guyana 

forbade the provision of primary education by religious organizations, seized property previously 

used for such, and mandated secular public education (US International Religious Freedom 

Report, 2001). The law has since been relaxed, and private religious schools now operate 

alongside public ones, but the episode illustrates the instincts of the state: favoritism is best 

avoided by banishing religion from public life. 

Trinidad, however, has taken a firmly multicultural tack. Interaction between the state 

and major religions is common, and efforts to include them equally in public life is conspicuous. 

National holidays include traditional Islamic, Hindi, and Christian celebrations, and it is common 

for political leaders to publicly participate in major religious events from all three. Subsidies are 

granted to facilitate the provision of public education by Hindi, Christian, and Muslim 

organizations, and state-run public schools provide for optional religious classes taught by 

religious officials. Significantly for my study, Trinidad’s ethnic diversity is also reflected in the 

state’s multi-vocal marriage law, which contains the Hindu Marriage Act of 1945, the Muslim 

Marriage Act of 1961, and the Orisha Marriage Act of 1999, in addition to the general (i.e., 

Christian) Marriage Act of 1923. These permit women to marry at varying ages—ranging from 

12 to 18—depending on their religious affiliation. 
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Given their similarities otherwise, the fact that Trinidad has robust multicultural policies 

in place, while Guyana does not, provides an excellent natural experiment. The foregoing 

suggests Muslim and Hindi women face a similar set of historical grievances and obstacles to 

political organization relative to Christian women. Muslim women in each are perhaps at the 

greatest disadvantage, in part, due to their smaller numbers. On the other hand, the Hindi-

Christian split is deepened by the concurrent Indo-Afro cleavage. Does the presence of 

institutionalized religious rights in Trinidad mean that minority women there will be more likely 

to frame their interests in terms of ethnic diversity and national representation than their 

counterparts in Guyana? 

Case Selection: Guyana as a Relevant, Negative Case 

Guyana is a methodologically appropriate negative case according to Mahoney and Goertz’s 

(2006) “possibility principle.” Echoing the logic mentioned above, the principle holds that causal 

inference is facilitated when researchers choose negative cases where the absence of the outcome 

is puzzling according to some theoretical accounts. However, Mahoney and Goertz alert us to 

benefits beyond those that accrue from controlling for alternative explanations by having similar 

cases. Negative cases are additionally useful if they are “relevant” cases where the outcome 

being studied could actually come about. The authors offer two criteria for identifying relevant 

cases: the rule of inclusion and the rule of exclusion. 

The “rule of exclusion” stipulates that relevant cases cannot include contextual factors 

known by established theories to preclude the outcome of interest. The logic behind the rule of 

exclusion is that the absence of a researcher’s preferred causal trigger shouldn’t receive credit for 

the absence of its supposed effect if some other feature of the case would already make us 
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doubtful of its appearance. Relevant cases must also follow the “rule of inclusion.” They should 

include at least one characteristic expected—by the operative theory—to contribute to the effect 

that, nevertheless, did not manifest. This rule ensures that the case will be helpful in refining 

expectations about which mechanisms in a process are necessary, which sufficient, and which 

are important only when acting in conjunction with others. 

Overall, the rules aim at the selection of cases where there is a real possibility that the 

effect of interest could have occurred, but didn’t. This makes for a more meaningful comparison. 

Irrelevant cases artificially increase confidence in a theory. In such cases, the fact that the 

outcome did not occur cannot be attributed to the absence of causal triggers and mechanisms 

identified in the theory being tested. Relevant negative cases like Guyana increase causal 

leverage by asking theories to manage puzzles: why didn’t a postcolonial feminist frame 

crystallize, given (1) that Guyana is similar to Trinidad—where women’s groups relied on this 

frame—in theoretically important respects, and (2) that we have no “smoking gun” to explain 

why the outcome couldn’t have occurred? 

Indeed, Guyana fully meets these criteria, giving us an excellent puzzle to explain.  As 

outlined above, Guyana shares with Trinidad many historical, cultural, political, and 

demographic characteristics. These commonalities also mean that an ethno-nationalist frame 

could take form in a gender policy debate in Guyana. Our theory partially points to the symbolic 

and ideational content of a society’s discursive repertoire in order to explain the content of 

frames, their connections to one another, and their influence. Guyana and Trinidad should have a 

similar stock of values, beliefs, and norms—concerning the relationships between gender, race 
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and ethnicity, nation-building, and neo-colonialism—from which women’s organizations can 

draw when framing gendered policy. Thus, Guyana meets the “rule of inclusion” criteria. 

There is also no obvious reason why the “rule of exclusion” should apply. The ideational 

elements of an ethno-nationalist frame are present in the political culture, and the press is free 

enough that one would expect influential frames to surface in reporting on proposed legislation. 

Guyana’s history of racially divided politics points to the saliency of identity and culture as well 

as the degree to which laws represent the distinct values and beliefs of the country’s Indo- and 

Afro-Guyanese communities. After 2011, concerns about press freedom and the diversity of 

viewpoints expressed in the media mounted. However, Freedom House International reports 

prior to 2010 deemed the press to be largely free. Kaieteur News, in particular, has long 

represented a strong opposition media outlet. 

For all of the foregoing reasons, Guyana makes an excellent negative case so that a 

meaningful comparison can be made. The country’s characteristics mean there is every reason to 

expect that women’s organizations have a cultural repertoire full of ethnic grievances from 

which to draw in their frames. Postcolonial feminism theory leads us to expect that questions of 

nationalism are, in fact, bound to be implicated by the manner in which the state regulates gender 

and sexuality; it would therefore be unsurprising if, in a society where ethnic identity is quite 

politically relevant, women contesting the age of consent to sexuality emphasized the relevance 

of ethnicity in their arguments. Even more so in the particular debate at hand, since, as we will 

see in chapter five, the law was explained as a colonial measure designed to accommodate the 

religious practices of indentured East Indian laborers. Having thus established the 
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appropriateness of the cases selected for comparison, I turn now to a discussion of the manner in 

which analysis will proceed within each case. 

Analytic Approach: Measuring Mechanisms, Tracing Process 

Process tracing proceeds by testing competing theoretical accounts of the phenomenon under 

study, drawing on multiple streams of “diagnostic” evidence for each case. Within a most similar 

design, causal process observations can provide evidence that the causal factors which differ 

between the cases are related to the difference in outcomes (Brady and Collier 2010, George and 

Bennett 2005). It is an approach to analysis that focuses on confirming the “physical and social 

processes through which purported causes affect outcomes” (Bennett and George 1997, 3). 

Instead of looking for patterned relations between a theoretical cause and its eventual effect, 

analysis works backward from the outcome under study, focusing on the mechanisms through 

which causation is supposed to occur. The analyst asks what sequence of events would have to 

have occurred if a purported cause was truly operative and then seeks data on whether such a 

sequence unfolded. 

Mechanisms are an important aspect of this method. While gathering evidence along the 

sequential process by which an outcome was effected creates a good deal of within-case validity 

for the analysis, establishing support for the operation of mechanisms in that process permits 

generalization to other contexts. Political scientists are generally more familiar with variable-

based approaches, which privilege generalization far above case-based validity. These focus on 

the relationship between variation in hypothesized causal factors and variation in their supposed 

effects across as wide a population of cases as possible: analysis consists of determining the 
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extent to which there is a significant pattern of (positive, negative, curvilinear, etc.) 

correspondence that can be observed across divergent cases. 

Mechanisms, however, are the actual “delimited changes that alter relations among 

specified sets of elements” and thereby drive the correlations that variable-based analyses seek to 

uncover (McAdam, Tarrow, and Tilly 2008a, 308, emphasis in original). They operate 

consistently across cases, and so contribute to broad knowledge, but of a different sort. Because 

they are embedded in processes that are particular to different cases, the same mechanistic 

operation may be part of the production of a different outcome. “By definition . . . a mechanism 

always works in the same way. But mechanisms may not always have the same effect because 

they [rarely] . . . exist in a vacuum” (McAdam, Tarrow, and Tilly 2008b, 363). Unlike variable-

based approaches, observations of a mechanism do not contribute to knowledge about the 

manifestation of some outcome. Instead, knowledge about mechanisms increases our ability to 

understand how similar causal steps operate in different circumstances, so that different 

outcomes can be explained from within the same causal framework. 

Thus, the contribution of my project will not be knowledge about a general, cross-

national pattern of relation between multicultural policy and ethno-nationalist frames. The 

primary purpose of this analysis is to identify key factors influencing women’s treatment of race 

and ethnicity in their interpretations of policy rather than to explore the general effect of state 

multicultural policies. This also reflects a core difference in orientation between qualitative and 

quantitative research, the difference between looking to explain the “causes of effects,” of to 

identify the “effects of causes,” respectively (Mahoney & Goertz 2006). 



55 

 

 

 

 

Instead, I will increase understanding of the process by which ethno-nationalist frames 

were produced in Trinidad and how mechanisms in that process operate similarly in other 

contexts, so that the substantively different framing of Guyanese women’s organizations can be 

similarly explained by reference to state-based opportunities and framing strategies. In doing so, 

I heed the call to “theorize and observe how a given mechanism . . . produces its immediate 

effects over a wide variety of political situations” (McAdam, Tarrow, and Tilly 2008b, 362). 

This is an added benefit of the paired comparison approach adopted here. Not only does the 

process of women’s framing in Guyana provide evidence that multicultural policies made the 

difference for Trinidad’s debate, but it also provides a crucial study of the function of state-based 

opportunities in a different policy context. 

To demonstrate this, the process and mechanism approach directs attention to evidence 

that—in each case—opportunities for state resonance were causally connected to the substantive 

content of women’s frames. Such evidence must show the operation of common mechanisms in 

the process of women’s framing that can account for the translation of the states’ different 

policies into different women’s frames.  It also requires that the chain of events connecting 

women’s construction of frames to these opportunities is more in evidence than those steps 

presumed by competing explanations. 

As elaborated in the previous chapter, these competing explanations grow out of theories 

that privilege the existence of grievances as a direct cause of contentious action and those that 

expect media gatekeeping to guide framing strategies. The grievance hypothesis predicts that 

women’s organizations will advance ethno-nationalist frames in any state where ethnic conflict 

structures the party system and has historically contributed to political violence. However, the 
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ability of grievances to account for the differences observed in the present study is foreclosed by 

the case selection criteria: in both cases, ethnic conflict has been politically entrenched to such a 

degree that ethnic grievances should be available to groups in both countries. As a postcolonial 

feminist reading of their histories reveals, ethnicity and gender practices have been intertwined in 

government policy such that women’s organizations in either case should be able to draw on 

ethnic grievances in their framing of laws regulating sexuality. 

The second hypothesis—that of the media gatekeeper—expects that visibility in the 

national media will be a key goal of activists, so that the frames that crystallize will be those that 

garner the most news coverage (Koopmans and Olzak 2004, 203-04). I know of no way to 

control for such a factor through case selection, and the ability to do so in a statistical analysis 

seems equally improbable. Process tracing, on the other hand, is particularly suited to the task of 

discerning whether media demand for certain sorts of stories has a significant impact on 

women’s exclusion of ethnicity in their interpretations of women’s issues. For example, attention 

to the types of events covered alongside reports on the consent debates (including those featuring 

the same women’s organizations) provides an indication of newspapers’ appetites for narratives 

of ethnic conflict. This is just one example of the way in which, as Brady (2005, 270-71) has 

illustrated, process tracing directs both the evaluation of different types of evidence and the 

search for additional evidence as analysis proceeds. 

Indeed, those working to increase the rigor and standardization of process tracing have 

established a number of criteria to guide the selection and interpretation of data. There are four 

types of logical tests widely recognized among process tracing theorists: straw in the wind tests, 

hoop tests, smoking gun tests, and doubly definitive tests, the latter being extremely rare in the 
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social sciences (Brady and Collier 2010; Bennett 2010; Collier 2011). Both hoop and smoking 

gun tests are conducted by asking what features of the process we would expect if a given 

explanation were valid and then seeking observable evidence of them. The difference is that the 

former type of test aims at disqualifying explanations (but cannot confirm that a suspected factor 

was causally important), whereas the latter provides strong evidence that a hypothesized cause 

was important to the outcome (but sets too high a bar to be used to disqualify explanations). 

Being able to jump through a hoop (test) is necessary for a factor to be considered as a 

potential cause. To repeat the example just used, if it were true that media gatekeeping 

discouraged women from analyzing social situations as involving ethnic discrimination, we 

would expect this media filtering mechanism to operate in other issue areas. If it does not, we 

can logically reject the media gatekeeping hypothesis for failing to pass the hoops test. 

Researchers have used this sort of test to study contentious politics in the past, even if 

they have not always used the terms by which their methods are now recognized. For example, 

Doug McAdam’s (1999) renowned study of the black civil rights movement in the U.S. makes 

use of hoop tests. His point of departure was the divergence between resource mobilization 

theorists and theorists of political process (or political opportunity structure) regarding the role 

external actors were expected to play in movement emergence. Resource mobilization failed a 

hoop test based on process sequencing when inferences from resource mobilization theory were 

not borne out by evidence gathered on the movement’s origins. Resource mobilization theory 

suggests that external support precedes protest activity, whereas the rate of external funding for 

major civil rights organizations increased only after significant protest had been reported in the 
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New York Times. Because of this hoop test, the notion that external actors causally contribute to 

movement emergence was rejected (McAdam 1999, 61-62, 120-25). 

When rival explanations are unable to pass hoop tests, an explanation that is able to pass 

a single smoking gun test (or several straw in the wind tests, which are chiefly defined by their 

individual triviality) can be considered credible (Brady and Collier 2010; Bennett 2010, 211; 

Collier 2011, 827). Smoking gun tests can take the form of evidence that the sequence and 

timing of events directly connect a hypothesized cause to the outcome under study. In the present 

study, I seek evidence that framing processes proceeded via strategic alignment mechanisms that 

encouraged the amplification of values and beliefs institutionalized in the state. 

Auxiliary outcome tests (Mahoney 2010; Collier 2011) can provide additional support for 

the hypothesis that state-based opportunities significantly affected women’s frames. These test 

demonstrate the general influence of these opportunities by providing evidence that they 

generated other outcomes. Evidence that other outcomes resulted “reinforces the idea that the 

[hypothesized cause] was highly influential, yielding stronger grounds for inferring that it also 

shaped the [outcome of interest]” (Collier 2011, 828). 

Finally, it must be stressed that process tracing involves both a descriptive and an 

analytic component. Before it is possible to analyze the causal significance of the sequence and 

timing of events in a process over time, it is necessary to “adequately describe an event or 

situation at one point in time (Collier 2011, 824; emphasis in original). Mahoney (2010) has 

acknowledged these two tasks by distinguishing between two types of causal-process 

observations (CPOs): those providing evidence that stipulated causes or effects are present 
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(“variable CPOs”) and those demonstrating the operation of mechanisms linking them to one 

another (“mechanism CPOs”). 

For the purposes of the present study, the essential descriptive tasks are to establish 1) the 

character of discursive opportunities presented by the state in each case as well as 2) the different 

character of the frames advanced by women’s organizations in Trinidad and Guyana. Before 

evaluating the ability of different explanations to account for differences in the frames adopted, it 

is first necessary to show that these frames were, indeed, substantially different and that a 

recognizably ethno-nationalist frame crystallized among a subset of women’s organizations in 

the Trinidadian debate.  Before looking for diagnostic evidence that state opportunities 

fundamentally shaped women’s framing in both cases, it is essential to describe the character of 

state opportunities in each. 

Discourse analysis is perfectly suited to both tasks. Not only can it be used to characterize 

discursive opportunities and women’s frames, but also to identify the operation of framing 

mechanisms in the process of frame alignment. By analyzing the textual representation of 

women’s frames, I can demonstrate the ways in which organizations accent certain beliefs, 

values, and events (and downplay others) in an attempt to achieve resonance with state officials. 

Connecting the frame alignment process to diagnostic, prognostic, and motivational framing 

tasks, I can then speak to the holistic relation of these processes to organizational identity 

construction, which bears directly on the importance of ethnicity in women’s frames. 

Despite the fact that scholars, especially political scientists, have used them less than 

other methods, leading voices in the field of contentious politics recognize that “ethnographic 

fieldwork is the method perhaps best suited to the demands of a mechanism-based approach to 
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the study of contention” (McAdam, Tarrow, and Tilly 2008a, 317). McAdam, Tarrow, and Tilly 

point to Ann Mische’s (2003) analysis of coalition building among student groups in Brazil as an 

admirable example. In the study, she used discourse analysis and interpretive ethnographic 

techniques to uncover the work being done by conversational mechanisms that allowed diverse 

groups to put aside differences and focus on common ground for delimited periods of activism 

(316-19). This is similar to my contextualized analysis of women’s frames in Trinidad and 

Guyana to discern the operation of discursive alignment mechanisms connecting them to state-

based opportunities. 

Casting the Net: Methods of Data Collection 

Now that I have explained my method of analysis, process tracing—including its guidance for 

determining the types of data that should be collected as analysis proceeds—I can discuss the 

way in which data was actually collected over the course of studying framing processes in 

Guyana and Trinidad. Triangulation is most often used by political scientists to describe the use 

of multiple methods of analysis; for those working within the analytic tradition of process 

tracing, however, triangulation between multiple types and sources of data is one of the 

hallmarks of the approach. Because I adopt process tracing, it is therefore fitting that my data is 

drawn from multiple sources—including national newspapers, government records, organization 

documents, and (in Trinidad) semi-structured interviews with key informants—and took part in 

stages as the research progressed. 

The study’s point of departure was prior knowledge of ethno-nationalist frames among 

women’s groups in Trinidad and the question of how women, who have organized as women and 

lobby for women’s advancement, come to weave ethnic grievances and solutions into their 
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discourses on family law. Theory in the vein of relative deprivation informed case selection on 

the bases of ethnic composition and historically salient ethnic tensions in the political sphere.  

Thus, initial data collection focused on the identification of states with similar ethnic cleavages, 

controlling for the potential effect that ethnic grievances could be having on the expression of 

collective identities in women’s frames. Secondary sources and state census data were used to 

identify Guyana as the most similar to Trinidad in terms of ethnic identities and cleavages, as 

discussed above in the section outlining case selection. 

Once the cases were chosen, the three major newspapers of each state were identified by 

referencing Freedom House reports on each country. The top national newspapers in Guyana are 

Kaieteur News, Stabroek News, and the government-owned daily, The Chronicle. In Trinidad, 

the top dailies are the Trinidad Guardian, Trinidad and Tobago Newsday, and Trinidad Express 

(the government does not own any newspapers)10.  The archives of each news source were first 

searched using key words derived from the name of the proposed legislation in Trinidad, but 

generalized for the case of Guyana. This allowed me to identify multiple cycles of contention 

involving women’s groups and policy questions involving gender interests. From these, selected 

the first cycle of contention on sexual consent11 as the most comparable to Trinidad’s marital 

consent debate, based on the similarity of legal provisions at issue. 

Having identified the consent debate in Guyana as a comparable unit of analysis, 

additional, intensive searches were made using the titles of elected officials and ministries 

                                                 
10 Freedom House International, “Freedom of the Press Country Reports,” 

(https://freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-press/freedom-press-2015) 
11 A later cycle of contention grew out of the struggle to reform sexual consent law studied here. In 2009, many of 

the same women’s groups built on their work in 2003 to call for a more extensive overhaul of laws regulating sexual 

assault, including establishing a minimum age of consent for men. This round of mobilization resulted in the passage 

of the Sexual Offenses Act in 2009.  
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involved in the specific proposals, and several variations each of “women’s rights,” “women’s 

group,” “religious rights,” and “religious leaders.” After the names of women’s, religious, and 

cultural associations and leaders were identified from the initial sources, more searches were 

conducted. Newspaper articles were chosen for discursive analysis whenever they included 

information about the proposals being debated or the organizations or individuals issuing or 

responding to calls for reform. These provided data on the participants involved—including the 

women’s organizations and government officials—their actions and their frames. 

A snow-ball process of identifying key participants in the debates enabled the 

identification of relevant women’s groups and their frames as well. Upon learning of a group 

through news reports, additional Google searches were used to turn up websites, additional news 

reporting on the group, and published documents written by the group. These sources helped in 

the identification of groups not mentioned in the chosen newspapers. 

Thus, the content of frames was initially observed in newspaper coverage: news reports 

on the campaigns of women’s groups, interviews conducted with or opinion letters written by 

organization spokeswomen, and organization press releases. However, data concerning the ways 

women’s organizations framed laws on consent not only came from the three major newspapers 

of each state, but was also obtained from government records and the documents and webpages 

of women’s organizations available online. I gathered their internal documents, official 

correspondence with government officials, and transcripts of meetings, whenever available. 

In the case of Trinidad, this was also supplemented by interviews with government 

officials and the unpublished transcript of the national consultation held on the subject. In 

addition, key informant interviews with leaders from different women’s organizations in 
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Trinidad provided a further data point that, because of its high validity, provided a way of 

assessing the potential biases of media and government sources as well as a descriptively rich 

accounting of the ethno-nationalist frame Islamic women’s organizations embraced during the 

episode. 

Indeed, semi-structured interviews have significant advantages for a study of framing. 

Discursive analysis is facilitated by the fact that the interviews provide a face-to-face, “semantic 

context” in which to situate the statements of activists. By engaging representatives in an 

extended—the shortest interview lasted over ninety minutes—conversation, I was better able to 

understand the ways in which they perceived the different elements of their frames hanging 

together. Following advice about conducting semi-structured interviews with groups (Melucci 

1988), I met with two or more women whenever possible (as it was in three of the eight 

interviews conducted) in order to enhance this contextual view of framing. 

The improvisational, data-rich format of semi-structured interviewing is recognized as 

“particularly useful for understanding how social movement participants make sense of and 

justify their actions . . . [as well as] how they understand their world” (Blee and Taylor 2002, 95; 

Taylor 1998). It is a tried and true method for observing processes of identity construction 

(Melucci 1989; Taylor 1996) that are closely related to frame construction. Because I was 

interested in the interpretive frames constructed by movement leaders, I sought interviews with 

key informants—women whose leadership positions made them significant framers and frame 

articulators for their organizations (Blee and Taylor 2002). In all, I interviewed fourteen activists 

and three women (two of whom are themselves former activists) from the Ministry that headed 
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the review process. Because she was out of the country during the two weeks that I was in 

Trinidad, I settled for several email exchanges with a fifteenth activist. 

These fifteen women represented eight women’s groups, seven of whom were involved 

in the debate. Three interviews (including five women) covered three of the groups that do not 

identify with any specific ethnic identity. One interview was conducted with a representative of 

an organization that claims a general East Indian identity, while I corresponded with the woman 

who spearheaded the efforts of a Hindu women’s organization. A large group interview included 

several of the Muslim women’s organizations that joined together in their efforts on the Marriage 

Acts. Thus, the interviewees were chosen deliberately to not only provide elite insight into the 

framing strategies of movement leaders, but to capture differences among Hindu, Muslim, 

Indian, and ethnically-unidentified women’s frames in terms of their deployment of ethnicity 

(Blee and Taylor 2002). 

Unfortunately, because of resource constraints, I was unable to conduct field research in 

Guyana. I plan to conduct similar field work there as I develop the project in the future. 

However, government reports of public consultations on the Consent Bill were published online, 

and the field work in Trinidad suggests that there should not be a large discrepancy between the 

crystallization of frames among prominent organizations and coverage of these frames in the 

newspapers. Framing scholars have noted the addition of multiple data sources, especially 

movement documents themselves, as a best practice for minimizing filtering biases that may be 

present in media data (Snow et al. 2014, 33). 

Besides providing the content for discursive analysis of the frames produced by women’s 

organizations, these media, government, and organization sources were also used to make 
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observations about the presence of mechanisms specified by the competing theoretical 

explanations. For example, evidence of the privileged constituent mechanism was sought in 

documentation of meetings between government officials and participants in each of the debates. 

Pulling it All Together 

In conclusion, the study undertaken here leverages similarities between Guyana and Trinidad to 

control for potentially influential factors like ethnic cleavage and to make the argument that a 

similar process of framing could have unfolded in Guyana, but for differences in the discursive 

opportunities presented by state policy. Analysis within the cases proceeds by way of process 

tracing, where the plausibility of competing causal stories is subjected to hoop, alternative, and 

smoking-gun tests that partially direct the types of observations sought and, thus, the collection 

of additional evidence. This approach maximizes within case validity, permitting confident 

conclusions about the causal paths leading to women’s frames in both Guyana and Trinidad and 

the reasons for their divergence. However, it also allows for general claims-making based on the 

presence of similarly-functioning framing mechanisms in the different contexts of Guyana and 

Trinidad.   
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CHAPTER 4 

WOMEN’S FRAMES IN TRINIDAD 

“Trinidad and Tobago is a multi-ethnic, multi-cultural society that celebrates all, and the 

government values all citizens” 

 

 “Welcome Address to the National Consultation on the Legal Age of Marriage,” 

by Secretary Sandra Jones, Ministry of Gender, Youth, and Child Development 

(2011)  

 

 

“The so-called ‘East Indians’ of the Caribbean cannot really be considered beleaguered 

minorities. There is no formal attempt to discriminate against them and there are few walks of 

life where they may not be found. In no real sense, however, can they be said to be integrated 

into the West Indian or ‘Creole” way of life. The word ‘Creole’ is variously defined . . . . 

Everyone is agreed, however, that it does not include the East Indians”  

 

“The East Indians of Guyana and Trinidad,” by Malcom Cross (1972, p. 3)  

  

“They were an amalgam of Indians, thrust together on plantations far from India . . . . Hinduism 

was a minority religion—considered ‘heathen’ and even demonic by members of the ruling 

community . . . . Exacerbating these circumstances were missionary activities . . . [and] this 

situation had the effect of stimulating self-consciousness about religious beliefs and practices . . . 

and more sharpened skills at defending religious tenets” 

“‘Official’ and ‘popular’ Hinduism in the Caribbean,” by Vertovec (1996, p.116-19) 

 

 

On Friday, July 24, 2015, I was sitting in the National Library of Trinidad and Tobago, 

observing a display placed there by the Islamic Da’wah Movement—designed to educate 

Trinibagonians about Islam and Trinidad’s Muslims on the occasion of Eid, a national holiday 

(more on that later)—when I received a nervous call from my friend and hostess, who was also 
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working in the capital city of Port of Spain (POS). She told me we would need to find a taxi out 

of the city immediately, as armed police officers were beginning to block off streets amid rumors 

of a shoot-out near the city’s main hospital. As it turns out, three prisoners had shot their way out 

of a prison in POS, attempting to use a grenade and killing one police officer stationed outside 

the prison. They crashed a truck in front of the POS hospital, but emerged with their weapons, 

whereupon one was killed in a gun-fight with police. The remaining two prisoners were sought 

throughout the weekend, and the body of one, Hassan Atwell, was discovered by police (who 

claimed no involvement and launched a murder investigation) on the morning of Sunday, July 

26. By Monday morning, the remaining escapee, Christopher Selby, had turned himself in to the 

police. 

Throughout the episode, there was an undercurrent that emphasized the prisoners’ Islamic 

identity. Part of this undercurrent was the suspicion that the event might be connected to the trial 

of a group of Muslims on charges of gang membership and the infamous 2014 murder of 

prosecutor and former Independent Senator Dana Seetahal. Nine members, male and female, of 

the Jamaat al Muslimeen, an Islamic organization, had been brought in for questioning the 

previous week with regard to the 2014 assassination, and one charged with her murder. The trial 

was scheduled for the conspicuous date of Monday, July 27, the 25th anniversary of an attempted 

coup by the same group (the Jamaat). Thus, the jailbreak was linked to the coup of July 27, 1990, 

the assassination of a public official in 2014, and—through both of these—to fears of an 

imagined, violent and oppositional Muslim subculture in the society. In fact, by Wednesday, a 

rumor that police had been warned of a Jamaat al Muslimeen plan to assassinate the Prime 



68 

 

 

 

 

Minister was widely circulating through social media. Conspiracy theories that a national state of 

emergency was imminent abounded. 

These connections were made repeatedly, in more and less subtle ways, on television 

screens across the country, as reporters and entertainers referred to the three episodes.  Evening 

news reports on the prison escape highlighted a black cloth dropped outside of the hospital as 

potential (though incredibly vague) evidence of Islamic involvement. Reports also featured 

heavy coverage of social media activity on Hassan Atwell’s Facebook page, where he allegedly 

posted a message claiming the justness of his action in the eyes of Allah, who prefers that a “true 

believer” be willing to “stand up and fight against oppression and die in the process than for a 

believer to sit down and just accept oppression because he or she is afraid of death” (cached 

Facebook page of Hassan Atwell). 

Television news coverage of the trial on Channel Six, Monday the 27th, included footage 

of Muslim women said to be relatives of the accused who refused to speak with reporters. Given 

their silence, the main reason for repeatedly playing video of these women milling around the 

parking lot appears to have been to illustrate the religious difference of the defendants by 

displaying their female relatives draped in black niqab, which is not a common sight in a country 

where most Muslim women consider a hijab conservative12. 

Finally, a popular television show featuring the antics of a private investigator aired a 

show in which the investigator went to the “compound” belonging to the Jamaat al Muslimeen to 

                                                 
12 A niqab is second only to the burqa in its covering of the body. Where the latter covers the eyes with a screen, the 

former leaves an opening in the fabric. The hijab is worn with everyday clothes and is a scarf wrapped around the 

neck and hair.  
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confront the leader, Abu Bakr, and ask what the organization planned to do in the wake of the 

jailbreak, explicitly connecting the escape to the trial and this visible Muslim organization. He 

was denied the interview and had to be escorted out of the gate, making a display of his 

incredulity, repeating that he would not be intimidated. 

Reporting on the jailbreak, the trial, and the Jamaat al Muslimeen pursued a narrative of 

fear and distrust aimed at an imagined subculture of angry, oppositional, and cloistered Muslims 

set apart from the national community. The narrative linking these specific events, memories, 

and identities together is emblematic of deeper discourses shaping politics in Trinidad and 

Tobago, including gender politics. The tropes function to exclude Islamic traditions from the 

national heritage or, at the very least, to limit the aspects of Islamic culture that can be 

acknowledged in representations of the nation. The Islamic can be set apart from the imagined 

national community because Muslims are understood through their difference from what is 

construed as mainstream Trinidadian society. Frequently, the narrative suggests that this 

difference is a negative one, such that Muslim entrance to the nation should be conditional on 

assimilation. 
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Illustration 4.1 Marking 25 Years Since the Jamaat’s Coup Attempt.  

 

As postcolonial feminism anticipates, women often appear in these public discourses as 

symbolic markers of ethnic difference, as the television images of women wearing niqab attests. 

In the context of ethnoreligious conflict over the content of nationalism and pressures toward 

assimilation, the deployment of gendered values and imagery by contending ethnic groups has 

important implications for the discursive fields in which women’s organizations define and 

pursue “women’s interests.” Certainly, these dynamics are evident in the ways prominent 

women’s organizations in Trinidad framed a debate over the legal age of consent to marriage. 
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Yet, in Trinidad the state has taken pains to implement a policy of multiculturalism, and 

representatives of the major religious and racial communities can be found at the highest levels 

of government, conditions which might be expected to alleviate ethnic grievances and lessen 

their impact on gender politics. In the present chapter, I trace the process by which women’s 

organizations constructed their frames, seeking to explain why, in a state with robust 

multicultural policies, ethno-nationalist themes nonetheless assumed such prominence in a 

debate on “women’s issues.” Drawing on framing theory, I argue that multicultural policies 

actually encouraged women to frame “women’s issues” as “nationalist issues” by creating 

discursive opportunities for resonance. 

Before causal analysis can proceed, however, it is necessary to describe several features 

of the case at hand. First, I briefly examine the way in which gender, race, and religion have been 

constructed in the imagined Trinidadian nation, demonstrating the role of the state in colonial 

times and its turn to multicultural policy as a solution to ethnic conflict in the present period. 

This serves to establish the discursive repertoire and state-based opportunities from which 

women’s groups could have drawn, allowing us, later in the chapter, to ask whether their framing 

of marital consent reflects these influences. In the second section, I review the debate: the legal 

reforms at issue, the women’s organizations involved, and the outcomes of the debate. In the 

following section, I examine evidence of women’s frames drawn from newspapers and key 

informant interviews in order defend my characterization of them as ethno-nationalist frames. In 

the process, I also trace the operation of framing mechanisms linking frame content to the state’s 

multicultural policies, arguing that these constituted discursive opportunities incentivizing the 

amplification of ethnic difference and nationalist conflict. I conclude the chapter by reviewing 
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the plausibility of alternative explanations and considering how the competing explanations can 

be further evaluated via comparison with Guyana in chapter five. 

Gender and Nation in Trinidad 

A Caribbean state, Trinidad has been colored by a legacy of colonialism that included African 

slaves and, later, Indian indentured servants. Trinidad’s society does not fit the typical 

“Caribbean” mold, because its population is nearly equally Afro-Trinidadian and Indo-

Trinidadian, with those identifying as Indian being slightly more numerous (by one to three 

percentage points, depending on the estimates used). The remaining 20% or so of the population 

falls mostly into the “mixed” category, with other identities making up less than one percent of 

the population each (including indigenous, Chinese, European, and more recent migrants, such as 

Syrians13). This endowment of diversity has complicated social relations and questions of 

national identity in Trinidad since the first ship brought Indian indentured servants to the 

colony’s sugar plantations in 1843. 

Surveying colonial accounts and early anthropological reports on the characteristics of 

Hindu migrants from India—who came to the Anglo-Caribbean as indentured servants between 

184514 and 1917—Vertovec (1996) describes the impetus driving religious cohesion among 

diverse Indian communities in British Guiana and Trinidad. Hindus in the colonies were “an 

amalgam . . . thrust together,” according to the needs of colonial administrators and plantation 

                                                 
13 As of this writing, a large influx of Syrian refugees is taking place due to the ongoing civil war in that country. 

This was mentioned to me several times by Trinidadians I spoke with during the course of fieldwork undertaken in 

July and August of 2015.  
14 The first two ships carrying indentured servants from India actually arrived in British Guiana in 1838. However, 

reports soon reached the Indian government describing such inhumane treatment of the migrant workers that further 

immigration was halted by July of the same year. The flow of East Indians to the Caribbean did not resume until 

1845, when the practice began in earnest in both Trinidad and British Guiana, as well as several other colonies.   
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owners, an inchoate minority divided by language, caste, regional origin, and locally-variable 

religious traditions. They shared, however, the migrant’s up-rootedness, the condescension and 

control of colonial masters, and the missionary onslaught of various Christian sects. According 

to Vertovec (1996; Vertovec and van der Veer 1991), these pressures spurred Hindus in both 

colonies toward the creation of a unified religious community with much more standardized 

practices than among their counterparts in India. 

Whether the difference posited between a more homogenous religious tradition in the 

diaspora communities and a more variegated one in the original society actually exists (or ever 

did), does not concern the current project. What matters here is the verity of the claim that the 

twice-colonized Hindu laborers in Britain’s Caribbean colonies turned to the project of identity-

making in order to survive the dehumanizing and exploitative conditions with which they 

contended. Certainly, there is support for the theory that projects of identity have been crucial for 

colonized communities throughout the world. 

Across the Americas, Native American movements have attempted decolonization, in 

part, by reviving pre-Anglo medicines, myths, and languages. Similarly, the Chicano/a 

movement has sought to delineate both the pernicious and the praiseworthy influences of 

European and North American cultures upon indigenous ways of thinking, acting, and being, 

with the goal of crafting a communal identity capable of recovering from colonialism and 

resisting neocolonial subordination. In the Caribbean, too, questions of identity have figured 

prominently in such efforts. The Black Power movement was active in Trinidad and Guyana in 

the 1960s and, as in the US and UK, devoted a great deal of attention to reclaiming and revaluing 

“blackness,” often understood as African-ness, as an identity. 



74 

 

 

 

 

So, it should not be surprising to find that the Hindus indentured in Trinidad and Tobago 

undertook a somewhat conscious effort to harmonize their practices and nurture a sense of unity 

apart from the colonial elites with whom they inhabited the islands. Trinidad’s Hindus are not 

unique in this respect. Muslims, too, have displayed a certain deliberate vigilance in maintaining 

their cultural distinctiveness in the midst of cacophonous diversity. Samaroo (1996) charts the 

largely successful efforts of Indo-Trinidadian Muslims to resist—from their earliest arrival on 

that initial ship in 1845—the assimilation forced upon the African Muslims who preceded them 

during the era of slavery. At the turn of the nineteenth century, Muslim children were learning to 

speak Urdu and Arabic, and were studying the Koran and Hadith, at community learning centers 

(Samaroo 1996, 209-210). By 1930, a joint Hindu/Muslim school was established (Samaroo, 

210); thereafter, East Indians set about forming (and seeking state funding for) a profusion of 

separate Hindu and Muslim schools where they could counter the influence of schools dominated 

by Catholic or Presbyterian Christian schools. Facing the scorn of dominant classes and active 

efforts at assimilation, Hindu and Muslim East Indians appear to have defensively shored up 

their ethnic identities through a standardization of practice that rendered their communities’ 

boundaries more visible. 

Analyses of the colonial period also underscore the way in which East Indians—Hindu 

and Muslim alike—were marked out by colonial authorities and set against the Africans who had 

preceded them. Somewhat contradictory postures toward the former slaves were adopted by the 

British, but each ultimately served to limit cohesion among African and East Indian Trinidadians 

by introducing competition between them based on the goal of proximity to British culture. 

On the one hand, Africans had adopted the Christian religion and the English language to 

a much greater extent than East Indians. In part, this can be attributed to colonial practices. 
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Vertovec and van der Veer (1991) note the shift that took place in colonial policy toward 

religious diversity between the era of the slave-trade and that of indenture. Whereas Africans in 

the Caribbean colonies were subject to vigorous conversion efforts, the latter period was 

characterized by an administrative approach that countenanced Islamic and Hindu practices (p. 

7). Though both colonized groups were belittled by British cultural institutions like the church, 

Afro-Trinidadians’ integration into such institutions has meant that their criticism of these has 

come from within, as insiders not given their due as equal members of the culture. Significant 

portions of the Indo-Trinidadian population, on the other hand, have situated their resistance in 

the construction of a different, but equally valuable, culture (Vertovec and van der Veer 1991). 

These different relations to the colonial class are evident in policy demands. Thus, it has 

been observed that Afro-Trinidadians were eventually disenchanted with the Catholic Church 

because it failed to champion their fight for political equality. Indo-Trinidadians were angry with 

the Catholic missionaries who sought converts from Hinduism and Islam. Afro-Trinidadians had 

displayed their displeasure by building their own Catholic Church. Indo-Trinidadians sought 

restrictions on missionary activity and state support for separate religious schools (Campbell, 

180). 

Certainly, the reactions observed among Hindu and Muslim East Indians is not 

uncommon among disadvantaged cultural groups; in fact, it is often invoked by both sides in the 

normative debate over multicultural policy. Proponents note the imperative of group rights to 

define and maintain traditional practices while feminist critics warn that the survival instincts of 

cultural elites tend to rely on the regulation of women’s bodies. Postcolonial feminism, too, 

suggests that gender practices would have been bound up in the construction of ethnic 

boundaries and hierarchies. 
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Evidence that gender was implicated in ethnic demarcation (and that colonial practices 

colored both) is especially clear in the history of women’s recruitment as indentured laborers—

but probably only because this was a matter of great economic and governmental import for the 

British planters and administrators who penned the bulk of the historical record. Their letters 

reveal an early preference for male Indian labor because they assumed women would be weaker 

and that single males would be cheaper in the long-run—since Indians were long regarded as 

migrant workers who would return after their contracts expired, they would have to deal with the 

problem of sending women’s children back as well (Mangru 1996, Kale 1995). 

Beginning as early as the 1850s, however, those in Britain and in India who opposed the 

system of indenture seized upon reports that Indian women were in such high demand on the 

plantations that they were inciting increasing violence on the part of Indian men (Reddock 1986, 

Sheperd 1996). Kale (1995, 82-84) has documented how this concern led to the sedimentation of 

the belief that Indian men were characteristically jealous and violent toward their women into the 

larger body of stereotypes used to imagine the Indo-Caribbean. Wahab (2007) argues that the 

colonial response to protest was to characterize the practice as wife-murder indigenous to the 

Orient, rather than to admit that the living conditions on plantations encouraged a variety of 

violence among workers. In 1881, under petition from local Indian men and several Presbyterian 

Reverends, the Indian Immigrant Marriage and Divorce Ordinance instituted punishments for 

wives who took up relationships with other men and refused to return home to their husbands 

(Reddock 1986). Kelly (1991) has argued that the efforts of planters, free Afro-Caribbean 

laborers, and Indian immigrants to regulate women’s sexuality during this period was especially 

important to the process of ethnic identity construction in Fiji, and it is likely that the episode 

was also influential in Trinidad. 
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Mohammed (1994) has uncovered evidence that colonial attitudes toward race and 

gender continued their influence well into the twentieth century. In the 1920s, Presbyterian 

missionaries ran many schools for Indian girls in Trinidad, and prided themselves with training 

them to be proper wives and mothers for the rising class of educated and wealthy Indian men 

(the local lack of suitable marriage partners was being lamented in the East Indian Weekly). 

Mohammed has discovered that at least one Presbyterian Reverend cautioned Indian fathers 

against sending their daughters abroad for professional training, arguing that they lacked morals 

and were unsuited to “intellectual work” (1994, 37-38; 1998, 124-25). 

She also emphasized the fact that, in 1987, national news outlets were still inviting Hindu 

women Senators and activists to discuss the “fact” that “Traditionally, Hindu men like their 

women to follow certain roles, to stay in the background” (1994, 41). Indeed, when speaking 

with people who described themselves as “mixed” and burst into Hindi while singing karaoke at 

a local bar in Caroni, Trinidad, I observed the existence of these stereotypes in the popular 

culture. One person, upon learning that I was interested in the Marriage Acts debate, pointed out 

to the street where a couple was walking together and told me that, if they had been an Indian 

couple, the husband would be walking in front, keeping his wife a few paces directly behind him. 

Scholars of the Caribbean women’s movement have traced the influence of ethnic 

divisions in women’s activism as well. Rawwida Baksh-Soodeen (1998) suggests that 

“Caribbean feminism has been largely Afro-centric and simultaneously interlocked with 

processes of independence and national identity struggles” (p.74). The birth of Caribbean 

feminism in the nationalist movements of the region has meant that feminism there has been 

primarily “black socialist feminism,” and that the unique experiences of East Indian women have 
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frequently been underrepresented in the movement’s discourse, even though East Indian women 

have been part of the movement since its inception (78-80). 

So, despite contradictory pressures—like European racial ideologies that cultivated a 

preference for East Indians’ lighter skin tones—the blending of African and European, Christian 

culture has dominated the post-colonial contest over nationalism and influenced both ethnic 

differentiation and gender tropes. The discourse that has carried the day has been of the ironic 

type noted by Partha Chatterjee in the case of India (1986), one in which a certain class of the 

colonized society selectively adopts some of the colonizer’s ideologies in justifying 

independence for an autonomous nation-state (which that class takes responsibility for creating). 

Given the historically primary goal of autonomy, representation of the nation in the period 

immediately following Independence was borne of the contradictory imperatives to resist British 

culture by revaluing African difference and, on the other hand, to approximate British norms in 

order to attain the status of modern development (Hintzen 2007). This explains why 

international, commercial images of the society are those of Carnival and calypso. 

More recently, however, there is increasing recognition that colonial discounting of East 

Indians’ has been replicated by Christian Afro-Trinidadian elite. As a result, the Afro-affiliated 

People’s National Movement (PNM) has sought to deflect charges of ethnic favoritism while the 

Indo-affiliated United National Congress (UNC) has been keen to show that it can stand up for 

those who have been left out of the post-Independence national vision. In light of these new 

commitments, colonial laws which codified ethnic differences, perhaps ironically, have been 

reinterpreted as a method of promoting ethnic pluralism. 

Like many of the multicultural, plural law systems in existence in post-colonial societies, 

expedient colonial policies set the precedents from which today’s legal recognition of ethnic 
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difference derives. Trinidad’s policy also shares with many other multicultural policies a 

tendency for expression in family law; thus, difference is recognized in the areas of marriage and 

divorce, but not in the regulation of labor, property, criminal justice, or the environment, for 

example. 

This is not to say, however, that multicultural policy extends only to matters of family 

law and gender regulation: Various Muslim, Christian, and Hindi holidays are nationally 

celebrated, the state provides financial grants to Hindu and Muslim as well as Christian religious 

organizations, and all religious groups have permission to provide elective religious instruction 

in public schools where their adherents matriculate. As “multicultural policy” has become an 

appellation used in public policy discussions, the state has embraced the label and explicitly 

affirmed its multicultural policy as such.  These features of multicultural policy—its 

extensiveness, its adoption as a response to charges of Afro-nationalism-approaching-British 

colonialism, and the reinterpretation of colonial law in its image—have consequences for the 

ways in which multicultural laws and policies function symbolically in women’s frames, as we 

will see. 

Cycle of Contention: Debating the Age of Consent to Marriage in Trinidad and Tobago’s 

Marriage Acts 

The Marriage Acts of Trinidad and Tobago officially consists of four separate laws: the civil 

Marriage Act, the Hindu Marriage Act, the Muslim Marriage and Divorce Act, and the Orisa 

Marriage Act. As Rhoda Reddock (2008) has pointed out, the Cohabitational Relationships Act 

could also be considered part of the Marriage Acts and would be the only secular act in the 

bunch, since the Civil Marriage Act is clearly Christian in its provisions. While the Immigration 
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ordinance of 1881 envisioned recognition of Indian marriages as a matter of practicality, the 

Legislative council opted instead to stipulate Christian priests and ministers as acceptable 

marriage officers and ignored the practices of Hindu and Muslim immigrants. The regulation of 

Christian, Hindu, and Muslim marriages therefor became a matter of debate among colonial 

administrators and religious leaders (including Christian missionaries as well as local priests, 

pundits, and imams) between 1917 and 1946 (Mohammed 1994)). 

Unsurprisingly, since the colonial government was concerned to demonstrate an 

evangelizing missing, the civil Act was decreed in 1923. This seemed only to encourage 

demands among the class of East Indians who had accumulated enough wealth to be concerned 

with matters of inheritance and social mobility. This class now wished to send their sons to 

colonial and religious schools (which required that those sons be legitimated by marriage), yet 

insisted that marriages performed by their own religious officials be recognized (Reddock 2008). 

In 1934, a committee was appointed in order to take up the issue (Mohammed 1994). The 

colonial administration recognized Muslim marriages in 1936; the early date probably reflecting 

the earnestness of colonial officials to strike a deal where they granted recognition but excluded 

polygamous marriages. However, disagreements among different sects of Hindus meant that 

another decade passed before the Hindu Marriage Act was adopted. Similar disagreements 

among Muslims meant that the contentious issue of divorce was revisited, and the 1936 Act was 

eventually replaced by the Muslim Marriage and Divorce Act in 1961. 

Both laws allow Muslim and Hindu faith leaders to register as marriage officers, set 

twenty as the age at which men and women can marry without permission from their families, 

and stipulate that fathers—or, in their absence, guardians, then mothers—can consent to 

marriage for sons and daughters below that age, but establish a minimum age for these. The 
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Muslim Act allows girls of twelve and boys of fourteen to marry with parental consent; the 

Hindu Act sets these at fourteen and eighteen. The civil Act, meanwhile, set eighteen as the age 

at which parental consent was no longer required but did not (and has never been updated to) 

specify a minimum age at which marriage could occur with such consent. This means that canon 

law applies, and this sets the age at fourteen for girls and sixteen for boys, as established in 1917 

(Peters 1996). 

The colonial administration never concerned itself with the regulation of African 

marriage rites, however, the legacy of slavery including a more coercive and extensive 

assimilation policy. “Pushed underground,” surviving traditions, like Orisa, did not generate 

significant contention for recognition, so African marriage did not gain recognition until the 

post-Independence period of Afro-Trinidadian nationalism. In 1998 and 1999, respectively, the 

PNC enacted the Cohabitational Relations and Orisa Marriage Acts in order to include “live-in” 

relationships typical among Afro-Trinidadians as well as the marriages performed according to 

Trinidad’s most intact African religious tradition. The latter set the minimum age of marriage at 

sixteen for girls and eighteen for boys. Reflecting the belief that women assume a stronger and 

more independent position in African culture, the Orisa Act is also the only one to allow mothers 

equal rights to consent to their children’s marriages (the others requiring that fathers and other 

guardians be unavailable before a mother’s consent is sufficient). As well as demonstrating the 

influence of African nationalism in Trinidad’s politics after Independence, the passage of these 

later laws also, somewhat ironically, shows the new multicultural significance being attributed to 

these Acts. This was no longer an issue of a colonial government begrudgingly recognizing 

marriages as a practical matter (though it was, of course, more than that for Hindu and Muslim 



82 

 

 

 

 

elites). Instead, this was an independent state seeking to recuperate its African identity in the 

project of creating a multicultural image of the nation. 

Debate over the Marriage Acts has never really ended. Their reform is a periodically 

recurring conversation in Trinidad, but I focus on the period between 2011 and 2012, the latest 

and most public contest over the law that has occurred—but surely not the last, since reform 

efforts were again defeated15. This iteration of the long-standing debate was officially launched 

by the former Minister of Gender, Youth, and Child Development, Verna St. Rose-Greaves. In 

November of 2011, she began the deliberative process of holding national consultations, public 

and private, on a proposal to amend the Marriage Acts. 

Before consultations began, the issue had been pressed by the United Nation’s 

Committees for the Elimination of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW) and the Right’s of 

the Child (CRC) in their “Concluding Observations” reports of 2002 and 2006, respectively.  

Before that, the Ministry of Legal Affairs had spearheaded efforts to amend the Marriage Acts. 

In fact, two previous Attorney Generals had initiated consultations with religious leaders on 

standardization. These earlier discussions, however, had been conducted largely outside of the 

public view, and open national debate—with religious and women’s organizations hosting public 

debates and newspapers publishing rival editorials—did not take place. This time around, 

however, more (and more diverse) actors from civil society were included in the conversation. 

                                                 
15 In fact, as I prepared to submit the dissertation, a new and potentially more vigorous debate erupted over 

“underage marriage,” as a researcher with the IGDS took to the press after having tracked down and interviewed 

“child brides,” and the Muslim woman serving as Director of the Children’s Authority announced that child 

marriages would be investigated to ensure that no “exploitation . . . or coercion” had taken place that would make 

the marriages illegal.  



83 

 

 

 

 

On October 21, 2011, the Minister of Gender, Youth and Child Development announced 

that her bureau would be reviewing the Marriage Acts with an eye to increasing and 

standardizing girls’ age of consent. Roughly two weeks later, on November 4, the Ministry held 

a “National Consultation on the Standardization of the Legal Age of Marriage,” and 

subsequently invited “religious leaders of the Muslim, Hindu and Orisa faiths to discuss the 

issue” in “follow-up consultations” at the Ministry’s offices in Port of Spain (Government of the 

Republic of Trinidad and Tobago, 2014). In my interviews with ministry officials, two points 

were apparent: 1) there was an expectation that any reforms would have support among religious 

leaders from these major faiths, and 2) they were especially eager to hear the views of Hindu and 

Muslim women at the National Consultation. Thus, the Ministry women lamented that there 

were not as many of these women present as there should have been, and relayed that those who 

were there told them others were kept from coming by male leaders. Whether this is true or not, 

Hindu and Muslim women did participate in the debate, and they certainly took this cue to 

emphasize their ethnic credentials, as we will see. Hence, this can be seen as the operation of a 

privileged constituent mechanism. 

In the analysis that follows, I present evidence that Hindu women were encouraged to 

enter the debate because of a need for explicitly Hindu voices on the side of reform, but that they 

also adopted solutions compatible with ethno-nationalist frames even as they pushed for an 

increased age of consent. Muslim women, meanwhile, explicitly rejected any separation of their 

ethnic and gender identities. Women whose organizations did not claim a specific ethnic identity, 

and who supported reform, emphasized the ethnicity of victims and of individuals who 

participated in panels they organized on the topic. I argue that discursive opportunities embedded 

in multicultural policy and signaled by the manner in which consultations were designed, carried 
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out, and perceived best account for the emphasis on ethnic difference encountered across 

women’s frames. First, however, I present the women’s organizations that participated in the 

debate and their various positions toward reform. 

The turn toward multicultural policy in government has paralleled an increasing diversity 

in the women’s movement. Beginning in the 1980s, women’s activists who identified as East 

Indian began to think about how their ethnic position in society intersected with their experiences 

as women. New groups, like the Hindu Women’s Organization (HWO), began to form out of 

women’s desire to have spaces in which they could explore these intersections and advance their 

particular needs as members of both the female sex and a particular ethnic community (Baksh-

Soodeen 1998, 79). 

The HWO became the dominant organization representing women from the Hindu 

community in the debate over the Marriage Acts. During the campaign, the organization was led 

by Henny Charran and Brenda Gopeesingh—the latter of whom was later appointed as one of 

TT’s two Special Envoys on Women’s and Children’s Issues in the Commonwealth Caribbean, a 

post in which she continues her advocacy on the issue of consent. Gopeesingh has written of the 

campaign as a “significant step” for the organization because of the immense pressure they felt 

to remain silent in their support for reform. Their reticence was in part due to the stringent 

opposition being broadcast daily in the national newspapers by Satnarine “Sat” Maharaj, 

Secretary General of the Maha Sabha, who presented himself as speaking on behalf of the Hindu 

community. 

They carefully framed the debate as involving a role for distinct cultural norms and 

religious institutions designed to protect women and girls as well as state interventions necessary 

to safeguard their capacity for and exercise of independent decision-making. I characterize this 
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as a bridging of two frames, one focused on protection, the other on autonomy. The compromise 

this bridging entailed was legislation that increased the age of women’s consent to sixteen in the 

religious Acts and eighteen in the Civil Marriage Act as well as educational work on the part of 

the organization itself. The Indian Women’s Group (IWG), coming later to the public debate and 

participating much less than the HWO, adopted a similar frame, bridging concern for East Indian 

traditions of protection with a liberal feminist concern for women’s choice. 

Several women’s organizations representing Muslim women also became involved in the 

debate. One, the Islamic Ladies Social and Cultural Association (ILSCA), drafted the position 

paper that was eventually signed by most of the national Muslim organizations in Trinidad and 

submitted to the MGYCD. The National Muslim Women’s Organisation—a group devoted to 

the advancement of Muslim women in business, government, and society—and Madinah 

House—an organization that addresses domestic violence by providing shelter and services to 

women and children and promoting women’s rights—worked alongside ILSCA in the age of 

consent debate. 

These organizations formed a loose alliance in the campaign and devoted themselves to 

work along two fronts: opposing significant changes to the religious Marriage Acts (especially 

the Muslim Marriage Act) and undertaking educational work within Muslim communities to 

ensure that Islamic laws were being applied in such a way that girls were not being coerced into 

marriage or permitted to marry before they had reached an appropriate level of maturity. Like the 

HWO and IWG, they used a women’s protection frame in which Indo-Trinidadian marriage 

practices were seen as institutions that shield women and girls from the negative consequences of 

sex outside of marriage. However, they also used a frame that emphasized nationalist 

discrimination on the part of the state, arguing that reforms constituted an attack on East Indian 
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culture and religious pluralism. While all of the women’s organizations emphasized ethnic 

difference in their interpretations, this frame surpasses the others in its reflection of the 

postcolonial struggle over ethnic representation in the nation. Hence, I refer to it as an ethno-

nationalist frame. 

Women’s groups that did not claim a specific ethnic identity also engaged in the debate. 

The Family Planning Association of Trinidad and Tobago (FPATT) and the Institute for Gender 

and Development Studies (IGDS) were prominently engaged throughout the debate. The former 

is a local chapter of the International Planned Parenthood Federation and is a leading provider of 

reproductive health and education services for the country as well as an established advocate of 

women’s rights. At its helm are Dr. Jacqueline Sharpe and Dona da Costa Martinez, the former 

and current Executive Directors, respectively, both of whom have led the organization to 

advocate for reform on abortion and to provide counselling for women who have had illegal 

abortions. Data from interviews with both women, press statements issued by the group, as well 

as a public presentation on the debate made by Dr. Sharpe reveal the use of a women’s autonomy 

frame that was consonant with that employed by activists from IGDS. These women form a 

group of activist, feminist scholars based at the University of the West Indies. They participated 

in the debate primarily by hosting and speaking at public forums and by advising other women’s 

organizations, like the HWO (Brenda Gopeesingh, personal correspondence August 2015). 

Though they did not participate publicly in the debate, I also interviewed representatives 

of Working Women for Social Progress (Working Women) in order to gather more evidence of 

frame crystallization among this third type of women’s organization. Working Women boasts an 

ethnically mixed membership and a decades-long record of attention to anti-racist advocacy, 

though the representatives I met with were both identified with the Afro-Christian group. True to 



87 

 

 

 

 

their mission statement’s “core values of equitable access to economic resources and decision-

making; non-violence; and mutual support,” the organization also used a women’s autonomy 

frame, supporting the contention that such a frame did crystallize among groups that do not claim 

a specific ethnic identity. 

Through a discursive analysis of their divergent frames, we can see that Trinidadian 

women’s organizational identity played a role in their position toward the law that would be 

unsurprising for students of postcolonial feminism. Organizations like FPATT were more likely 

to cast (East Indian) cultures as patriarchal and to demand a uniform increase in the age of 

consent as a requisite of women’s right to autonomy. Organizations that identified as Hindu or 

Muslim, on the other hand, were more comfortable leaving a difference between the ethnically-

specific Acts and the Civil Marriage Act. Relatedly, they were more likely to frame cultural 

differences in protectionist terms. 

What is surprising, however, is the degree to which ethnicity and nation figured 

prominently in frames crafted by women who adopted opposing positions. This is best explained 

by the privileging of ethnic pluralism and multicultural commitments signaled by the manner in 

which consultation was carried out. Despite their varying stances on reform and ways of framing 

the issue, all of the women’s groups amplified the belief that ethnic differences affect gender 

practices and that a significant part of the debate on consent was about the need to reform 

cultural practices. For ethnically-unidentified women’s groups, this meant that the state should 

pass laws that criminalize harmful cultural marriage practices, signaling that they are 

unacceptable. For women’s organizations that identified as Indian or, more specifically, Hindu or 

Muslim, this meant that they should initiate conversations within their communities to ensure 

that marriage practices were fulfilling their protective function without coercion. Though there 
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were important framing differences among these organizations, the theme of ethnic difference 

was a common denominator. 

Using postcolonial feminist and social movement theories as a guide, I consider the ways 

in which efforts by the state of Trinidad and Tobago to regulate ethnic conflict are reflected in 

these framing similarities and differences. In what follows, I examine the several frames that 

crystallized among women’s organizations as they debated the minimum age of consent 

established in the country’s Marriage Acts. I argue that, despite variation in the positions women 

adopted toward reform, their frames reflect the institutionalization of a multicultural vision of the 

nation and the government’s concern to be seen respecting, even protecting, ethnic difference. 

We can see these reflections in the way women’s groups define themselves and women’s 

interests, characterize the problems surrounding marital consent, identify solutions, and appeal to 

their constituents and allies for action. 

Discursive Opportunities & Women’s Frames: The Age of Consent as Ethnic Difference 

In this section, I analyze the collective action frames offered by women’s organizations during 

the course of the 2011-2012 Marriage Acts debate. As I examine the content of women’s frames, 

I look for evidence that multicultural policies have influenced them. Benford and Snow’s (2000) 

survey of work on collective action framing established three “core tasks” accomplished by 

frames and useful in distinguishing among different types of frames. All frames must offer a 

diagnosis (identifying victims, characterizing the harm being done, and assigning blame), 

prognosis (offering solutions), and motivation (appealing to urgency, moral imperatives, and 

efficacy). I show that the manner in which women’s organizations accomplish these inter-related 

framing tasks reflects the intersection of nationalist and gendered discourses enshrined in 
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colonial law and valorized in multicultural policy. Thus, the collective action frames deployed by 

various women’s organizations—as evidenced in semi-structured interviews, organization 

position papers and publications, newspaper reports, and parliamentary debates—can be 

explained as strategic choices made in the context of this larger discourse. 

As noted above, women’s organizations took very different positions on Trinidad’s marriage 

law. Groups like FPATT and the IGD pushed for eighteen as the new age of consent for girls 

(and boys) regardless of the religious tradition in which one was marrying. The HWO was less 

adamant; eighteen was probably ideal, but sixteen might be more responsive to the circumstances 

in which girls actually found themselves and was acceptable. The alliance of Islamic women’s 

organizations, meanwhile, felt that the Muslim Marriage Act should maintain twelve as the 

minimum age of consent for girls, though a requirement of judicial consent might be added 

below the age of fifteen. 

These differences on the legal (in)action recommended were certainly reflected in the 

different ways that women framed the issue; however, there were also significant similarities. 

Because of the fragmented nature of the debate, I analyze the frames by comparing their 

diagnostic, prognostic, and motivational elements and tracing the influence of state commitments 

and government priorities in each. I begin by describing the victims each frame portrayed at the 

center of the age of consent issue.  

Diagnosing Problems in the Debate over Early Marriage 

An important aspect of the interpretive differences encouraged by various organizations is the 

way in which girls and women are understood as potential victims and who else, if anyone, is 
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presented as suffering as a result of the status quo or proposed chances to it. Differences among 

women’s frames should be especially apparent in this aspect of the frames because identifying 

victims is central to the core projects of diagnosing problems and assigning blame, but also bears 

directly on the solutions that can be justified under the framework. Indeed, at the most basic 

level—on the question of whether early marriage actually takes place in Trinidad—there was 

disagreement. Beyond this point, frames and counter-frames sparred over various questions 

revolving around the contentious claim that marriages under the age of eighteen are harmful: for 

example, whether youthful marriages are forced or consensual, between young girls and older 

men or amorous youths, a solution to or cause of teenage pregnancy, etc. 

As we would expect—given the various positions adopted—there is quite a bit of distance 

between the image of women and girls offered by ethnically-unaffiliated activists and those 

offered by Indo-Islamic women’s organizations, but less separating these from Indian and Hindu 

women’s organizations. Yet, there is a surprising convergence across these frames. In each, 

ethnicity becomes an important element in the narratives used to illustrate the potential harms 

women and girls face from early marriage (or, alternatively, that they would face if the age of 

consent were raised). First, I will present the diagnostic features of frames that crystallized 

among women’s groups that do not claim a particular religious or racial identity. Then I will 

describe the frames applied by ethnically-identified women’s organizations. 

Women’s Organizations Not Claiming an Ethnic Identity 

FPATT and the IGDS took a very early and active role in the campaign. In early November of 

2011, mere weeks after Minister St. Rose-Greaves put the issue on the government’s agenda, the 

IGDS hosted a panel discussion of the Marriage Acts. FPATT’s president was one of the 
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panelists, as was the University’s Deputy Principal, a former member and founder of Working 

Women. Each figured girls and women as the victims of a law that allowed men control over 

women’s sexuality, depriving women of autonomy. In different ways, they also blamed Islamic 

and Hindu cultural imperatives for this victimization. Along both dimensions, FPATT’s 

portrayal of this victimization was the most vivid, highlighting the beliefs and values animating 

the women’s autonomy frame.  

 FPATT’s president began her presentation with the story of a fourteen-year-old Muslim 

girl who had run away from her marital home after a forced marriage. Recognizing that his 

daughter was “in love” with a young man five years her senior, the girl’s father had gone to the 

boyfriend’s father to arrange a marriage (below the age of twenty, all marriages require parental 

consent). When the boy’s father refused to allow the marriage, the girl was married instead to an 

older man because the chief concern was to ensure that the girl did not become sexually active 

outside of marriage. Now, at fifteen, the girl was suicidal (Sharpe 2015).  

This vignette was held up as an example of the way that the current law deprived women and 

girls of their rights, under international conventions which Trinidad had signed, to free consent to 

marriage. Though her story featured a love story in which a young girl might have freely agreed 

to marry a man close to her age, it warned that parents would not privilege the choices of girls, 

but their own cultural imperatives to preserve respectability. The implication was that, below the 

age of eighteen, when girls were still largely governed by their parents, marriage was never 

really the result of a girl’s consent. Girls were not only deprived of autonomy in the decision to 

marry, but also suffered from disempowerment within marriage. For example, she argued that 

“young brides” have “less negotiating power” for the use of contraceptives than their unmarried 



92 

 

 

 

 

peers. This perpetuated lack of control over their bodies led directly to a slew of health risks 

associated with sexually transmitted disease and pregnancy at an early stage of physical 

development.  

This concern with women’s autonomy and the consequences of its infringement were further 

elaborated in the call to action issued by FPATT a few days later. In it, women and children were 

held up as those suffering under the law. “Child marriage” meant that girls who are not 

“physically and emotionally ready to take on the responsibilities of child bearing,” and who 

“often have limited access to contraception and reproductive health services and information . . . 

are exposed to early and frequent sexual relations, repeated pregnancies and childbirth.” As 

women, they suffer from their lost opportunities for “education and social development,” as do 

their children (La Rose 2011).  

FPATT’s framing took advantage of several state commitments, including its signature of 

international human rights agreements. It amplified the youth of girls at the time of marriage to 

stress the relevance of the Convention on the Rights of the Child, but put even more emphasis on 

the long-term reduction in women’s development, bringing Trinidad’s promise to uphold the 

Convention on the Elimination of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW) into play as well. It 

attempted to elevate these commitments at the same time as it sought to delegitimize counter-

framing based on multicultural rights by playing up the belief that East Indian men prefer to 

dominate East Indian women. Thus, even for a group whose position was threatened by the 

government’s multicultural commitments, frame amplification mechanisms operated to make 

ethnic difference appear a relevant aspect of the phenomenon. 
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Despite their absence from the public debate, Working Women’s approach is also instructive. 

They are part of the network of women’s activists that work to provide social services to women 

and advance women’s interests through FPATT, IGDS, and in the Ministry of Gender. As such, 

the fact that their conception of the debate echoes many encountered in the statements of other 

women’s groups provides additional confidence that the frames did crystallize as observed in the 

IGDS panel and reporting on the FPATT press release. Like FPATT, Working Women viewed 

the issue of consent to marriage from within a women’s autonomy frame.  

In a semi-structured interview with two representatives of Working Women, women and 

girls were consistently figured as individuals who are fulfilled, at least partially, by their ability 

to make and act on independent decisions. They are victimized chiefly by constraints on their 

ability to decide, whether because of coercion or the lack of resources, including information and 

emotional support. They face coercion from the state and, sometimes, from family and 

community-level institutions, and are thus in need of enabling assistance from nongovernmental 

organizations (NGOs), policymakers, and (other) family/community members. Given plenty of 

unbiased information and support, even girls in difficult circumstances are capable of making the 

best decision for themselves and, in the process, of recouping autonomy.  

 Lack of choice was addressed through stories about girls being pressured into abortion or, 

alternatively, being kept from marrying the boys who fathered their children. However, one 

activist addressed the issue of consent to marriage squarely, claiming that some parents married 

their pregnant daughters to older men who they judged better able to provide the material goods 

necessary. While Working Women did not participate in the public discourse on consent, they 
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applied this framework to the issues involved and in their concrete work with women and girls 

who are affected by the law. (Working Women, interview 2015).  

Perhaps because they remained squarely focused on casework instead of legislative 

advocacy, they adopted a more expansive women’s autonomy frame than FPATT or the IGDS. 

They amplified the right of women and girls to decision-making capacity so much that they 

implied a willingness to allow marriages below the age of eighteen. In this regard, their frame 

occupied the space between organizations like FPATT and those affiliated with East Indian and 

Hindu groups who, as we will see, highlighted women’s choice in bridging a women’s autonomy 

and protection frame. Thus, the interpretations offered by Working Women provide additional 

evidence of the women’s autonomy frame that crystallized among two segments of women’s 

organizations during the debate. It also demonstrates the difference in amplification that occurred 

when the women’s autonomy frame was strategically directed toward the goal of maximizing 

state resonance by FPATT.  

Statements made by the head of the Network on NGOs for the Advancement of Women 

in TT (NGOTT) are also revealing in this regard. Obliged to represent the views of many 

different women’s organizations, the network did not take a public position on the issue. 

However, Hazel Brown, long-time activist and Coordinator of NGOTT, applied a women’s 

autonomy frame to the problem when she attempted to influence fellow citizens during the 

deliberative sessions set up for the National Consultation. She insisted that, when young girls 

became pregnant, they lost their autonomy to parents who, facing cultural pressure, force them 

into marriage. “Girls at this age are seen as property to be disposed. Decisions are not being 
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made by girls. There is too much emphasis on cultural norms (dealing with pregnancy) and not 

on human rights of girls” (National Consultation, Appendix III).  

Clearly, a similar way of viewing the issue had crystallized in a women’s autonomy 

frame being used by FPATT, IGDS, and this activist as they attempted to influence government 

officials. The congruence in their frames suggests that their strategic considerations of state 

resonance (as well as counter-framing that would be doing the same) influenced the direction of 

frame amplification mechanisms so that they operated to emphasize the value of women’s long-

term capacity for autonomous decision-making, liberal international norms on human rights, and 

the belief that East Indian men were especially controlling of women’s sexuality.  

Muslim Women’s Organizations  

Before examining the way the HWO and IWG bridged women’s autonomy to protection, I will 

describe the frames used by Muslim women’s organizations. These groups also used a women’s 

protection frame, but bridged it to an ethno-nationalist frame. The effect was that—as evidenced 

by the position paper they crafted for the MGYCD and their discussion of the campaign during 

the semi-structured, group interview I conducted—Muslim women’s organizations (MWOs) 

presented a very different picture of the girls affected by the Marriage Acts and their potential 

victimization.  

For the Islamic women’s organizations, the fundamental problem facing Trinidad’s girls was 

conceptualized in terms of youth pregnancy, not marriage (which they presented as a solution 

and, in any case, a rarity). Thus, one activist (who was a sitting member of Parliament as well as 

a member or former member of many of the MWOs) argued that “women and adolescents have 
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higher priority issues [than child marriage],” such as early pregnancy and single-female headed 

households (Muslim women’s organizations, interview 2015).  

Citing her experience as a secondary school principal for nearly two decades, one activist 

argued, “the hormones rage at fourteen [years of age],” and the society must “understand and 

regulate biological urges.” Though certainly it should not be considered the norm, she pressed 

that there must be some attempt to understand “the exceptional twelve-year-old” as well. She 

was seconded by a female Islamic scholar on both points: twelve-year-old girls are not typically 

mature enough for marriage and sexual relationships, but some are.  The animating logic was 

that some girls would be sexually active regardless of their marital status, but marriage might 

protect them from negative outcomes such as single-motherhood, the spread of sexually 

transmitted diseases, lack of social support, and the “moral ills” attendant on “a high level of 

promiscuity.” (Muslim women’s organizations, interview 2015).  

Relatedly, the Islamic women also drew attention to a different set of victims. Where other 

women’s groups emphasized the coerced girl the disempowered and unprepared woman, MWOs 

pitied the women raising children alone and children growing up with no knowledge of their 

fathers. Again, the activist with experience in the schools offered a story about registration days 

when the faculty would see many men returning over and over again, each time appearing with a 

different woman and set of children to register. It was an explosive secret that the teachers took 

care not to reveal (Muslim women’s organizations, interview 2015).  

These representations of women were generated by two separate frames offered by Islamic 

women’s organizations opposed to the proposed legal changes, both significantly different from 

the women’s autonomy frame outlined above. The first, a women’s protection frame, described 
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females as equally or even more mature than males at early ages, but more vulnerable to the 

potential negative consequences of early pregnancy and responsibility for children.  

The second frame, designated as an ethno-nationalist frame, is complementary to the first but 

distinct in its attention to the implication of nationalist power struggles in the debate, so that 

women’s spiritual needs and religious identities are highlighted. Women are primarily figured as 

members of specific communities that face socio-political discrimination and neo-colonization 

from the Trinidadian state and the international community, as represented by the United Nations 

(Muslim womens organizations, interview 2015). Thus, the victim becomes not women, in 

general, but women of specific (for these organizations, chiefly Islamic, but also Hindu) religious 

communities.  

These frames were bridged by the belief that the national (and not Indo-Islamic) culture 

encourages youthful promiscuity while incapacitating communal (i.e., religious) institutions 

designed to protect women (Muslim women’s organizations, interview 2015). This entailed 

reframing the problem away from the law and toward national culture. Blame is not due to the 

Marriage Act, which provides protection for women, but to the undermining and misinterpreting 

of Islamic (and Trinidadian) law. 

 Hence, in highlighting youth pregnancy and sexual activity outside of marriage as their 

paramount concerns, the Islamic women also diagnosed prevailing cultural imagery as a 

contributing factor. In our interview, the women stated that “Carnival culture” has come to 

represent the nation’s culture, citing its celebration in primary schools throughout the islands. 

They cited this as an example of the ways in which the dominant culture encourages young girls 

to behave sexually without emphasizing healthy relationships and life choices. Framed this way, 
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the problem is an encroachment of outside cultural and religious systems, aided by the state’s 

promotion of one Creole image in its representation of the nation.  

It is important to recognize this view of Carnival/Creole as part of a strategic conception of 

gendered and national politics instead of a simple assertion of the facts. Scholars have certainly 

credited African slaves and their descendants with synthesizing elements of European 

Christianity with African Yoruba and other traditions in order to create a new Caribbean culture, 

of which Carnival is an example. However, East Indians in Trinidad have blended their traditions 

with others, too, and today’s youth are not the first East Indians to adopt cultural practices from 

outside of Asia. In fact, Hindu and Muslim East Indians were participating in Carnival 

celebrations long before they became public events, so that the tradition can equally be claimed 

as part of their legacies, too (Reddock 2006; Shepherd 1996; Samaroo 1996). The ethno-

nationalist frame, however, amplified the association of Carnival with Afro-Christian 

communities to render it a foreign threat to the Islamic traditions of Trinidad. 

This frame also allowed Islamic women to counter claims made in the women’s autonomy 

frame being applied by other women’s organizations. While groups like FPATT and, as we’ll see 

shortly, HWO insisted that marriage below a certain age necessarily involves coercion and 

primarily serves the interests of men or culture, MWOs portrayed these claims as a 

misrepresentation of Islamic law and stereotypes about Muslims. Consider legislator-activist’s 

declaration that youthful Muslim’s marriages in Trinidad are “not the cultural tradition that the 

media highlights; bride-price is not practiced here” (interview, July 2015).  

The ethno-nationalist frame reformulates a concern with coercion as the symptom of anti-

Islamic attitudes among the Christian elite of Trinidad and the colonizing societies of Western 

Europe and the US. Attention is called away from a concern with marriage and toward a defense 
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of Trinidadian Muslims, including Islamic women, against a discourse used to associate 

traditional, religious, patriarchal practices with Islam and oppose these to the enlightened, 

rational, and egalitarian practices of the West. 

They pointed out (as women’s organizations supporting reform had, in fact, acknowledged), 

that Trinidad’s Civil Marriage Act relied on Catholic traditions and, since it did not stipulate a 

minimum age, could be used to apply canon law stipulating the minimum age of marriage at 

twelve for girls and sixteen for boys (Muslim women’s organizations, interview 2015, Position 

Paper for the Islamic Community, Appendix II). During our conversation, one activist 

responded, “We aren’t giving it up if they aren’t,” revealing the shift of emphasis from 

protection of girls to communal empowerment (Muslim women’s organizations, interview 2015).   

At this point in our conversation, activists turned to a related discussion of the UN and 

international pressure to adopt eighteen as the minimum age of consent. They portrayed a 

segment of Trinidad’s national elite as using the idea of UN-promulgated, supposedly universal 

and internationally-recognized rights to present Islamic and Hindu practices as antiquated and 

illegal under international law, all while ignoring the ways in which Christian traditions in 

Trinidad and in Western states violate these rights. Similarly, their position paper had made a 

point of stressing the state’s democratic obligation to prioritize domestic above international 

opinion, which they characterized as divided in any case.  

One representative pointed out to the group that the UN conventions’ adoption of eighteen as 

the minimum age of marriage “does not create problems for other states because of the right of 

reservation.” Another cited the Vatican as an example, saying “it is very interesting to see how 

canon law is protected,” but also listing Saudi Arabia and Malaysia as states that make 

reservations. “What you will find interesting,” she continued, “is that you find developed 
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countries with their own laws, whereas the underdeveloped are trying to comply.” She 

concluded, “The UN is not a sledgehammer with various ‘global’ decisions,” but exists “to 

preserve peace, just as Islam” (Muslim women’s organizations, interview 2015). When the 

demand that marriage law comply with UN conventions is viewed from within the communal 

empowerment frame, the focus is on the ethnic power relations motivating (and effected by) the 

demand as much as it is on the merit of the conventions’ provisions as protection for women and 

girls. 

Even when they conceded that the potential for coercion or a lack of maturity to express 

consent was a problem, the importance of religious maintenance was amplified because of the 

bridging of the women’s protection and ethno-nationalist frames. MWOs blamed 

misunderstanding among Muslims, not Islamic law itself, for creating the possibility of girls 

marrying without meaningful consent. Though the connection was not stated explicitly by the 

organizations’ position papers or their representatives, this perspective fits well with the 

complaint that the Islamic tradition in Trinidad was being maligned through association with the 

more harmful and patriarchal practices of other Muslims in other parts of the world. If Muslim 

women and girls were to be protected, this would require increased valuation and understanding 

of true Islamic traditions.  

The manner in which MWOs bridged protection and ethno-nationalist frames allowed them 

to take advantage of discursive opportunities created by the state. In my interviews with women 

working within the Ministry of GYCD, I inquired about the consultation process undertaken as 

well as the Ministry’s goals in revisiting the Marriage Acts. As one might expect, a women’s 

activist who had gone on to work as a legal consultant for the Ministry of GYCD was very 

careful in the language she chose to describe the goals of the Ministry. Upon being asked what 
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age the Ministry was seeking to establish as the minimum age of marriage, she replied that the 

Ministry held consultations in order “to standardize and raise” the age of marriage, but that they 

were not seeking a specific age. Instead, she emphasized the process of “hearing the views of key 

stakeholders and the public,” and of deliberation to “see what [changes to the Marriage Act] they 

could agree with.” The Ministry’s Director of Gender Affairs also confirmed that “the hosting of 

consultation is a policy of the government” used to ensure that public opinion is considered. An 

institutional commitment to democratic deliberation and consensus-building was evident.  

Yet, as our conversation progressed, it became clear that the key stakeholders envisioned 

were spokespersons for Hindu and Muslim religious institutions and ethnic organizations 

(Ministry of Gender, Youth, and Child Development, interview, July 2015). This is also borne 

out by the way the National Consultation was described in the state’s response to Universal 

Periodic Review recommendations made by the UN in 2011. Describing its work to implement 

recommendations that it “intensify efforts to combat practices and beliefs that undermine human 

rights, including the rights of women and children,” the government listed its review of the 

Marriage Acts. It noted the National Consultation as well as its subsequent efforts to reach 

consensus among religious leaders. (Government of the Republic of Trinidad and Tobago, 2014). 

As we will see, their bridged frame not only justified solutions that advanced the position of 

Muslim women and their organizations within Trinidad’s government, but also within the 

Islamic community. 

Indian and Hindu Women’s Organizations 

The familiarity between the frames of MWOs and those constructed by the Hindu Women’s 

Organization (HWO) and the Indian Women’s Group (IWG) are striking, given the fact that the 
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HWO campaigned strenuously for the minimum age to be raised, whereas the MWOs opposed 

these efforts. Part of the reason for similarity is that the HWO and IWG also adopted a women’s 

protection frame and, like all of the women’s groups, amplified themes of ethnic difference. 

However, the frames they used were also different from the MWOs because they were bridged to 

the women’s autonomy frames used by their allies, rather than the ethno-nationalist frames used 

by MWOs. 

In a petition created and circulated (in person and online)—and later submitted to the 

government—by the HWO, government data is presented in order to demonstrate the extent to 

which girls are the victims of sexual violence and exploitation outside of marriage, and it is 

stated that “in the Caribbean, the sexual initiation of males and females is known to occur at a 

very early age” and, while “common-law unions are common in the Caribbean,” they “are not 

acceptable to faith-based organisations” (HWO 2012, Appendix II). Thus, girls are seen as 

victims of a Caribbean culture (one that is explicitly differentiated from “faith-based” traditions) 

that encourages premature sexual relationships that put them at risk of physical, developmental, 

and spiritual harm.  

Yet, girls were twice-victimized by the traditional solutions of Hindu and Muslim 

communities. For these ethnic communities, early marriage was seen “as a safety net for girls 

who might become pregnant early.” Instead, they should understand “the medical and 

psychological disadvantages that young girls are likely to endure in an early marriage,” and 

reach “a consensus on how to rationalize the dictates of religion with the need for harmony and 

mutual respect within the larger society” (“Hindu women discuss early marriages,” 2012). Thus, 

the HWO framed girls as victims of both ethnically-specific, traditional pressures for early 
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marriage and also of early sexualization within a vaguely-defined, but implicitly Creole, national 

culture.  

In their critique of marriage as a second victimization, the HWO deployed a women’s 

autonomy frame quite similar to that used by FPATT. In a press release advertising their June 

2012 public forum on the Marriage Acts (organized with funding from the MGYCD), the HWO 

billed the event as a discussion of “early and forced marriage,” echoing the concern with 

coercion evident in the frames offered by FPATT and Working Women representatives (“Hindu 

women discuss early marriages,” 2012). Speaking to the press about their petition, the group’s 

president rejected the notion that a girl was capable of giving consent below the age of 16 

outright: “A child is not mentally or emotionally equipped to give such consent, and therefore all 

child marriage is forced marriage” (“Petition urges: stop child marriage,” 2012).  

In addition, the HWO included harms caused by early marriage among those facing girls. 

The petition they crafted implied that, regardless of whether girls have the maturity to consent to 

marriage, they may lack the physical development required of childbirth, activating the belief 

that pregnancy would be more likely (or, at least more accepted) in marriage. It cites a litany of 

woes girls can experience due to early marriage; these include negative impacts on their 

“personal and social development . . . such as . . . [reduced] opportunities for education” and 

“injurious health consequences . . . such as premature pregnancy, sexually transmitted infections, 

. . . being physically and psychologically immature . . . [to handle] the related responsibilities of 

being a wife and mother (HWO 2012, Appendix II). These statements reflect doubts about the 

capacity of young girls to make a decision about entering a sexual or marital relationship as well 

as concern that their future decision-making capabilities will be reduced—both issues of central 

concern in the autonomy frame.  
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   The IWG—though much less involved than either the MWOs or the HWO—likewise 

reflected the blending of women’s autonomy and protection. In an interview for Newsday, the 

organization’s vice-president explained the group’s support for an increase to the age of eighteen 

by arguing that girls “cannot be ready for marriage.” Though “there are families where early 

marriages are part of their culture,” they must recognize the harms done to women: “getting 

married so young would prevent them from experiencing . . . so many opportunities in life.” 

Even if a young girl became pregnant, marriage “should not be forced on her” because “children 

make mistakes” and there were alternative ways to provide care for her child (Baal 2011).  

Notice that the primary ills to be avoided concern threats to women and girl’s autonomy 

posed by parents forcing girls to marry and marriage preventing girls from taking advantage of 

opportunities for personal development. However, in the context of a discourse in which the 

vice-president felt the need to clarify her disapproval of pre-marital sex, and her choice of a 

narrative in which marriage was considered as a solution to (not cause of) early sexual activity, 

the need to protect girls from the risks of early sex outside of marriage is also recognized.  

 

Besides demonstrating the crystallization of various frames among women’s organizations, 

this review of the diagnostic features of their frames also provides evidence that ethnic 

differences were amplified in each of them, though nowhere as much as in the ethno-nationalist 

frame of the MWOs. The very structure of the IGDS panel speaks to this: the five speakers 

reflected African and Indian ancestry as well as Christian, Hindu, and Islamic traditions.  In fact, 

at the end of her presentation, an organizer apologized to the Muslim woman activist, claiming 

that the intent had not been, as the panelist suggested, to have her speak “only” as a 

representative of Muslim opinion; however, the design of the panel certainly justified the 
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panelist’s feelings. As we have seen, the narrative of the FPATT panelist also implied the 

importance of religious mores: Muslim intolerance for sex outside of marriage had motivated the 

father to force his daughter into marriage; the law had simply facilitated this particular cultural 

response.  

 In the MWOs frames, certainly, ethnicity is a core concept. The women’s protection 

frame also stresses the need for traditional practices designed to shield women from the moral 

and material damage done by informal and impermanent sexual relationships. These protections 

are associated with the integrity of a Muslim communal identity which, in the communal 

empowerment frame, is itself under attack. Thus, threats to religious diversity also become 

threats to women and girls under pressure from an encroaching Western/Creole culture that 

encourages promiscuity. The frames of the HWO and IWG also reflect the relevance of religious 

identity for questions of marital consent.  

Prognosis & Motivation: Identifying Solutions and the Role of Women’s Organizations 

The frame an organization adopts is, ideally, capable of creating an interpretive lens through 

which the problems identified, the solutions recommended, and specific actions taken by the 

organization are clearly related and compelling. The need for complementarity encourages 

framing that harmonizes the goals of an organization—whether inducing state action, influencing 

social practices, or something else—with the explanation it has given for what is going on in a 

particular area. The role a social movement organization envisions for itself is partly dependent 

on the way it poses the problems and the solutions it offers (Benford and Snow 2000). 

Unsurprisingly, then, the themes—of women’s autonomy and protection, ethnic nationalism and 

difference—we have detailed in the diagnostic elements of women’s frames are also evidenced 



106 

 

 

 

 

in the prognostic and motivational elements. Examining their demands and the contributions they 

hoped to make, we see more connections between the opportunities provided by multicultural 

policy and the amplification of ethno-nationalist themes, even in frames that were not primarily 

ethno-nationalist in character.  

The activists I interviewed from FPATT and the IGDS agreed the law was important for 

women’s actual circumstances, and that increasing the minimum age of marriage to eighteen 

would improve the situation of women and girls, particularly those from Muslim or Hindu 

communities. The HWO and IWG also stressed the need to increase girls’ minimum age to at 

least sixteen. Specifically, they called for making sixteen the minimum age at which girls can 

marry with parental consent in each of the religious Marriage Acts and making eighteen the 

minimum age in the Civil Marriage Act. In calling for state action, all four of these organizations 

underscored the state’s obligations under international human rights agreements. The IGDS and 

FPATT attempted to ease the state’s concerns about multiculturalism by casting the Marriage 

Acts as bolstering male dominance and thus harming Muslim and Hindu women, but also argued 

that reform would not reduce the integrity of these cultures. The IGDS and HWO tried to show 

that Hindus and Muslims, particularly women, favored reform. The HWO sought compromise 

that allowed a protective role for religious marriages between the ages of sixteen and eighteen.  

MWOs, on the other hand, proposed continuing access to youthful marriage as a solution 

to the most urgent problems they saw plaguing women and communities. Since they also 

recognized at least the potential for coercion, MWOs offered community education and more 

prominence for women’s interpretations of Islamic traditions and teachings as correctives to 

misunderstanding of and misinformation regarding Islamic law. In rejecting state intervention, 



107 

 

 

 

 

they underscored democratic concerns about international law and beliefs about the unequal 

application of international law, so that countries like the U.S. could ignore it without criticism. 

Women’s Organizations Not Claiming an Ethnic Identity  

 

The ethnically-unidentified women’s groups framed solutions in terms of increasing 

girl’s autonomy, underscoring the state’s obligations to uphold these rights. In my interview with 

representatives of the NGO Working Women, one woman reflected on this point by way of 

recalling being asked by a fifteen year old girl, “Miss, don’t I have rights?” In this case, the girl 

was facing familial pressure to have an (illegal) abortion, but the base issue is the same for these 

activists: the girl’s right to make an informed decision. Their solutions amplified the state’s 

responsibility to uphold international conventions on women’s and children’s rights by passing 

legislation and providing services that would provide them with opportunities for personal 

development foreclosed by early marriage.   

As we’ve seen, the director of NGOTT also diagnosed the problem of early marriage 

from within a women’s autonomy frame at the National Consultation. Her statements reflect the 

frame’s solutions as well. Deliberating with fellow citizens, she argued that legal change was 

necessary: “there needs to be a transition between childhood and adulthood that is facilitated by 

the law. A breech in the transition is what leads to a lack of educational opportunities.” However, 

this would be inadequate without “more effort and public awareness on the impact of early 

marriage on girls” as well as “support services such as information and basic necessities,” so that 

girls would be less likely to become pregnant and, if they did become pregnant, would face less 

pressure to marry (National Consultation 2011, Appendix III).  
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Given that the representatives from Working Women were focused squarely on their 

counselling of girls in crisis situations, it is perhaps not surprising that they echoed the Director 

of NGOTT’s concern about providing practical, everyday services to girls who cannot find 

protection or empowerment in either state policy or community/family support. Working with a 

frame that assumed both the importance of individual autonomy and the pervasiveness of 

coercion, these activists work to provide alternative choices, information, and support for women 

and girls who might otherwise be exploited by the social institutions that purport to protect them. 

They framed their organization’s role as empowering girls to make and follow-through on 

independent choices even as they are in the position of having others (family, community, state) 

attempt to determine how to “fix” the problem of their unplanned pregnancies (either by way of 

making it respectable by getting married or by terminating the pregnancy in secret). 

FPATT, too, argued that “girls and women should expect that the government will 

protect them and the state should recognize its responsibility.” The minimum age of marriage, 

they demanded, must be raised to eighteen in order “respect, protect, and fulfill the rights of girl 

children and women (La Rose 2011).” In her presentation at the IGDS panel discussion, the 

FPATT president cited India’s 2007 Prohibition of Child Marriage Act, which raised to eighteen 

women’s age of consent to marriage. In doing so, she suggested that changing the Marriage Act 

would not diminish the cultural integrity of Trinidad’s Hindu and Muslim communities. As she 

ended her presentation, she asked, rhetorically, “Where do human rights happen?” “In small 

places, close to home,” she told the audience. “Unless they happen here, they will not happen 

anywhere” (Sharpe 2011).  

These are all illustrations of the solutions offered by women’s groups using the autonomy 

frame. In each case, a primary goal is ensuring that women and girls are not coerced into 
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marriage. For FPATT, the IGDS, and the activist from NGOTT, the answer was to criminalize 

all marriage below the age of eighteen. This followed logically from their belief that girls’ 

choices rarely had anything to do with a parent’s decision to allow their marriage—because 

religious mores dictated marriage as a response to pregnancy—and that women’s future capacity 

to make decisions for herself and her children was diminished by early marriage. The state had 

promised to uphold the rights of women and girls, so the government was obliged to pass 

legislation and provide services that would prevent girls from being pressured into marriages that 

would foreclose opportunities for equal education and personal growth. The IGDS and FPATT 

committed themselves to advocating reform and propelling a conversation on the topic among 

women, and FPATT also joined Working Women in linking its continued provision of direct 

services to the alleviation of the pressures upon women, especially those who were young and 

pregnant.  

These solutions have little to do with cultural peculiarities, even though the root of the 

problem was often located in “cultural” pressure to marry a young girl to prevent or legitimize 

her pregnancy. So, it is all the more suggestive that the two organizations who were prominently 

involved in the public debate—FPATT and the IGDS—did refer to ethnic identities in their 

proposals and acknowledged its importance in their actions. The state’s institutionalized 

multicultural policy meant that the government would be especially sensitive to charges that it 

was trying to erase ethnic differences or was devaluing the merit of Indo-Trinidadian’s two 

dominant religious traditions.  

Hence, as noted above, FPATT pointed to India’s adoption of the same reforms to 

discredit these claims. The IGDS, for its part, tried to reach a women’s consensus on reform by 

organizing and participating in discussions that included representatives from Hindu, Muslim, 
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and Orisa, as well as Christian faiths. What’s more, its foremost activist, in her presentation, 

stressed (as did the MWOs) that the “Civil” Marriage Act was, for all intents and purposes, the 

Christian Marriage Act and was also in need of reform (Reddock 2011). This was claimed on the 

technical basis that the Civil Act did not expressly set a minimum age, even though it implied 

eighteen in its wording. Clearly, the intent of this argument (and the very real demand the groups 

made for reform of the Civil Marriage Act) was to balance the scale and nip claims of ethnic 

favoritism in the bud.  

The Hindu Women’s Organization 

The HWO, as we have seen, developed a perspective that bridged the need to protect women 

from the consequences of early “sexual initiation” to the concern that women and girls be able to 

exercise decision-making autonomy. Applied to the search for solutions, this framework led 

them to recommend that the religious Marriage Acts “retain a safety net of age 16 with consent 

from the child and parents of guardians.” They also adopted the strategy of the IGDS, insisting 

that the Civil Marriage Act required reform as well. However, the role these women envisioned 

for themselves was large, and their work on the issue has led them to increase their work in 

various other areas as well (Brenda Gopeesingh, personal correspondence, August 2015). 

The HWO joined the debate because the male Secretary General of the Maha Sabha, a 

prominent Hindu institution, had come out very clearly against the proposal for reform, and the 

women felt that more voices from the Hindu community should be added to the conversation. 

Their first action was to submit a “discussion paper” to the newspapers in which they “attempted 

to weigh both sides of the divide . . . to determine what line of action could be taken by our 

group.” Next, in November of 2011, they published “Hinduism—An Overview & Rejecting 
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Violence Against Women,” and circulated 1,000 copies “to sensitize [the Hindu] community to 

the detrimental effects of early marriage.” They also held two public discussions, the first (in 

March 2012) was purposively designed so that the speakers represented the Hindu, Muslim, 

Orisa, and Christian faiths (Brenda Gopeesingh, personal correspondence August 2015). 

Announcing the second, in June of the same year, the HWO announced their intention “to 

rationalize the dictates of religion with the need for harmony and mutual respect within the larger 

society,” and “to build consciousness and raise awareness of this issue within our communities . . 

. to influence a change of opinion” (“Hindu women discuss marriage” 2012).  

Several influences are apparent. First, the state’s multicultural policy created a context in 

which it was expected that the government would heed the opinion of each religious community. 

Thus, the women were spurred to action by the knowledge that, if they did not speak up, they 

would be represented by the male leader who had already spoken out.  Some additional evidence 

that this knowledge was correct is provided by a brief parliamentary debate that occurred after 

the cycle of contention had ended in inaction. Representative Cox, of the opposition PNM, 

chastised the government for failing to carry out the reforms and, though she repeated arguments 

familiar to FPATT and IGDS’ autonomy frame, the women’s organization that she highlighted 

was the HWO, suggesting that she, too, considered the ethnic identity of these activists an 

important point (Trinidad and Tobago House of Representatives Debate 2013).  

But the policy not only created conditions that invited the engagement of Hindu and East 

Indian women in general), it also shaped the form that engagement took. The women conceived 

of their role as primarily building consensus among Hindus that marriage below the age of 

eighteen was rarely—and below the age of sixteen, never—the best way to protect girls. As we 
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will see in the evidence to which we now turn, the same prognostic framing was adopted by 

MWOs. 

Muslim Women’s Organizations 

Framing the problem in terms of the need to protect women from the negative repercussions of 

early pregnancy and sexual activity outside of marriage—whether due to the influence of a 

national-yet-foreign “Carnival culture” or precocious development—Muslim women proposed 

maintaining religious marriage laws as they were and acknowledging the supportive role played 

by communities. When the problem was located in a lack of knowledge regarding Islamic law 

and doctrine designed to protect women and guarantee their free consent to marriage, solutions 

were located in community dialogue, religious education and training, as well as women’s 

scholarship and leadership. Because the ethno-nationalist frame continuously called into question 

the motivations and effects of the state as an instrument of national elites acting to exclude or 

devalue non-Christian communities, it was never offered as a solution, except insofar as its 

inaction regarding the Marriage Acts can be seen as a contribution.  

The diagnosis of the problem as one of misunderstanding among Muslims justified 

MWO’s educational work within the Islamic community and institutions. With the bridged 

protection and ethno-nationalist frames, they could absorb concerns about girls’ consent while 

rejecting criticism of the Muslim Marriage Act with the argument that a correct interpretation of 

Islamic traditions provided more protection for girls than the state could. This diagnosis of the 

problem opened the way for MWOs to take up the role of educators and guides. Thus, a major 

undertaking of the group was to hold their own series of consultations and a seminar within the 

Islamic community.  
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According to their representatives, five speakers were invited to give presentations at a 

seminar they organized for the Islamic community to consider the age of consent to marriage. 

The speakers were chosen for their expertise in “the four necessary areas” involved in the debate: 

Islamic law, national law, physical health, and psycho-social development. Two of the five 

speakers were women. One was a doctor and spoke about the physical development of girls and 

the risks of early pregnancy. The other was one of two Islamic scholars invited to speak on 

Sharia law. This scholar clarified Islamic law in regards to marriage and protection of women.  

Her understanding of Islamic law was a significant resource for the women’s 

organizations, as demonstrated by the suggestion that, should an amendment to the Muslim 

Marriage Act be made, it should be to require judicial consent in addition to parental consent for 

marriage of girls under the age of fifteen years old. This concession was made in the position 

paper written and promulgated by one of the MWOs following the consultations. It was signed 

by nine major Islamic associations representing many of the smaller Islamic organizations in 

Trinidad. I never came across this suggestion, or any of the explanations of Sharia she offered, in 

the public statements of other participants in the debate so, to my knowledge, this suggestion is 

attributable to her influence on the women activists.  

In our interview, she stressed that twelve is clearly seen as the minimum age at which 

girls could possibly be mature enough to enter into marriage, but that girls younger than fifteen 

should never be assumed to be far enough along in their development to give consent. Special 

attention to this younger group was required by Sharia, so not only was judicial consent 

considered as a possible safeguard, but Islamic women’s organizations began work toward 

increasing training for Imams (who are licensed marriage officers under the Muslim Marriage 

Act) and increased counselling services for young girls and married couples.  
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The need for increased education on related issues was also revealed in our group 

interview when a representative of one MWO asked about contraception. Other women present 

had already distinguished between early marriage and early pregnancy, saying that a couple 

could get married and delay pregnancy in the interest of the girl’s continued physical and 

educational development (this was part of their argument that marriage was a solution to early 

sexual relations). However, this representative returned to the question, directing her inquiry to 

the Islamic scholar and explaining that a male scholar had told her all contraception was 

forbidden. The scholar assured her that there was no universal prohibition on all types of 

contraception, and that short-term methods were surely allowed so that women could comply 

with “the thumb-rule in Islam, which is to do the least harm.” She drew on personal experience 

to illustrate the principle: when she had her first child, she used contraception to delay her 

second pregnancy because she wanted to breastfeed and didn’t feel she could physically support 

both a newborn and a pregnancy (interview).  

As one representative chimed in, “If our Muslim men did as they should, we would have 

no need to lead” (interview). By claiming that part of the problem was incorrect application of 

Islamic law, rather than the law itself, Islamic women were able to defend their religion from 

Western, Christian stereotypes of Islam as especially oppressive to women. They rejected any 

conflict between their Muslim and female identities. Instead, they acknowledged the imperfect 

practice of their faith, and offered women’s leadership as a remedy. This provided a very clear 

example of the ways in which the ethno-nationalist and women’s protection frames revealed a 

subtle blending of nationalist and gendered agendas. 
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Conclusions 

Despite their differences with regard to the law, women’s groups stressed the connection 

between ethnic identities and gender practices and the relevance of this relationship to the debate 

at hand. The HWO built alliances with ethnic women’s groups like the IWG as well as 

ethnically-unidentified women’s groups, like IGDS and FPATT. These took the lead in 

campaigning for an increased age of consent to marriage. On the other hand, MWOs rose to 

prominence among Muslim groups opposing the reforms, ultimately offering to accept reforms 

far short of those proposed. Yet, themes of ethnic difference figure prominently in all of their 

arguments.  

Ethnicity appeared alternatively as the cultural coercions that robbed women and girls of 

autonomy, the protective religious traditions that shielded girls from the ill-effects of sex outside 

of marriage, and the identity under attack from the state’s discriminatory, assimilative 

tendencies. Organizations like FPATT, which do not explicitly identify with any ethnic group, 

were more likely to cast (East Indian) cultures as patriarchal and to demand a uniform increase in 

the age of consent as a requisite of women’s right to autonomy. Organizations that identified as 

Hindu or Muslim, on the other hand, were more comfortable leaving a difference between the 

ethnically-specific Acts and the Civil Marriage Act. Relatedly, they were more likely to frame 

cultural differences in protectionist terms. 

To understand the various political positions adopted by women in Trinidad as they 

grappled with the minimum age of marriage under various religious Marriage Acts, we need a 

theoretical perspective capable of mapping the interrelationships linking discourses of 

ethnoreligious difference, nationalism, and gender. To explain why the ethnic identity of women 
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activists and the nationalist implications of women’s age of consent assumed such importance in 

Trinidad’s debate, but (as we shall see) appear nearly irrelevant in Guyana, we require a causal 

account of frame construction and crystallization. Postcolonial feminism and frame analysis 

serve these needs. Respectively, they identify the reliance of nationalisms on certain 

constructions of gender and map the mechanisms through which women amplify ethnicity or 

other identities, connecting their framing choices to discursive opportunities located in 

government policy.  

Postcolonial theories, including “third world” feminism (Mohanty 1992), chart the terrain 

on which struggles over representation take place, calling attention to the historical and 

international backdrop against which nations define themselves and the ways in which gender 

forms an integral part of this struggle. This perspective makes sense of women’s sometimes 

divergent approaches to state intervention in gender relations. In the case of Trinidad’s Marriage 

Act debate, they help explain the opposition of MWOs to reform from within an ethno-

nationalist frame when so many other women’s organizations, including Indian and Hindu-

affiliated groups, were pushing for reform.  

As we’ve seen, Islamic women’s organizations opposed to a universal marriage law 

offered two complementary frames: one structured around ethno-nationalist empowerment, the 

other women’s protection. Within these frames, women and girls are seen as members of 

particular religious communities, which can contribute to their spiritual, mental, physical, and 

material well-being if not impeded by the state or the international community. However, 

Trinidad’s national political elite, in collaboration with the UN, are portrayed as frequent 

impediments, disparaging of Trinidad’s Muslims (and Hindus) because they privilege a (largely 
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Afro-Euro) Christian tradition in their representation of the nation. With negative influences 

from this tradition increasing the need to protect girls from sin, STDs, early pregnancy, and 

having to care for children without the aid of husbands, solutions include actions that 

simultaneously empower women’s religious communities and women’s positions within those 

communities.  

In this debate, state-based solutions are discounted because religious communities offer 

the best solutions for girls, and the state should primarily support their efforts. To the extent that 

there is concern about the quality of support offered by religious communities, the remedy is to 

educate and train its leaders on the protections their religion guarantees to women and girls. 

Women’s organizations and women leaders can contribute to these efforts through activism in 

the Islamic community and through public service that provides positive images of Muslims as 

part of the nation.  

The postcolonial feminist position also sheds light on the activism of Brenda Gopeesingh 

and the other women of the Hindu Women’s Organization. Understanding the intertextuality of 

discourses on gender and nation Hindu women’s initial apprehension about acting publicly in 

support of the reforms. They shared with Muslim women a feeling that the Trinidadian nation 

had long been portrayed as more African than East Indian, and they understood the defensive 

response of some Hindus. Still, they were wary of sacrificing the rights of girls and women to a 

symbolic struggle over ethnic politics. Caught between the fact that gender regulation would be 

used by one group or another to symbolize cultural superiority and the conviction that women 

and girls are truly harmed by early marriage, they crafted a careful frame that maximized 

women’s autonomy while still allowing East Indians to manage gender distinctively. The fact 

that Hindus account for a much larger share of the population than Muslims—and that Muslims 
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are, at present, much more maligned in the popular imagination than Hindus—also helps explain 

why the HWO and IWG were willing to support significant reforms and bridged an autonomy 

frame to protection while MWOs rejected almost any legislative changes and bridged protection 

to an ethno-nationalist frame.  

Feminist critiques of multicultural policy focus on the state’s social contract with 

individual women and encourage state intervention in local organizations, including the family, 

on behalf of individuals. Liberal feminists would expect women who have organized on behalf 

of women’s rights to demand these interventions, but MWOs did not adopt this position even 

when they accepted the possibility of coercion. We would be left to explain Islamic women’s 

framing efforts as the result of false consciousness, leading to the highly unsatisfactory 

conclusion that the theorist understands these women’s obstacles and paths to well-being better 

than they do.  

 Furthermore, the expectations of critics like Okin (1999) are not fully borne out with 

regard to the effects of multicultural policy. As I have shown, Trinidad’s multicultural 

commitments encouraged the participation of women on both sides of the debate. Okin’s 

prediction that the only women privileged in multicultural decision making would be 

conservative women seeking social standing at the expense of other women is also challenged by 

a more complicated reality. The activists I spoke with from NMOs were concerned with the 

reputation of their organizations held by male-dominated institutions within the community; 

however, they were actively promoting women’s leadership within those very institutions, 

including in religious scholarship. They argued that they were entitled to both group rights and 

women’s rights. From their perspective, their cultural traditions held out the promise for meeting 

women’s needs for protection and full development. If men’s interests were dominating the 
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interpretations and practices, the solution was more involvement on the part of groups like theirs, 

not state intervention they suspected of condescension.  

 Liberal multicultural analyses fare no better in illuminating the choices made by women 

in Trinidad’s debate. Assuming that states privilege certain nations at the expense of others, but 

can empower individuals by recognizing the value of their identity group, this theory 

foreshadows frames that blame the state for weakening minority religious institutions while 

playing favorites with other communities. Yet, it tends to imagine ethno-national groups as 

monoliths with reified, unchanging and uncontested traditions, populated by individuals with 

singular identities.  

It would not envision any women’s activism like that of Nafeesa Mohammed—the 

Muslim speaker in the IGDS forum, who said she was “between a rock and a hard place” and felt 

like “an animal going to slaughter” because of the tension she felt between the need to protect 

girls from teenage pregnancy and STDs and ensure their consent to marriage, but also to defend 

the right of Muslims to evolve, in their own way, their traditions to address the needs of women 

and girls. Similarly, the perspective obscures the activism of Brenda Gopeesingh, the Hindu 

Women’s Organization, and the Indian Women’s Group.  

 Postcolonial feminism offers a markedly clearer guide to the maneuvers undertaken by 

various women’s organizations in the debate. Understanding the historically nationalistic and 

gendered terrain on which the debate was played helps make sense of the twists and turns 

activists took where liberal feminist or multicultural theories would expect a simple fork in the 

road: those for women’s rights turn left toward state protection and women’s autonomy; those 

for group rights take the right to reach state recognition. Instead, as students of postcolonial 
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nationalist struggles know, “if there are obstacles, the shortest distance between two points may 

well be a crooked line” (Brecht quoted in Chatterjee 1986).  

From this vantage point, it is understandable that Islamic women would both adopt 

concerns about coercion and also reject them as biased misrepresentation implicated in ethnic 

struggles over the definition of the nation. For example, it anticipates the incongruity of, on the 

one hand, criticizing of Afro-Christian adoption of neo-colonial standards of state-guaranteed 

rights and stereotypes of Islam as a backward religion that oppresses women, and, on the other 

hand, adopting equally problematic tropes of Afro-Christian culture as promiscuous, raucous, 

and plagued by dysfunctional family structures.  

It also explains why Afro-Christian feminists, despite taking pains in some statements to 

problematize Christian as well as Hindu and Muslim traditions surrounding pregnancy and 

marriage, also sometimes slipped into narratives of coercive Muslim fathers preserving honor by 

forcing their daughters to marry much older men. Because the postcolonial struggle over national 

identity constitutes a contradictory relationship to the colonizing culture and ideologies, and 

because these struggles involve gender constructions within and across the struggling groups, 

ethnic stereotypes and nationalisms should be expected to surface in the frames of women as 

they attempt to define their interests and defend their communities.  

Yet, the case study of Guyana—to which I turn in the next chapter—demonstrates that 

these frames do not always surface when we would expect them to. Because structural conditions 

do not automatically generate political demands, the strategic considerations of women’s 

organizations also play a role. Through frame bridging and amplification mechanisms, they 

connect grievances to beliefs and values they hope will have special resonance for government 

officials. As we have seen, multicultural policy in Trinidad created conditions in which activists 
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expected ethnic identity to matter: they knew government officials would be worried about 

appearing to disparage East Indian traditions and would find the opinions of East Indians 

themselves especially relevant.  

Thus, whatever side of the debate they were on, women’s organizations emphasized 

ethnicity. IGDS activists argued that group rights were too often used as a cover for male rights 

and invited Hindu and Muslim women to consider the harms done to girls who married early 

(Reddock 2011, ). FPATT represented state intervention as a solution to problems caused by 

patriarchal cultural practices, implying Hindu traditions, but explicitly naming Muslim ones.  

The HWO added its voice to the debate because of its ethnic affiliation, feeling it was 

urgent to demonstrate that not all in the Hindu community saw reform as an affront to their 

traditions. Indo- and Hindu-affiliated women’s organizations also sought state intervention for 

marriages below the age of sixteen, but—for marriages between the age of sixteen and 

eighteen—preferred to work toward reform within their communities to ensure that marriage was 

truly protective and rare.  

NMOs argued even more strenuously that the state’s role was to provide religious 

communities with the space in which to develop their own particular protections for women and 

girls. Muslim women rejected outright criminalization, agreeing only that judicial consent could 

be an acceptable means of ensuring the correct application of Islamic law below the age of 

fifteen. Instead, they sought to ensure women’s rights almost exclusively by leading educational 

efforts within Muslim communities and establishing guidelines for imams to use in counselling 

young couples.  

In the chapter that follows, I examine the frames that Guyanese women constructed as 

they debated the age of consent to sexual relationships, asking whether their choices of emphasis 
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can similarly be traced to the policies of government. Can government priorities explain why, 

given a similar history of ethnic cleavage and confronted with a similar law on the age of 

consent, women’s organizations there crystallized around a child protection frame and avoided 

division along ethnic lines?   
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CHAPTER 5 

WOMEN’S FRAMES IN GUYANA 

“One People, One Nation, One Destiny” – national motto of Guyana 

 “A deeply divided society was formed. The foundations of inter-ethnic rivalry were forged on 

the anvil of the colonial policy of immigration and divide-and-rule . . . . [T]he manner in which 

colonial society was organized, stratified, and exploited . . . triggered and sustained inter-

communal fears and rivalries”  

(Premdas 1996, 46). 

 “There is no denying the fact that there exists an uncalled-for, bitter feeling between the native 

Creole and the Indian Immigrant towards each other. The native looks upon the heathen Indian 

as an intruder or interloper, whilst the Indian looks down upon the native black as a being 

inferior to him in a social aspect”  

(Wesleyan missionary to British Guiana, H. V. P. Bronkhurst, quoted in Cross 1996, 20).  

 

Gender and Nation in Guyana 

As in Trinidad, the regulation of gender and sexuality has been intertwined with East Indian 

definitions of their ethnic interests from very early on in the country’s history. Two features of 

the overarching colonial system of indenture contributed to an emphasis, in both colonies, on 

chastity as a distinctive mark of East Indian women, on the one hand, and on the importance of 

marriage in ensuring such chastity, on the other. First, recruiting practices meant that, initially, 

the population of East Indians indentured in the West Indies was skewed male. Because women 

were in short supply, they were apparently able to enjoy a degree of sexual liberation uncommon 

in their social milieu. Colonial records contain complaints from landowners and administrators 
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that women’s infidelity was leading to violence as men fought their rivals and lashed out at 

women by whom they had been slighted. Undoubtedly, British officials and missionaries were 

unnerved by women who refused to marry and maintained multiple relationships.  

Their reports soon reached across the ocean to the ears of Indian elites. There, they 

became a rallying cry for those demanding an end to the practice of indenture, and therein lies 

the second important contribution. For both Guyana and Trinidad, East Indian ethnicity has been 

colored by a degree of connection to India that has not been approximated by Afro-Carribeans’ 

links to African states. Early on, in the struggle over an end to indenture, Indian identification 

with those who had immigrated to the West Indies included an appeal to the sexual morality of 

Indian women. This was not a peripheral argument in their appeals: it “seemed the most 

explosive feature of the system . . . . The perception that Indian women were leading immoral 

lives in the colonies stirred Indian nationalist feeling . . .” more than any other. It spurred 

opposition to the practice of indenture and demands that emigrants enjoy more legal protections 

and better living conditions (Mangru 1996, 172). Thus, in both Guyana and Trinidad, British 

colonial practices combined with a transcontinental Indian nationalism to hinge the maintenance 

of Indo-Caribbean identity on the chastity of Indo-Caribbean women.  

Religion also became central to the boundaries and advantages of ethnicity. Colonial elite 

gained by pitting African “Creoles” against Indian “Coolies” in the colonies, and Afro- and Indo-

Guyanese relations were built upon these troublesome foundations. “Two patterns of behavior 

emerged early to deepen the separation between Indians and Creoles: their voluntary association 

and the stereotypes they held of each other” (Premdas 1996, 44). One set of stereotypes held by 

the groups is especially pertinent for the present study, because they highlight the significance of 
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culture—and religious affiliations, in particular—to the definition of ethnic difference and claims 

of superiority.  

It is crucial to keep in mind that British colonialism had infused English values and 

beliefs into the image of the nation-state. This is evidenced in the sequencing of Afro- and Indo-

Guyanese employment in the state bureaucracy. Government jobs were initially dominated by 

Afro-Guyanese (84.7% of colonial bureaucrats were Afro-Guyanese by 1825) because of their 

early assimilation to Christianity and education in English schools. It was only in the 1950s—

after the East Indian population was legally obligated to send their children to Christian, English 

schools—that Indo-Guyanese entered the government rolls in any number (Premdas 1996, 46-

47).  

Muslims as well as Hindus were viewed as “heathen East Indians” by the British colonial 

class and, in turn, by Afro-Caribbeans, who saw them as competition and were able to leverage 

cultural proximity to their advantage in the colonial hierarchy. Although Muslims had arrived on 

slave ships as well, the earlier immigrants from Africa had undergone a more thorough-going 

assimilative effort on the part of the British administration. East Indian Muslims were more 

likely to retain strong connections to Muslim communities abroad and to organize themselves 

along religious lines than Muslims of African descent. Many of the latter came to the islands in 

more recent waves of immigration from the Middle East (where the practice of Islam differs 

from the “Indian Islam” blend that has traditionally defined Islam in India and Trinidad). Thus, 

the Muslim religion, in Guyana as well as Trinidad, has historically been associated more closely 

with the East Indian race, and has been associated with a strong resistance to British cultural 

assimilation (Samaroo 1996, 206-211).  
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Thus, the content of some stereotypes focuses on proximity to “Englishness.” Afro-

Guyanese, the vast majority of whom had adopted Christianity (though a highly syncretic version 

persisted among the rural poor), found it expedient to tout their superior grasp of the English 

language, Christian credentials, and Victorian manners. In turn, they played up the strange (and, 

according to popular belief, stunting) dietary habits and “coolie culture” of East Indians. For 

their part, East Indians harbor the opinion that Creoles lack a sophisticated cultural tradition of 

their own, having easily abandoned their “authentic” heritage for a “bastardized” British one. 

What does remain as recognizably African tends to be “condemned as ‘juju’ culture” (Premdas 

1996, 45). Clearly, these stereotypes mirror one another, but a crucial point is the fact that, in a 

society indelibly marked by British imperialism, the perspective of Afro-Guyanese has been 

closest to the position of the state. Another is that these positions have left Hindu and Muslim 

Indo-Guyanese, in particular, with a legacy of defending the quality of their cultural traditions by 

emphasizing a lack of pollution and distance from English mores.  

It is likely that this focus on superiority-through-cultural-purity shored up the tendency to 

conflate the regulation of gender and sexuality with the maintenance of ethnic heritage. I have 

already noted this connection as it appeared in the campaign to end the system of indenture. It is 

also manifest in later political efforts by ethnic organizations. “In Guyana . . . centralized and 

Brahman-led organizations . . . . came to be major bodies which represented Hindus to non-

Indian communities and government authorities. Among their initial successes . . . were the legal 

recognition of Hindu marriages and the formal allowance of public cremations” (van der Veer 

and Vertovec 1991, 161). 
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Yet, despite the formation and early success of ethnic voluntary associations, the state has 

steadily weakened the multicultural policy begun by the British. While Trinidad has deepened 

the legislative foundation of multiculturalism and broadened it to include more groups, Guyana 

has eroded the privileges of ethnic communities. In 1976, the government seized private schools 

and hospitals run by religious bodies and subsequently forbade the provision of primary 

education by religious organizations, mandating secular public education instead (US 

International Religious Freedom Report 2001). The law has since been relaxed, and some private 

religious schools now operate alongside public ones, but the government has retained 

administrative control over many of the schools and health clinics it seized, against the wishes of 

the religious organizations whose ownership has been legally reinstated. What’s more, there are 

some publicly administered schools with religious affiliations, and the majority are Christian 

(Anglican or Methodist, US International Religious Freedom Report 2014). In 2015, a national 

debate raged when a new Minister of Education took aim at the widespread practice of reciting 

Christian prayers in public schools. Inter-denominational prayers, the Minister noted, were a 

possible remedy because they could apply to all religious traditions instead of any one in 

particular (“Government to review prayers” 2015). This demonstrates the state’s preference for 

erasing, rather than embracing, religious difference, even in the midst of recognizing plurality. 

Trinidad, by comparison, has addressed similar concerns by funding religious instruction for 

each denomination in both private religious schools as well as in elective classes within any 

public school.   

Indeed, the history of regulating religion in education is just one concrete manifestation 

of the state’s appetite for eliminating diversity in favor of central control and standardization. 
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There is little in the way of concrete state support for the maintenance of ethnic difference; 

instead, the depth of Guyana’s multiculturalism has been the celebration of Muslim and Hindu 

religious events as public holidays. Two statements from the Constitution of 1980 further 

illustrate the state’s stance. First, the Preamble “[acknowledges the people’s] common purpose of 

national cohesion and [their] common destiny as one people and one nation.” Similarly, in 

Chapter II, a commitment to promote ethnic diversity is neutered by its subordination to the goal 

of a single, socialist nation: “The State honours and respects the diverse cultural strains which 

enrich the society and will seek constantly to promote national appreciation of them at all levels 

and to develop out of them a socialist national culture for Guyana” (article 35, Chapter II; 

emphasis added).  

This brief overview at the historical construction of ethnicity, including its gendered 

aspects, and the state’s approach to religious diversity since Independence provides the backdrop 

for the analysis that follows. It demonstrates the multifaceted meanings religion assumed in a 

society where distance from British culture was a hindrance to upward mobility but was also 

claimed as a mark of superiority and pride in authenticity by those denied equal status by the 

Anglican colony. The early intertwining of ethnicity and gender are illustrated by the importance 

that female sexuality (and its control through marriage) assumed in early political campaigns 

undertaken by the East Indian community in Guyana. I have also presented the argument that the 

struggle for Independence created a largely Afro-centric nationalism that, in its least exclusive 

moments, has construed the public arena as strictly secular or religiously universal, rather than as 

one where multiple religious communities share equal space.  
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Thus, I have established 1) the potential for ethnicity to enter into a debate concerning 

gender and sexuality; and 2) the weakness of multicultural policy in Guyana, such that frames 

emphasizing the state’s obligation to promote plurality could be discounted by officials more 

prone to support the separation of church and state. In the following section, I contextualize the 

debate over sexual consent. I look at the ways the law was interpreted and the events that 

organizations emphasized in order to draw attention to the need for reform. I describe the 

women’s organizations that participated in the debate and characterize the frames they used to 

make sense of the issues. Then, in the next section, I employ discourse analysis to examine the 

content of women’s frames and trace the process by which they were crafted. I present evidence 

of mechanisms connecting their content to the opportunities provided by state policies and 

demonstrate the absence of ethno-nationalist frames among women’s groups. Alternative 

explanations are considered and ruled out after failing hoop tests of their plausibility. Finally, I 

close the chapter with a summary of the arguments presented, weighing the evidence to draw 

conclusions about why women’s organizations in Guyana approached the age of consent in the 

manner that they did. 

Cycle of Contention: Debating the Age of Sexual Consent in Guyana 

When the Age of Consent Act was passed in 2006, the age at which women could consent to 

sexual contact was increased to sixteen years of age. Prior to this, girls were legally capable of 

consent above the age of thirteen, as formulated in the Criminal Law (Offences) Act of 1893. 

Under the act, sexual relations with a twelve year old was a criminal misdemeanor and, below 

that age, a felony. As the campaign for reform began in earnest, a local lawyer explained to 

reporters that the law had been formulated during the colonial period, when East Indians 
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frequently married early in life. Since this custom was no longer the norm, he argued, “the raison 

d’etre for the enactment no longer exists” (“Khan case spurs calls” 2004). For marriage, likewise 

governed by a law originally adopted under British administration (in 1901), even infants were 

permitted to marry, so long as a guardian’s consent was given. 

Following adoption of the Constitution of 1980, a committee was established to review 

potential conflicts between existing law and new constitutional rights to gender equality. Justice 

Desiree Bernard—who had blazed a path for women to the heights of the legal profession and 

helped to found the activist organization Women Lawyer’s—was appointed to chair the 

committee. In 1995, the Bernard Committee recommended raising the age of consent among a 

host of other reforms. While many of the Committee’s suggestions led to legal reform, the age of 

consent remained unchanged despite periodic calls for change. 

Beginning in the spring of 2004, however, women’s and human rights groups seized 

upon a scandalous news story in order to spur support for the necessary legislative reforms. They 

highlighted the injustice of a situation in which a wealth Muslim businessman proposed to marry 

his thirteen-year-old lover after her Mother filed kidnapping charges against him. Because girls 

as young as thirteen were legally permitted to engage in sexual activity and to marry, there were 

few options for the Mother. The highly unsatisfactory legal remedy ended up being the girl’s 

detention at a facility for juvenile offenders, after which she returned to the relationship 

(“Underage girls carnal knowledge” 2008). Activists channeled outrage at this state of affairs 

into a two-year campaign that ended with the passage of the Sexual Consent Act of 2006 and an 

amendment to the Marriage Act the same year. 
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Prominent women’s organizations involved in the debate included the Red Thread 

Women’s Development Programme (hereafter, “Red Thread”), Women Across Difference, 

Guyana Association of Women Lawyers (Women Lawyers), Help & Shelter, and Women 

Against Violence Everywhere (WAVE). The first two are feminist organizations who have made 

anti-racism and national reconciliation core components of their vision of gender justice. Red 

Thread, for instance, began as an organization that intertwined the aim of feminist 

consciousness-raising with the practical work of generating independent income for women 

through embroidery (hence the name) (Kempadoo 2013).  

The latter two are women’s groups focused on violence against women and engaged in 

on-the-ground relief efforts for victims of domestic and sexual violence. While not explicitly 

feminist in orientation, these are women’s groups nonetheless. Their leadership and staff are and 

have been overwhelmingly female, and violence against women and girls is the primary, if not 

exclusive, focus of their work. Women Lawyers is a professional organization devoted to the 

provision of legal aid to Guyanese women, “promoting women’s rights . . . especially as they 

pertain to property rights and violence against women.” It was founded in 1987 by a prominent 

female judge who now serves as a Justice of the Caribbean Court of Justice, and its membership 

is exclusively female (Guyana Association of Women Lawyers 2014).  Women Lawyers had 

called for the age of consent to be raised as early as 1995, when a judge suggested an even lower 

age of consent might be necessary given the high rate of sexual activity among girls below the 

age of twelve (Wilkinson and Weekes 1995).  

Throughout the campaign for reform, these groups worked in concert with each other as 

well as with organizations, including religious organizations as well as groups primarily 
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associated with movements for human rights, LGBT rights, Amerindian rights, and Indian 

heritage. This cooperation reflected the high degree of crystallization and low variance of frames 

in the debate. Despite the fact that women’s advocacy was coordinated with organizations from 

quite different movement sectors, gender frequently operated as a core concept in their frames 

while ethnicity and nationalism rarely appeared relevant.   

Questions of ethnic difference and national representation were not absent from the 

debate in Guyana. However, they were far less visible than in Trinidad. Significantly, there is 

nothing in the evidence gathered to indicate a Guyanese women’s group used these frames. In 

fact, on either side of the issue, the Hindu, Muslim, or East Indian identity of women who took 

positions assumed no apparent importance.16  

Instead, women’s organizations were much more likely to frame the age of consent in 

terms of protection from violence and gender inequality. The two most prominent were a gender-

based exploitation frame and a child protection frame. Both approaches permitted organizations 

to amplify the relevance of state obligations and to bridge the campaign on consent to their 

involvement in ongoing and planned Ministry projects and legislative reform efforts. Thus, 

women’s groups were aware of state policy priorities, and these shaped women’s frames by 

creating specific opportunities to increase resonance and strengthen cooperation on other issues. 

In the passages that follow, I undertake a descriptive analysis of women’s frames, 

establishing that they were, in fact, significantly different from those that emerged in Trinidad, 

with the protection of children more likely to be emphasized than protection of religious 

                                                 
16 For indigenous—or Amerindian, as they are known locally—women, this may be a different matter. I will review 

their unique position in a separate section below.  
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autonomy. As I characterize the frames, I also trace the process of their construction, 

demonstrating the causal mechanisms through which discursive opportunities shaped their 

content. To accomplish this, I describe discursive opportunities presented by government policy. 

Discursive Opportunities & Women’s Frames: The Age of Consent as Child Protection, Then 

Gender Equality 

Women’s groups framed the episode and the issues surrounding the age of consent primarily in 

terms of gender equality and child protection. Unlike the women’s groups in Trinidad, there was 

a high level of crystallization among women’s organizations and the frames they adopted 

discounted the relevance of ethnicity almost entirely. The most compelling explanation for their 

framing decisions focuses on the set of discursive opportunities they saw in state commitments 

and government policies. While the promotion of diverse religious traditions—which had so 

influenced the terms of debate in Trinidad—was not prioritized in state law and government 

policy; but other commitments were being made. Of particular relevance for the debate on 

consent was the state’s obligations under the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC) 

and the government’s emphasis on the rights of the “girl child” under the UN Convention on the 

Elimination of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW). 

 In June of 2000, the new People’s Progressive Party (PPP) government submitted a long-

overdue report to the UN Human Rights Committee. In the report, and in its responses to 

Committee concerns, the government stressed initial steps being taken to address child abuse and 

exploitation. While the opportunity was taken to air ethnic grievances about political harassment 

under the former, Afro-affiliated People’s National Congress (PNC) government, priority was 

clearly given to demonstrating the new administration’s seriousness about the rights of the 
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accused/prisoner’s rights and to children’s rights. With regard to the latter, the government noted 

its efforts on several fronts: 1) recognition of the need for legislation regulating the use of 

corporal punishment in schools, 2) proposals underway for improving the implementation of a 

1993 law extending the rights of inheritance to children born out of wedlock, 3) an ongoing 

study into the phenomenon of “street children” by the Ministry of Social Services, and 4) 

“significant recruitment . . . of social workers, counselors and probation officers to address the 

problem . . . [of protecting] children from abuse” (UNHRC 2nd Periodic Report of Guyana 2000).   

During the two years preceding the debate over consent, the government prepared and 

submitted its report (published in August of 2003) to the UN Committee on the Rights of the 

Child (CRC). The government’s representatives stressed work being done to draft several laws 

aimed at securing children’s welfare: the Children’s, Status of Children, Family Court, and 

Education Bills. At the beginning of 2004, Guyana responded to the Committee’s comments and 

received its concluding observations, wherein Guyana was encouraged to “expedite the adoption 

of these bills . . . before the end of 2004,” and to address the issue of child abuse, including 

sexual abuse.   

In fact, however, the CRC’s concern only echoed those already being stressed by the 

Government, based on the results of a 2003 study of violence in the lives of children. In 2003, 

the Ministry of Labour, Human Services, and Social Security (hereafter, the “Ministry of Human 

Services”), had launched a “Children and Violence” project aimed at understanding and reducing 

the impact of violence inflicted on and perpetrated by youth in Guyana. As part of the project, 

the Ministry partnered with the United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) and Red Thread to 

undertake a study of myriad types of violence affecting Guyanese children. Red Thread’s 
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counsellors provided much of the data used in the report, as they were able to document the types 

of abuse encountered by the children of women who came to their shelters. In the resulting 

report, the age of consent was discussed as a barrier to children’s protection and a source of 

vulnerability to sexual violence for both girls and boys: “Current legislation does not adequately 

deal with all types of sexual abuse of children . . . . The legal age of consent for girls is 13 years 

and there is no age of consent for boys. This means that girls are unprotected from sexual 

exploitation from the age of 13 and boys are not protected at all” (Cabral and Speek-Warnery 

2004).  

Immediately prior to the debate over consent, in April of 2004, Minister Bibi Shadick 

announced the bureau’s partnership with UNICEF to develop more comprehensive child 

protection services. In news interviews on the occasion of the announcement and upon reports of 

domestic abuse, Ministry of Human Services officials claimed a rising rate of various sorts of 

child abuse and stressed that boys, too, were the victims of sexual exploitation (“Mothers urged 

to be vigilant” 2004, “UNICEF-aided system announced” 2004). What’s more, the First Lady of 

Guyana was the Chair of the National Commission on the Rights of the Child at the time.   

If these separate actions were not individually indicative of government priorities, 

together, they surely signaled concern on the part of officials about the need to protect children, 

particularly the girl child, from violence and exploitation. They also demonstrated the extent to 

which the new government took seriously the state’s international obligations to human rights—

especially children’s rights—and was seeking to distinguish itself from the former PNC 

government by demonstrating its capacity and willingness to meet these obligations.  
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Women’s organizations like Red Thread and Help & Shelter were well-aware of these 

priorities because they had partnered with government officials to produce studies and compile 

reports intended to inform domestic policy and demonstrate action to international committees. 

As the case of Red Thread illustrates, some of them were also involved with government as well 

as independent projects in the area of children’s rights, including the NGO report to the UNCRC.  

This situation incentivized framing that could hone in on the agenda of government officials and 

provide continuity by bridging women’s work across several arenas.  Sexual consent reform 

could become a priority for the government if it was presented as an answer to the problem of 

child abuse and demonstrated progress on children’s rights. If it were successfully linked to other 

issues of concern to the women’s groups, the campaign for sexual consent reform could provide 

momentum for initiatives on gender-based violence and sexual assault, too.  

To accomplish this, they argued that state tolerance for sexual contact between girls 

below above the ages of sixteen (or eighteen) and men years above that age constitutes an 

injustice. The victims of this injustice were fundamentally cast as children, with developmental 

needs as well as physical and psychological vulnerabilities that render all sexual relations with 

older partners exploitative. They amplified the belief that the problem of sexual abuse was 

rampant. They argued that it was also multifaceted: not only were girls being lured into unequal 

relationships with much older men, but the law also meant that sexually molested young girls 

had to meet the same burden of proof and undergo the same grueling legal procedures as women 

trying to prove rape (which, they noted, was another problem besides) (Guyana NGO Report to 

the CRC 2003, 7). In all aspects, the frames constructed by prominent women’s groups 



137 

 

 

 

 

emphasized the need to protect children—from exploitative sexual relationships, from sexual 

predators, and even from state prosecution.  

This way of framing the age of consent was beneficial to women’s organizations as they 

sought resonance with government policymakers. Existing government commitments to reduce 

youth violence and implement international agreements on the rights of the child gave advocates 

moral leverage: they could present legal reform as a matter of the government doing what it had 

promised. Several public statements made by women’s groups reveal framing along these lines.  

The first press statement issued by women’s groups (on June 1, 2004) was a jointly 

issued statement of support for the mother who was beseeching the police to compel her 

daughter’s return home. In doing so, they condemned the relationship between “the thirteen-

year-old and the businessman” (as the media dubbed it), announced a meeting with state officials 

to lobby for reform, and threatened a boycott of the man’s store (“Women’s groups lend support” 

2004). The statement was issued by Red Thread, Help & Shelter, Women Across Differences, 

and Women Against Violence Everywhere as well as several other NGOs—including several 

ethnic empowerment organizations: The Amerindian Action Movement of Guyana, Guyana 

Organisation of Indigenous Peoples, and National Amerindian Development Foundation. 

Specifically, they demanded adoption of the Bernard Committee’s nearly decade-old 

recommendation to raise the age of consent to sixteen. They also called for the implementation 

of plans for a Family Court and appointment of two of the five Constitutional Commissions that 

had been promised for years: the Women and Gender Equality Commission and the Children 

Commission (“Reeaz Khan saga continues” 2004). Later, Women Lawyers echoed these 
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demands, calling for the immediate formation of the two Constitutional Commissions and 

support from women who had been elected to parliament (“Sexual offences in majority” 2004). 

The groups highlighted the state’s treatment of those under eighteen as children in other 

areas, implying that unjust gender practices were the only explanation for the inconsistency and 

explicitly citing this as a failure with respect to the CRC: “She does not have the right to vote, 

the right to drive, or the right to leave school. What an anomaly, therefore, that the law does not 

protect her against sexual exploitation by adult predators. Yet the Government of Guyana is 

signatory to the Convention of the Rights of the Child . . .” (“Rights groups outraged” 2004). 

Red Thread’s President told reporters that it didn’t matter whether the girl was a willing 

participant in the relationship: “We have to find the means to protect all children . . . . A 13-year-

old could be seduced in various forms, including sex. It is up to society to set up systems to 

ensure that children are not exploited.” Unfortunately, the state was neglecting this 

responsibility. Because of “criminally inadequate” laws and the inability of the Ministry of 

Human Services to protect this girl, all society could do at the moment was to express outrage 

and call for change, and her organization was joining with others to do just that.  (“Reeaz Khan 

saga continues” 2004).  

In a later interview, she stressed the frequency of such cases, which “happen almost every 

day but are kept under wraps most times,” as this one could have been if circumstances were 

slightly different. Indeed, it was now being suggested that the thirteen-year-old’s mother might 

have initially encouraged the relationship because of gifts from Khan and the promise of direct 

payments later on, which, when not received, caused her to try and recall her daughter.  
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Red Thread responded to the implied attacks on the victimhood of the mother and 

daughter by adding a layer to the diagnosis. The problem of sexual exploitation was exacerbated 

by the extreme poverty suffered by many families, especially those headed by single mothers, 

which made all of their members vulnerable: “There are many single parent women who are not 

capable, financially or otherwise, to take care of their children . . . and as such they are tempted 

to exploit the children in some form or another because they get swallowed up in their own need 

for survival” (“Mother accepts partial responsibility” 2004).  

Still, she insisted that questions about the mother’s complicity not distract from the core 

issues involved: the inherently exploitative nature of a relationship between a young girl and a 

much older man and the current inability of the state to protect children from such situations. 

Readers were reminded of several points: that “the undisputed fact [is] that an adult man had a 

sexual relationship with a 13-year-old girl, that this deserves [societies’] contempt, and that the 

society must . . . move to the protection of the particular child” involved in this case (“Reeaz 

Khan’s saga” 2004). 

As the women’s arm of the governing party, the Women’s Progressive Organisation 

(WPO), issued a statement echoing their critiques, the allied women’s groups announced a silent 

protest outside the courtroom where hearings on the Khan case were being held (“More horror at 

businessman’s tryst” 2004). They already had evidence that their strategy was working, as the 

WPO had picked up much of their language (“We must not forget the moral issue which is basic 

[:] The sexual abuse of women, and in particular young women and girl children . . .”) and was 

finding it a simple matter to massage their charges of state inaction into a mildly flattering 

commentary on the current administration. State inaction could be largely laid at the feet of the 
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former PNC government, while the PPP could claim that they had been alert to these problems—

as evidenced by their reports to the UNHRC and CRC over the past couple of years—and admit 

to the lesser charge of proceeding too slowly (“WPO joins other groups” 2004). 

Though they may not have contemplated the additional benefit, later this also helped the 

women’s cause by all but forcing the opposition PNC to actively support legislative reform. 

While the party had adopted a policy of selectively boycotting parliament, they made sure to 

issue a statement encouraging MPs to participate in the debate (“PNCR MPs for vote” 2004). 

They were largely able to save face via prominent members’ criticizing the government for 

settling on sixteen as the new age instead of pushing for eighteen (Haynes 2004).  

This brief look at women’s framing demonstrates the content of their diagnosis, 

prognosis, and appeals to mobilization. The core issue was sexual abuse of children; the solution 

was to raise the age of consent for girls; action was needed now because abuse took place 

constantly, but was usually rendered invisible by the current state of the law. The characteristics 

of women’s frames can also be seen in the arguments women made during their extended court 

protest, as can the framing amplification and bridging mechanisms.   

When they held their protest outside the court, women may have been silent, but they 

certainly were not speechless. They bore placards with their message boiled down into succinct 

and memorable phrases, which the media happily reported. Besides several specifically 

mentioning the legislative reforms they had demanded, a few reflect the different beliefs and 

values being brought together in the alliance. They also demonstrate the extent to which an 

emphasis on child protection helped to bridge them all. Consider the following messages: 

“Parliament and the political parties have failed to protect our children,” “Children do not have 
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basic human rights!” “National institutions have failed to protect our children,” “War against 

sexual predators,” “Stop the abduction and trafficking of our children,” “Child marriages must be 

abolished,” “We demand laws to protect children from paedophiles,” “Warning: Children in 

danger in Guyana,” and “Stop the rich and powerful from getting away with murder” (“Justice 

clears the air” 2004, Barclay 2004, “The businessman and 13-year-old” 2004). 

In nearly every reported message that offers a diagnosis of the problem, children are 

either strongly implicated or explicitly mentioned as the victims. Frame amplification 

mechanisms are evidenced by the repeated emphasis on a certain type of victim. The 

characterization of this victim as, more than anything else, a child, supports the inference that 

state opportunities drove the choice. The explicit references speak for themselves, so I will focus 

on the implicit ones. First, in context of the larger discourse, “sexual predators” were understood 

to be men who preyed on vulnerable women and children of both sexes. Second, the placard 

about the “rich and powerful” was very much a statement on the current case, which had been 

repeatedly held up by the groups as a perfect example of child exploitation.  

As we have seen, Red Thread had linked the issues of economic and sexual exploitation 

in their response to revelations about the mother’s potential complicity in her daughter and 

Khan’s relationship. Khan was a wealthy businessman who had a degree of political clout prior 

to this scandal; he had recently been appointed to a Ministry of Human Services committee 

charged with inspecting orphanages, although he was hastily dismissed when the story broke 

(“Women’s groups lend support” 2004). Thus, on one level, the “rich and powerful” referred 

specifically to Khan, while the “murder” he was “getting away with” was the sexual 

manipulation of a girl who should enjoy the protection due a child. In fact, both Stabroek News 
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and the Guyana Chronicle mentioned another version of this placard (in addition to the one 

mentioned in Kaieteur News) that read, “Stop the rich and powerful from destroying our 

children” (Barclay 2004, “The businessman and 13-year-old” 2004). 

On another level, though, the placard was holding up the Khan case as an example of a 

wider, systemic problem in which social inequalities (particularly those of class and gender) 

permitted certain kinds of people to exploit vulnerable members of society. This is an important 

demonstration of the way in which frame bridging mechanisms shaped the content of the frames 

so as to maximize the support marshalled from government and movement allies. Indeed, allied 

groups like the Guyana Human Rights Association had also suggested a role for economic 

inequality in exacerbating gender-based and sexual abuse, highlighting the disparities between 

Khan, on the one hand, and the girl and her mother, on the other (“Saga highlights vulnerability 

of girls” 2004). Soon after these protests were held, Women Lawyers offered an analysis along 

these lines, too. Paraphrasing from the group’s press release, reporters noted its 

“[acknowledgment] that [sic] owing to poverty and other vulnerabilities, many persons [sic] 

especially women and children [sic] are open to exploitation” (“Sexual offences in majority” 

2004).  

The strongest social movement in Guyana (as well as in Trinidad) has probably been the 

labor movement, and both of Guyana’s principal political parties claim the mantle of socialism17. 

What’s more, groups like Red Thread, Help & Shelter often invoke the importance of poverty 

and economic inequality in their work on domestic violence, where a woman’s ability to leave a 

                                                 
17 Under the leadership of Cheddi Jagan, in fact, the PPP was staunchly Communist, which is 

why the British cut short its tenure in government during the long transition to full Independence.  



143 

 

 

 

 

violent situation is often seen as economically determined. Threading these issues into the 

package of ideas cohering under the child protection frame therefore enhanced the resonance of 

the immediate message among both state officials and movement members. It also provided a 

bridge between the work women’s groups did in different areas—a bridge with the potential to 

carry supporters from those other areas into the sexual consent campaign and vice versa. 

Apparently, the most proximate government official targeted by the protest, Justice B.S. Roy, 

was convinced that the messages “represent the collective consciences of the country in so far as 

children and related issues are concerned.” A representative was invited inside for a meeting in 

the Justice’s chambers (“Justice clears the air” 2004).  

 We have seen frame amplification mechanisms operating in the amplification of children 

as victims in the diagnostic aspects of frames. These mechanisms were also at work as activists 

worked to accomplish the core framing tasks of diagnosis, prognosis, and mobilization. An 

important aspect of the latter concerns a frame’s ability to create a sense of urgency. Potential 

supporters must be convinced of a movement’s diagnosis and prognosis, but also swayed to 

action: frames must try to show that a problem is real and that is the result of things that can be 

changed, but they also have to present the situation as one that must be changed (Benford and 

Snow 2000).  

We have seen that the allied women’s groups repeatedly discussed the Khan case as just 

one example of a much larger phenomenon that was more typically hidden from view. An allied 

organization, GHRA, had argued that the “shame” engulfing women (and their families’) in such 

situations was powerful enough to prevent most of them from coming forward—even leading 

some to accept marriage as a way to regain social legitimacy—so that a truly widespread social 
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ill rarely received the attention it deserved (“Saga of businessman” 2004, “Women’s groups lend 

support” 2004). In an interview with Stabroek News, Red Thread’s president also stressed her 

belief that the Khan case was just one among many similarly problematic relationships between 

adults and children (“Khan case spurs calls” 2004). A prominent women’s group, Women 

Lawyers, chimed in as the other groups protested.  

Women Lawyers leveraged their professional access to the courts to present evidence of 

the problem’s magnitude. In their press release, they expressed “concern” about the Khan case 

and noted that it had “generated significant outrage and protest,” but set the example aside to 

discuss the systemic injustices revealed by the case, saying that it would be inappropriate for a 

group of legal professionals to discuss a case that was still being adjudicated. Instead, their press 

release focused attention on the astonishingly high number of sexual offences on docket of the 

country’s criminal courts. Despite the fact that the vast majority of criminal cases were sex 

crimes, they rarely received the public attention garnered by other, less prevalent crimes, like 

homicide. They proceeded to break the number down into different types of crimes, including 

thirty-five cases of rape and eleven cases of statutory rape—cases of intercourse between an 

adult and a girl younger than thirteen (“Reflect on values” 2004). Noting that “the age of consent 

has been a matter of concern to women’s and children’s rights groups for some time,” they 

announced their participation in efforts by several NGOs to draft reform legislation and present it 

to the Ministry of Human Services (“Sexual offences in majority” 2004).  

Another key mechanism is implied by the insight that these processes are dynamic and 

internally contested; the crystallization of a frame among members of an organization and among 

organizations within a movement is an effort and a process. Each of the core framing tasks 
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requires consensus. Of all the grievances members might have, which will be amplified and 

given priority? How will we assign blame? Which of many potential policy proscriptions will 

make the list of immediate demands?  

Luckily, a reporter sat in on a meeting of organizations at had been campaigning for 

reform in light of the Kahn case. Through the journalist’s report, which included direct 

transcription of the meeting, we have the rare opportunity to observe the frame negotiation 

mechanism at work. The GHRA convened the meeting, and the organizations that attended 

included the allied women’s groups as well as other women’s rights activists. Many of the 

organizations that participated in the meeting would later join the women’s alliance to form the 

Age of Consent Coalition. The frame negotiation that occurred between women’s organizations 

at the meeting is particularly revealing. 

During the meeting, women’s activists brought up their other concerns about gender and 

sexual assault. Some, including two members of Help & Shelter (as well as a former member 

who was the Acting Director of Public Prosecutions at the time), emphasized that the age of 

consent was related to many other sexual offences and the “Victorian [and] outdated” treatment 

of gender and sexuality in Guyana’s legislation was in dire need of reformulation. Others from 

the women’s movement recognized the validity of these grievances, but insisted that the effort to 

launch a feminist overhaul of a complex of laws should be delayed. “While it is desirable to have 

the omnibus legislation,” one activist argued, “We have to show that something is being done” 

(“NGOs want consent raised” 2004). As we have seen, the latter argument carried the day.  

Within the children’s protection frame, sexual abuse of and violence against women 

formed part of the story, but the subset of women who could be defined as “girls” would be 
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highlighted, linking the plight of women and children but prioritizing, for the moment, the latter. 

This appears to be a clear-cut case of strategic framing, and the compromise reached reveals the 

influence of state opportunities on the frame negotiation mechanism’s outcome. Focusing on 

children benefitted the women’s groups by giving them a greater chance of short-term success, 

which would provide momentum for a more difficult campaign on issues involving gender 

equity and sexual assault. As a Red Thread member argued during the exchange: “We need to 

make a start, then go forward” (“NGOs want consent raised” 2004).  

This explains why, for example, even though their data demonstrated a higher rate of rape 

than “carnal knowledge of children” on the dockets, Women Lawyers focused on legislative 

reforms aimed at children (“Sexual offences in majority” 2004). Another example is the press 

statement issued jointly by Red Thread and Help & Shelter on the occasion of the International 

Day against Violence against Women. The statement repeatedly discusses “women and girls,” 

mentions the murder of a thirteen-year-old, and lists three actions related to the sexual consent 

campaign among its five demands (“Statement on International Day” 2004).  

Taken together, the reported negotiation and subsequent evidence of the understanding 

women reached approaches the level of evidence required by a smoking gun test. It shows 

legislative success to be a key strategic goal and the importance of women’s orienting beliefs 

that the government would be 1) most easily cajoled into reforms presented as furthering 

children’s rights and 2) more likely to support reforms centered on gender and sexual assault if 

these were framed as a natural continuation of the children’s reforms, and 3) more likely to act 

on the latter reforms after they had already committed themselves to the “first step” consent 

legislation.  
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Their strategy was sound. The Age of Consent Bill was introduced in the National 

Assembly on November 29, 2004 and a Special Select Committee was formed in December. The 

first step taken by the Committee was a formal Consultation, paralleling the process in Trinidad. 

While consultations in Trinidad provided a hoop test, demonstrating the privileged constituent 

mechanism at work, the process in Guyana came later in the cycle, after the child protection 

frame had already crystallized among women’s groups. Thus, the privileged constituent 

mechanism cannot be seen as triggering women’s awareness of government priorities in Guyana. 

Instead of a hoop test, then, the Guyanese consultation effort provides us with an important 

auxiliary test of the proposition that state priorities in the area of children’s rights provided 

opportunities for those seeking policy influence.  

One set of additional outcomes revealed by the consultations is the tendency of other 

actors to highlight children’s protection: since others framed the issue in this way, we have more 

reason to believe that the interpretive lens used by women’s groups was not unique or random, 

but a strategic response to the structure of discursive opportunities apparent to other participants. 

Indeed, it has already been shown that many other prominent organizations—including the 

GHRA and ethnic organizations like Guyana Indian Heritage Association and the Amerindian 

Action Movement of Guyana—were also emphasizing the needs of children. The Consumer 

Advisory Bureau and Guyana Consumers Association were exceptions to this trend. They both 

stressed the compatibility of an increase to sixteen years with the “socio-cultural assumptions of 

the population,” such that the reform “would not be a cultural imposition derived from the recent 

assumptions of Western Society,” a clearly ethno-nationalist framing of the debate. However, the 

duo were outliers in the debate.   
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The second, and more conclusive, set of observations involves the choices legislators 

made when seeking public input to the consultations. Via newspapers, radio, and television, the 

Committee issued a call to the general public, asking for written submissions from anyone 

interested in the reforms. However, it also made a special effort to include the perspectives of 

students, “the group that the [bill] seeks to protect.” Thus, the Committee sent letters to the 

Headmistresses and Headmasters of all secondary and community high schools across the 

country, describing the proposed reforms and asking that they host a discussion on the matter for 

students so that they could gauge and report student opinion, as well as their own views, to the 

Committee. Ultimately, the Committee agreed to invite oral presentations from some of those 

who had responded to the request for consultation, and it allowed a representative of UNICEF to 

“sit in” during the session in which presentations were made (Report of the Special Select 

Committee 2005). In addition, the Department of Education conducted its own survey of 

students on the matter, and the Ministry of Youth, Sports, and Culture also held a consultation 

that was explicitly for youths. The committee submissions made by the latter are particularly 

noteworthy; it is striking that a Ministry tasked with the promotion of national culture stressed 

the need for “greater youth participation on the issue” and input from psychologists and 

sociologists, but did not mention any potential role for cultural differences.  

In fact, the only nod to cultural considerations came from the Indian Arrival Committee 

(IAC), which is affiliated with the PPP and might, therefore, be taken as representing views 

aligned with those of the government. In its summary of submissions, the Committee reported 

that the IAC had conducted a study in which “the majority of respondents, regardless of gender 

or ethnicity, favoured an increase in the age of consent from the age of 13 to 16.” Contradicting 
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this summary is a report in the meeting minutes recording a statement by the IAC representative 

that “” (Report of the Special Select Committee 2005). This inconsistency in the Committee’s 

report is itself quite telling; within the larger context of the Committee’s discussions and ultimate 

recommendation to raise the age of consent, it suggests that the Committee’s members were 

(consciously or subconsciously) discounting evidence that differences of opinion might reflect 

ethnic traditions. Thus, the most generous reading of the evidence suggests very little appetite on 

the part of the government for arguments stressing the importance of ethnic pluralism. Instead, 

most government officials appear to have been focused on the way the reforms would impact 

children.  

 While the Age of Consent Act of 2006 raised the age of consent for girls to 16, women’s 

groups continued to press for more reforms. As agreed at the GHRA meeting, they situated this 

victory as only one of many necessary changes to the way the state addressed sexual violence 

against women as well as children. Both Help & Shelter and Red Thread were instrumental in 

spurring further reforms that would overhaul legislation in the overlapping areas of domestic 

violence, sexual assault, and child abuse. They quickly formed a Coalition to Stamp Out 

Violence that led directly to the Ministry of Human Service’s national “Stamp It Out!” 

consultations, as evidenced by the inclusion of many of the women’s arguments and policy 

prescriptions in the consultation paper (Ministry of Human Services, 2007). The Coalition 

launched street protests after a meeting between the two women’s groups on the occasion of 

2009’s International Women’s Day, and the goal of their protest, according to Red Thread, was 

“to step up the campaign to stamp out sexual violence against children” (“Do we hear them” 

2009). In a joint statement nearly two weeks later, they took further pains to explain their 
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continued picketing: “At a time when domestic violence is claiming the life of a woman almost 

every week, it seems, why are we picketing weekly about sexual violence against children? 

Because even as we work to step up our organizing against violence against women, we are 

determined that the children not be forgotten” (“Coalition Stamp Out Violence” 2009).  

The 2008-2010 campaign for comprehensive reform of the laws on sexual violence 

demonstrates the extent to which these women’s groups considered the later advocacy a 

continuation of their efforts from 2004 to 2006. The arguments put forward exemplify the 

ongoing operation of frame bridging mechanisms: the issues of child abuse, sexual exploitation, 

and gender-based violence were continuously intertwined and presented as related phenomena. 

Consciously channeling support marshalled during the earlier debate on consent, the women’s 

movement was able to secure passage of the Sexual Offences Act of 2010, an act which was self-

consciously gender-neutral in its definition of sexual assault and met many of the groups’ 

demands for increased protection and a lower burden of proof in prosecution.   

Ethno-nationalist Frames in the Age of Consent Debate 

As the foregoing attests, ethnic identity did not assume any importance in the frames of women’s 

organizations. In fact, their interpretation of the events made ethnicity so irrelevant that when 

Stabroek News covered a UN publication on child marriages (which included references to 

cultural practices as a cause of early marriage) in the midst of the debate, the reporters made no 

mention of the ongoing Guyanese debate. As we will see below, this may have been an editorial 

attempt on the part of the newspaper to invite ethno-nationalist framing, given that the papers 

sometimes appeared to want ethnic conflict to spice up the story. However, it is noteworthy that 

they were unable to get statements from women’s organizations that would speak to potential 
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ethnic differences on the debate. Even in the context of the UN publication, women’s 

organizations made no public statements linking specific communities to the problem (“UN 

warns child marriages” 2004)18 .   

Nevertheless, while ethno-nationalist frames do not appear to have crystallized among 

women’s organizations, they were not entirely absent from the discourse or from the frames 

brought to bear by ethnic-identity organizations. The fact that these frames were constructed by 

others in the debate demonstrates the availability of these themes in the discourse, highlighting 

the strategic choice of women’s groups to amplify other beliefs and values instead. Thus, the 

explanation that editorial preferences at the major newspapers constituted the primary 

determinant of women’s frames fails a critical hoop test. In the following section, I will review 

the peripheral presence of ethnicity and nation in the debate on consent in order to demonstrate 

the absence of media gatekeeping that would have discouraged women from ethno-nationalist 

framing.  

In particular, a prominent Islamic association—the Central Islamic Organisation of 

Guyana (CIOG)—criticized other groups’ focus on the Reeaz Khan case, which it saw as an 

attempt to portray the problem as one peculiar to the Muslim community. Interestingly, groups 

representing Amerindian communities publicly refuted a government official’s claim that their 

community was resisting legal reform because of traditional marriage practices, yet they did not 

engage in any analysis of the problem that highlighted the role of racial politics and national 

                                                 
18 The closest they came appears to have been the “End child marriages now!” placard mentioned 

above, but there is no evidence that this particular placard was written by a member of one of the 

women’s groups, and no further arguments (implicit or explicit) linking child marriage to the 

particular practices of one or another ethnic group were uncovered. 
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representation. Finally, although there was no public use of an ethno-nationalist frame on the part 

of Hindu-East Indian organizations, there was an opinion letter published by an amateur historian 

of East Indians in Guyana who made a clear argument for the preservation of distinct cultural 

traditions and state respect for difference in the national character.  

The CIOG’s women’s wing, the National Committee of Sisters Affairs, did not appear in 

reporting on the Reeaz Khan case or the age of consent debate in general. There is also no record 

of their participation in committee hearings in Parliament. However, male representatives of both 

the CIOG and the Guyana Islamic Trust (GIT) made several press statements regarding both 

topics, and newspapers sometimes interviewed local imams as well (all male). In their public 

statements, these representatives sometimes encouraged the public to view the discourse as an 

exercise in ethnic stereotyping and subordination. However, no Islamic organization took a 

public position opposing a higher age of consent, despite their use of an ethno-nationalist frame. 

In June of 2004, when every major outlet was drenched with details of the Khan saga, the 

Guyana Islamic Trust’s head issued a press release complaining that undue focus was being paid 

to this case because it reinforced harmful narratives about Muslims.19 For those who might 

suggest that Islamic culture encourages such relationships, he pointed out that Islamic law would 

proscribe capital punishment. Significantly, he implied that this punishment would befit the 

businessman, not the schoolgirl. Ethnic injustice was at work in efforts to portray the Islamic 

community as encouraging women to enter sexual relationships at a young age, not in efforts to 

                                                 
19 As noted above, Reeaz Khan was a well-known Muslim who owned stores in the Guyanese capital, Georgetown. 

In his narration—printed with much fanfare about balanced reporting on the part of Kaieteur News—religion was 

emphasized, most likely in an attempt to legitimate the relationship and/or reject his characterization as an 

exploitative predator. For example, he insisted the relationship began when the girl, her Mother, and he met during a 

charitable trip to deliver food to the needy. He also maintained that the three of them attended a religious service 

together.  
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portray such age-imbalanced relationships as oppressive to women—they were. Girls should be 

protected from exploitation by older men, but the discourse was damaging to the extent that 

Muslims were being blamed for the problem. This is an important, if subtle, distinction when 

considering the oppositional position adopted by women and men’s Islamic organizations in 

Trinidad. Kaieteur News quoted him as follows: 

It is outrageous the way they brought in the Muslim religion into [sic] this. People from 

other religions have committed acts of this nature. I am not saying that what is reported 

about this issue in the newspaper is untrue. That is for the court to decide. But why 

highlight this case? Why not highlight the others? We wonder at whether it is a deliberate 

act to paint Muslims this way. We call on all Guyanese, religious and non-religious, to 

work together to protect our women-folk, to help them to realise their full human 

potential.” (“Reeaz Khan saga continues” 2004) 

Stabroek News emphasized slightly different aspects of his press release, reprinting 

sections that revealed the GIT’s position on the issue of reform. They also quoted his warning 

that the motivating scandal not be used to malign Muslims, but from their report it becomes clear 

that the organization was simultaneously aligning itself with pro-reform groups. The message of 

the press release was simple: Muslims are part of the solution, not the problem; narratives that 

suggest otherwise are themselves problematic.  

“The recent concerns expressed over the relationship of Mr. Reeaz Khan and Miss Hamid 

highlight the vulnerability of children in Guyana. A key point of contention is the legal 

age of consent, which, in a permissive society like ours has become, open the doors to 

this kind of scenario. It is our responsibility as Guyanese . . . . [to seize this] opportunity 

to work harder towards instituting mechanisms for the protection of our children . . . . 

[and not] to portray Muslims in a negative light.” (“The businessman and 13-year-old” 

2004) 

 Notice that additional themes reflecting an ethno-nationalist frame also appear in 

Stabroek’s coverage. Part of the diagnosis here is that moral degeneration has rendered the law 

on consent dangerous. In the context of the wider discourse, the law was known to be a colonial 

era recognition of marriages among very young indentured servants, Hindu and Muslim alike. In 
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the narratives offered by most women’s organizations, economic and social development had 

rendered such early marriages harmful and obsolete. In contrast, the GIT’s narrative saw 

society’s slide into “permissiveness” as the culprit. This had created a situation in which the law 

on consent was more often used to excuse adultery and fornication than to facilitate marriages. 

This interpretation allowed the GIT both to champion the interests of women and girls and to 

make the issue of Islamic law’s position on youthful marriage irrelevant to the conversation20.  

To some extent, Amerindian organizations can be thought of as resisting an opportunity, 

provided by the government, to employ an ethno-nationalist frame in the age-of-consent 

discourse. In the midst of reporting on the “Khan saga,” when advocacy for reform reached a 

fever pitch, Minister Bibi Shaddick, of Labour, Human Services and Social Securities, claimed 

in press interviews that efforts by her Ministry to raise the age of consent had already been 

underway for two years. In an apparent attempt to scapegoat Amerindian and, possibly, Islamic 

communities for government inaction, the Minister reportedly pointed to “objections [that had 

been] raised, specifically in Amerindian communities where early nuptials are still the norm” as 

the cause of delay (“Khan case spurs calls” 2004). Amerindian organizations responded quickly 

and loudly. Publicly, they let Minister Shadick know that they were highly offended. The 

Minister was forced to admit that, in fact, “no consultations [had] been held with any particular 

communities, Amerindian or otherwise” and that “no group [had raised] objections to raising the 

age of consent per se.” Instead, she clarified, some interests groups had expressed concerns that, 

                                                 
20 . A similar position was adopted by CIOG in its press release, “Moral Perspective,” which was 

carried by the Guyana Chronicle. Their warning against ethnic bias in the discourse was perhaps 

less eloquently made: the public was cautioned “not to degenerate into a self-righteous lynch 

mob” (“Reflect on values” 2004).  
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alone, increasing the age of consent would not solve the problem (“Comments not correctly 

reported” 2004).  

In fact, three prominent Amerindian organizations had issued a joint statement with 

several organizations from the women’s movement—Red Thread, Help & Shelter, Women 

Across Differences, and Women Against Violence Everywhere—just days before in which they 

demanded that the government increase the age of consent to sixteen in order to protect girls 

from sexual relations with adults. At that time, no mention was made of any cultural, religious, 

or other identity-based differences causing discord among the organizations or motivating 

opponents (“Reeaz Khan saga continues” 2004). This cooperation eventually led the groups to 

join the Age of Consent Coalition (ACC), through which they participated in joint press releases 

calling for the age of consent to be raised to eighteen years. Months later, in December of 2004, 

when the House took up the Age of Consent Bill, some Members of Parliament made oblique 

comments about possible cultural and religious objections to a new age of eighteen. In an 

interview, the GHRA, which led the coalition for reform, called these arguments “bogus,” noting 

that “Amerindian representatives vigorously reject references to their cultural practices being 

used to justify early age of consent” (“Consent Bill lazy work” 2004). 

Amerindian organizations—The Amerindian Action Movement of Guyana, the Guyanese 

Organisation of Indigenous Peoples, and the National Amerindian Development Foundation—

nevertheless maintained a frame quite apart from that used by their Islamic counterparts. Instead, 

the interpretations they brought to the age of consent debate connected the problems of child 

abuse and gendered sexual abuse to poverty and economic exploitation, arguing that the latter 

made Amerindian girls especially vulnerable. In their initial joint press releases with the small 



156 

 

 

 

 

group of women’s organizations, they linked the need for age of consent reform to the state’s 

more general obligations in protecting women and children from sexual abuse and gender-based 

violence (“Reeaz Khan saga continues” 2004).  

Before the debate, in 2002, the Amerindian People’s Association had put together an 

Amerindian Women’s Conference. One of the conclusions drawn was that mining in the 

hinterlands was increasing “sexual abuse and rape of children and women . . . with some parents 

receiving compensation for abuse of their children” as the industry pulled children from schools 

and degraded both the land and the family structures on which villages depended (Amerindian 

People’s Association 2002). Amerindian NGOs had already connected these abuses to the 

government’s international obligations (Guyana NGO report to the CRC 2003, 25). Thus, in their 

framing, the root of the problem was uneven economic development of Amerindian 

communities, not Amerindian culture (which was itself a casualty of economic abuse). 

Increasing the legal age of consent could alleviate the symptoms by deterring men who would 

take advantage of poor young girls.  

At the same time that they advocated for this reform, Amerindian organizations also 

pushed for legislation against human trafficking and the enforcement of laws outlawing 

prostitution and child labor. The language used was very similar to that deployed in the age of 

consent discourse. Reporting on a joint press release stated that the groups were “calling for an 

end to the exploitation of young Amerindian women . . . [, demanding] unscrupulous business 

people who exploit these young women for profit [be] brought to justice. They also expressed 

“concerns about the vulnerability of the Amerindians who resort to illegal activities to earn a 

living because of desperate economic circumstances” (“Groups call end exploitation” 2004). 
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 There were two “Indian” organizations involved in the debate, both primarily associated 

with East Indian culture, in general, and Hinduism, in particular. The first is the Guyana Indian 

Heritage Association (GIHA). The Indian Arrival Committee (IAC), on the other hand, is not 

independent of the East Indian-affiliated People’s Progressive Party (PPP), which was in 

government at the time and viewed with some suspicion by GIHA.  

Unfortunately, this power differential is reflected in reporting, so that the statements 

made by IAC are much more accessible, while those of GIHA are less visible and more 

mediated. They were quoted in Stabroek as judging the relationship to be “immoral and 

indecent,” and also complained that Kaieteur had erroneously reported that they were waiting to 

learn more about the case when, in fact, they had been the first organization to condemn the 

relationship (“More horror businessman’s tryst” 2004). Later, GIHA joined women’s 

organizations and other groups protesting outside the courthouse where the Khan case was 

underway.  

An IAC press release, unsurprisingly, was carried in the Guyana Chronicle (the 

government-run newspaper), where it was quoted at length. Victims were repeatedly described as 

“girls of all ethnicities . . . [,] minors,” who required state protection from “sexual predators.” 

This is a child protection frame, and it is very similar to the one used by women’s organizations, 

as outlined above. Here, gender is more firmly in the background but ethnicity and nationalism 

occupy a familiar position: while a belief in ethnic equality is emphasized, difference is erased. 

The animating belief is that legal reform will enable beneficial state intervention against a 

menacing element of society, an element that is gendered (male), but not racialized (“IAC wants 

age increased” 2004).  
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This examination of the role ethnicity and race did play in the larger debate helps to 

establish the potential for women’s organizations to use these frames. Indeed, there is evidence 

that the media was eager to print stories about ethnic conflict in the age of consent debate. The 

fact that women’s organizations did not amplify the value of ethnic difference or beliefs about 

nationalist favoritism, then, are even more suggestive of women’s strategic choice to frame the 

debate in ways that took advantage of obligations undertaken and priorities signaled by the 

government. In the language of process tracing, the media gatekeeping explanation for why 

women’s frames ignored themes of ethnic difference has failed to pass a critical hoop test. If the 

national newspapers were willing to print stories about the role of ethnicity, and seemed to relish 

stories of ethnic conflict over the law, then women should have been able to gain visibility with 

ethno-nationalist frames. Thus, media gatekeeping cannot be seen as discouraging this type of 

frame and fails a hoop test. Additionally, it suggests that allied groups actively resisted the 

amplification of ethnicity and race, suggesting that the crystallization of a child protection frame 

among prominent women’s groups helped to reduce the presence of ethno-nationalist frames in 

the discourse more generally. 

Conclusions 

This chapter has presented evidence—in Guyana’s history as well as at the time of the age of 

consent debate—of the intertwining of gender and nation envisioned by postcolonial feminists. 

In doing so, I have established the availability of ethno-nationalist grievances and beliefs in the 

cultural repertoire from which women drew, so that they could have chosen to emphasize themes 

of ethnic difference and nationalist exclusion/inclusion in their approach to the debate. However, 

I have also undertaken descriptive analyses of the frames women did construct and converge 
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around in order to show that they did not, in fact, take this path, though the route was clear. 

Instead, it should now be apparent that women’s organizations arrived at a child protection frame 

that emphasized the protection of children from sexual abuse, the state’s role in protecting 

children from exploitation, and the belief that the problem was widespread but typically rendered 

invisible.  

I have also endeavored to show that the choice of a child protection frame was 

strategically influenced by women’s awareness of state obligations and government policy 

priorities. By tracing the operation of framing mechanisms in the process of frame construction 

and crystallization, I have provided support for the conclusion that these state-based 

opportunities determined the outcome of these mechanisms. Frame amplification worked toward 

the figuring of children as the chief victims of sexual exploitation and legislation aimed at 

protecting them as the necessary first step toward solving the problem. Frame bridging connected 

this emphasis on children to the work of women’s organizations and their allies in other areas, 

including on gender equity, sexual violence against women, and economic inequality and 

development (both generally and with special emphasis on women and Amerindian 

communities). Frame negotiation demonstrated the strategic decision of women’s groups to 

prioritize children’s grievances and work on the Age of Consent Bill, putting other issues to the 

side for the moment. Evidence of the operation of this last mechanism was analogous to a 

smoking gun, providing a good deal of confidence that the framing process envisioned by the 

theory of state-based opportunities did occur.  

There are some difficulties introduced by the data I was able to collect. One is extensive 

collaboration between women’s groups and other organizations, which could make it difficult to 
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tease out the frames adopted by women’s organizations from those offered by allies. To the 

extent possible, I have identified the individual voices of women’s organizations; still, a great 

deal of their advocacy took the form of coordinated protest and joint press releases. In my 

examination of frames, I have taken pains to clearly distinguish joint statements from those that 

can be wholly attributed to a single women’s organization.  

Ultimately, however, I do not think collaboration undermines the causal story I am trying 

to tell. I interpret the high level of cooperation among women’s and other groups as an effect of 

state opportunities shaping the discursive field. The specific mix of opportunities provided by the 

state incentivized convergence of advocacy efforts around child protection, facilitating short-

term alliances across a range of women’s, human rights, community and ethnic organizations. 

The success of frame bridging mechanisms solidified women’s participation in this broad 

alliance around the age of consent, partially explaining why there was so little frame variance 

among women’s organizations.   

Another potential problem is the reliance on press reports. However, I have used 

movement publications and government records whenever possible to verify information 

contained in the newspapers. Furthermore, I rarely draw on paraphrased information, preferring 

instead to report direct quotes printed in the papers; on the rare occasion when I do use 

paraphrased statements as the observation, I have made note of it in the text. Additionally, there 

were several instances where government officials and movement activists complained that they 

had been misquoted or their statements misconstrued by reporters. In these cases, even where the 

newspaper maintained the veracity of their original report, they printed the complaint. This 

increases my confidence that none of the quotes drawn on for this analysis are substantially 
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flawed representations of women’s framing. Finally, press reports are an appropriate venue for 

examining movement framing, since the national news media constitute a critical arena in which 

movements attempt to mobilize supporters and gain attention as relevant participants (Gamson 

and Wolfsfeld 1993). 

In the chapter that follows, I draw comparisons between the framing processes observed 

in Guyana and Trinidad. I review the evidence that state-based opportunities help explain the 

manner in which women interpreted the issues surrounding consent to marriage and sex. I 

consider the ability of alternative theories to explain the frames characterized in this and the 

preceding chapter. Finally, I consider the similar operation of framing mechanisms in both 

processes, asking whether these mechanisms are likely to operate similarly in other contexts. 
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CHAPTER 6 

OPPORTUNITIES, MECHANISMS, AND WOMEN’S FRAMES 

In the two preceding chapters, I have detailed women’s framing of laws that establish the age at 

which girls can legally give their consent to marriage (in Trinidad) and sexual relations (in 

Guyana). Drawing out the parallel experiences of both societies under colonialism, I have shown 

that women in each case should have been well-equipped with a discursive repertoire 

emphasizing long-simmering ethnic grievances. In Trinidad and Guyana, a post-Independence 

period of Afro-nationalism and extended political rule under an Afro-affiliated political party had 

given way to competitive elections and, at the time of the consent debates, coalition government 

with an Indo-affiliated party at the helm. Nevertheless, the debates were characterized by 

drastically different narratives, in part because women’s organizations amplified separate values, 

beliefs, and norms as they framed the issues at hand. In Trinidad, women’s organizations tended 

to diagnose problems in terms of women’s right to autonomy or their need for protection, and to 

propose as solutions state intervention against coercive, patriarchal practices or state recognition 

and increased understanding of particular ethnic practices. In Guyana, frame variance was much 

lower because all prominent women’s organizations negotiated the use of a child protection 

frame that emphasized children’s vulnerability to sexual abuse and exploitation. 

In order to account for the divergence between similar cases, I have applied the insights 

of frame analysis to account for women’s frames by locating discursive opportunities in state 
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commitments and government priorities. In each case, I traced the process by which state 

opportunities came to be reflected in women’s frames, examining the operation and outcome of 

frame amplification, bridging, and negotiation mechanisms that linked the values and beliefs 

emphasized in frames to those signaled by government. 

There are significant differences between Guyanese and Trinidadian women’s framing of 

the age of consent debates. To a large degree, the distance between their frames can be explained 

by referring to the importance multicultural commitments assumed for the UNC government in 

Trinidad and the much greater priority attached to international commitments and children’s 

rights by the PPP in Guyana. 

Mechanisms in the Process of Women’s Framing 

Several of the hypothesized mechanisms operated in both cases, but others appeared in only one 

case. These seem to have been dependent on the types of discursive opportunities offered by the 

state and the consequences this had for women’s alliance choices. In this section, I examine the 

operation of mechanisms linking state opportunities to frame content. Reviewing evidence of 

their presence, I discuss their usefulness as plausibility tests for the theory of state-based 

discursive opportunities. Before moving on to the plausibility of alternative explanations, I also 

consider how these mechanisms might operate in other cases. 

The Privileged Constituent Mechanism 

An important mechanism by which state opportunities were revealed to women’s organizations 

in Trinidad was the manner in which consultations were conducted. As detailed in chapter four, 

the Ministry of Gender, Youth and Child Development was expected to reach a consensus 
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among religious leaders and representatives of the Hindu, Muslim, and Orisa communities before 

proceeding with reform. The officials who helped conduct the consultation have worked as 

women’s rights activists themselves, and specifically sought to balance the views of male leaders 

with those of women. They told me that they asked Muslim and Hindu women who attended the 

National Consultation why more had not attended, so very clear signals were sent (MGYCD, 

interview, July 2015). 

Thus, the privileged constituent mechanism appears to have operated in the manner 

expected in this case, triggering women’s awareness of opportunities their organization could 

seize with particular framing strategies. This evidence allows the state opportunities explanation 

to jump through an important hoop test. In order to argue that women considered ethnic 

pluralism an important state priority when constructing their frames, it is necessary to show that 

women’s organizations could reasonably be expected to have known about these priorities at the 

beginning of the cycle, before their frames crystallized. 

Yet, while consultations in Trinidad provided a hoop test, this was not the case in 

Guyana. The privileged constituent mechanism still operated in consultations, but it came much 

later in the cycle of contention, after the child protection frame had already crystallized among 

women’s groups. Still, the fact that the mechanism can be observed in both consultations is 

significant. Coming too late to trigger women’s awareness of government priorities in Guyana, 

the mechanism instead provided an auxiliary test of the state opportunities explanation. It 

demonstrated that the government was primarily guided by age, not ethnicity, in determining 

which groups held especially relevant views. 
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In seeking alternative routes for women in Guyana to have recognized state-based 

opportunities, I discovered their partnership with the Ministry of Human Services in research on 

child abuse. As the government undertook this study in the years preceding the consent debate, 

they had, in fact, already reached out to Red Thread and Help & Shelter as privileged experts on 

children’s issues because of their work on domestic violence. 

In both cases, then, the privileged constituent mechanism operated in ways expected and 

unexpected. On the one hand, policymakers—whether bureaucrats or legislators—did take 

actions in the process of consulting public opinion that signaled the priorities, values, and beliefs 

they brought to the debate. At the same time, sequencing matters. Privileged constituent (or 

expert) mechanisms that come before or at the beginning of a cycle probably cue women’s 

organizations, but those that come later should have less of an impact. Future research is needed 

in order to determine whether bureaucratic and legislative consultation procedures systematically 

differ in terms of their sequencing in a cycle. Research into the effects of late-cycle privileged 

constituent mechanisms would be especially fruitful in cases where consultations reveal 

dissonance between government priorities and movement frames, whether due to a shift in 

government politics or a misreading on the part of framers. 

Amplification & Bridging Mechanisms 

Another set of mechanisms observed in both cases were the frame alignment mechanisms of 

amplification and bridging. As noted, frames direct the interpretation of events by emphasizing 

the relevance and connections between certain values, beliefs, and experiences above others. 

Frame amplification is a discursive process of “accenting and highlighting some issues, events, 

or beliefs as being more salient than others,” and frame bridging takes place when organizations 
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merge structurally independent frames together (Snow et al. 1986, Benford and Snow 2000).  In 

Guyana and Trinidad, women’s framing proceeded via amplification and bridging mechanisms 

operating to underscore state commitments that could be marshalled to support (as well as to 

downplay those that could generate opposition to) organizations’ demands, providing additional 

evidence that state-based discursive opportunities had a significant impact on the overall tenor of 

women’s frames. 

In Trinidad, the significance of and beliefs about ethnic differences were amplified in 

each of the frames employed by women’s organizations. In the women’s autonomy frame, the 

popular belief that East Indian men are especially jealous and controlling of East Indian women’s 

sexuality was drawn upon and emphasized to diagnose the problem. When solutions were posed, 

the ethnic identity of reformers was highlighted to show that an increase in the age of legal 

marriage would not constitute a devaluation of these ethnic identities. In the women’s protection 

frame, solutions hinged on the core belief that early marriage should be preserved (in some form) 

as an appropriate, defensive response of ethnic communities because, as the problem was 

formulated, a sexually promiscuous foreign culture posed important risks for Hindu and Muslim 

women whose ethnic values made sex outside of marriage particularly difficult. In the ethno-

nationalist frame, almost every aspect of the debate and the issue was diagnosed as a symptom of 

nationalist exclusion and misrecognition of East Indian, and particularly Islamic, culture.  

 Frame bridging mechanisms served a similar function. The HWO and IWG—identified 

with the Hindu and East Indian communities and advocating a compromise position—bridged 

the women’s autonomy frame constructed by groups like FPATT and IGDS with the women’s 

protection frame they shared with MWOs. This permitted them to strike a delicate balance 
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calibrated to competing government priorities. On the one hand, they could demand government 

fulfillment of women’s international rights (at a time when the country’s first female Prime 

Minister was quietly engaging in the UN’s Universal Periodic Review and publicly pledging to 

support these rights at the Commonwealth Heads of Government Meeting). On the other, they 

provided the government with the ability to claim it respected the value diverse ethnic traditions 

(this was also the Indo-Trinidadian Prime Minister who angered many Afro-Trinidadians by 

kissing the feet of India’s President months before the debate) (“It’s tradition: Kamla right” 

2012, “T&T doesn’t bow” 2012). 

Muslim women’s organizations also used frame bridging mechanisms to maximize their 

resonance with state actors. This mechanism operated to link the belief that teenage sex outside 

of marriage was the real danger (and that ethnic marriage practices provided protection) with the 

belief that the push for reform was born of a general disregard for ethnic pluralism and maligning 

of Muslims that exacerbated the incorrect application of Muslim law (which was the only way 

coercion could become a problem). Merging these elements—of the women’s protection and 

ethno-nationalist frames, respectively—allowed Muslim women to magnify the state’s 

multicultural commitments, undermine arguments that group rights were opposed to women’s 

rights, and reject the legitimacy of international law. 

In Guyana, the amplification mechanism operated consistently to focus on children’s 

protection as the core of government responsibility and the issues raised by the Khan affair. In all 

aspects, the frames constructed by prominent women’s groups emphasized the need to protect 

children—from exploitative sexual relationships, from sexual predators, and even from state 

prosecution. Government action had signaled concern over children’s exposure to violence and 
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abuse as well as officials’ desire to demonstrate capacity by fulfilling international agreements 

signed by the previous government. Women’s groups could take advantage of the discursive 

opportunities these priorities presented by emphasizing the age of victims instead of their 

ethnicity, and even above their gender. Their framing of sexual consent reform had a better 

chance of state resonance because it diagnosed the problem as one of child abuse and 

exploitation. 

Frame bridging was also used by women’s organizations in Guyana. The clearest 

example of bridging was the way women linked the children’s protection frame used in the age 

of consent debate to a violence against women frame once they had achieved legislative success. 

This frame shift was agreed to when women debated the child protection frame and decided to 

focus on children’s rights in order to maximize the chances of quick success and provide 

momentum for a future campaign on reforms that could be framed as women’s issues. Once they 

merged the two frames, the inertia from age of consent reform could carry through initiatives on 

gender-based violence and sexual assault, too. Hence, the operation of amplification and 

bridging mechanisms permitted Guyanese women to underscore the relevance of state 

obligations and to bridge their immediate campaign on consent to their long-term goal of sexual 

assault reform.  

In both Guyana and Trinidad, then, amplification and bridging mechanisms resulted in 

the alignment of particular government values and priorities (as reflected in state policies and 

commitments) with the package of values, beliefs, and experiences punctuated in women’s 

frames. This is exactly what we would expect if the strategic goal of women’s activists was to 

maximize state resonance by seeking out discursive opportunities. Hence, these observations 
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provide a significant hoop test for an explanation of women’s frames that relies on state-based 

opportunities. 

The operation of these mechanisms across the cases is also noteworthy in its own right. 

This suggests that the mechanisms are, as Benford and Snow predicted (2000), “among the most 

prevalent” in framing processes (624). Further, the cross-case appearance application of bridging 

provides evidence that the mechanism can be turned toward different purposes over time. In 

Trinidad, women’s organizations used bridging to magnify or minimize multiple government 

priorities within the same debate. Women’s organizations in Guyana, on the other hand, turned 

to bridging as they attempted to translate support from the successful age of consent debate to 

their campaign for sexual assault reform. Finally, while not examined in-depth in this study, the 

cycles examined here also suggest that bridging helped to structure alliances among women’s 

organizations as well as between women’s and other organizations. 

The Negotiation Mechanism 

The negotiation mechanism was only observed in Guyana. This mechanism is not readily 

detected, short of carefully-timed participant observation (which was not feasible for this study) 

since it operates in the discursive, often oral, exchanges among organization and movement 

leaders as they work toward consensus on what particular values, beliefs, and experiences should 

be punctuated in their frames. Thus, the fact that I was unable to observe the mechanism’s 

operation in Trinidad is not evidence that it did not, in fact, operate there. Instead, the chance to 

observe it at work in Guyana—via reporting that relayed exchanges among leaders from several 

of the allied women’s organizations—is simply an unexpected boon to the study and significant 

evidence that the mechanism is important to strategic framing processes. 
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Given that rival explanations were unable to pass hoop tests (as argued below), the state 

opportunities explanation, if able to pass a single smoking gun test, can be considered credible 

(Brady and Collier 2010; Bennett 2010, 211; Collier 2011, 827). Indeed, observations of the 

negotiation mechanism operating—bolstered by subsequent evidence that women did, in fact, 

carry out the framing strategy agreed to during their meeting—approaches the level of evidence 

required by a smoking gun test in Guyana. It provides clear evidence that women were 

strategically motivated to maximize state resonance and achieve legislative success. It also 

reveals that they sought to accomplish resonance by amplifying values and beliefs that reflected 

government priorities as they had encountered them. 

Auxiliary Tests 

This review of mechanisms observed in the cases has demonstrated the state opportunity 

explanation’s ability to pass several hoop tests and its ability—in the case of Guyana—to meet 

the standard of a smoking gun. To provide still more evidence, however, I conclude this section 

by considering how the explanation fulfills the criteria of auxiliary tests. These tests demonstrate 

the general influence of state-based discursive opportunities by providing evidence that they 

generated other outcomes besides the frames of women’s organizations. 

As I have argued, the Guyanese consultation effort provides us with an important 

auxiliary test of the proposition that state priorities in the area of children’s rights provided 

opportunities for those seeking policy influence. The fact that the legislative committee 

especially sought out the opinions of school children provides additional evidence that the state 

was, indeed, primarily concerned to demonstrate a commitment to children’s rights. The 

committee’s report also demonstrates additional evidence that state priorities were influential 
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among other organizations that sought to influence the debate. Since others framed the issue in 

this way, we have more reason to believe that the interpretive lens used by women’s groups was 

not unique or random, but a strategic response to the structure of discursive opportunities 

apparent to other participants. 

In Trinidad, one auxiliary outcome is the simple fact that the position championed by 

MWOs, who adopted the most robust ethno-nationalist frame and amplified the state’s obligation 

to recognize the value of ethnic plurality, carried the day. The cycle of contention in Trinidad 

ended without revision of the Marriage Acts, even though the Ministry of Gender, Youth and 

Child Development had initiated the discussion. Furthermore, government action since the 

debate has taken a form suggested by the women’s protection frame that crystallized among East 

Indian, Hindu, and Muslim women’s groups. With a new cycle of contention underway in May 

of 2016, the Director of the Children’s Authority announced that early marriages would be 

investigated to ensure that girls were freely consenting to their marriages (“Children’s Authority 

investigating marriage” 2016). 

Alternative Explanations: Grievances & Gatekeeping 

Having summarized the evidence in support of my state-based opportunities explanation, I now 

turn to consider whether other features of the cases can account for the form taken by women’s 

frames. The two alternative explanations considered are the role of underlying grievances and the 

influence of media gatekeepers. For each, I argue that the case studies of the previous two 

chapters provide evidence that these explanations cannot pass crucial hoop tests. Therefore, they 

are disqualified as explanations for the particular frames that emerged. However, I also consider 

the extent to which the underlying assumptions of the theories may still have merit. 



172 

 

 

 

 

Grievances 

When scholars introduced the concept of framing to the study of social movements, they argued 

that it could serve as an alternative to assumptions commonly made by several leading theories. 

“The most striking shortcoming,” they identified is a tendency that still characterizes much of 

political science: “too much attention is focused on grievances per se, and on their social 

psychological manifestations (e.g., relative deprivation, alienation), to the neglect of the fact that 

grievances or discontents are subject to differential interpretation, and the fact that variations in 

their interpretation . . . can affect whether and how they are acted upon” (Snow et al. 1986). This 

assumption is particularly clear in studies of ethnic conflict and violent contention; for example, 

Gurr’s (1993) theory of relative deprivation continues to inform leading models of ethnic conflict 

and terrorism so that violent contention is thought to be caused by grievances arising from the 

relative poverty and ethnic economic discrimination suffered by minority populations 

(Cederman, Weidmann, and Skrede 2011; Piazza 2011). Studies of women’s activism, too, 

continue to expect a direct link between even individual experiences of discrimination and 

activism against discriminatory practices (Schur 2003). 

Postcolonial feminist analyses show that ethnic nationalism is implicated in state 

regulation of gender and sexuality, and the historical experiences of Guyana and Trinidad make 

abundantly clear these connections as well as the existence of a base of ethnic grievances upon 

which women’s organizations can draw in their framing. Both laws, in fact, were interpreted as 

colonial allowances for Hindu and Muslim marriage practices, and newspapers in both cases 

carried stories that framed the issue as one of cultural prerogatives (Maharaj 2012, “Women’s 

groups lend support” 2004). While women’s groups in Trinidad did frame the issue as crucially 
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involving different cultural practices, women in Guyana did not. Furthermore, the particular 

value of hearing Hindu and Muslim women’s opinions was amplified even by Trinidadian 

women’s groups whose cause was undermined by the belief that multicultural commitments 

were being challenged by reform. 

This suggests that grievances—though surely important for women’s contention—do not 

explain the content of their frames in a straightforward manner. The failure of grievances to 

account for framing in Guyana is particularly striking. If the experience of ethnic marginalization 

and ethnic conflict drove women in Trinidad to frame their campaigns in ethno-nationalist terms, 

then we should expect to see women in Guyana even more ready to interpret the age of consent 

law through an ethnic lens. Political domination of the state by the Afro-identified party has been 

more, not less, thorough-going than in Trinidad. 

Furthermore, the decision to frame the debate in terms of children’s protection appears to 

be strategic, as revealed by the operation of the frame negotiation mechanism among women’s 

groups in Guyana. The age of consent could have just as easily been framed in terms that 

elevated gender above age, so that the problem was seen as a symptom traditional patriarchal 

practices instead of pedophilia. This was the interpretation frequently used in the later debate, 

after the child protection frame was bridged to a violence against women frame. 

Another interesting point to note about the role of grievances in both cases is that, while 

the women’s groups did offer narratives about girls who had been victimized in ways consonant 

with their framing of the issue, none of the women activists presented herself has such a victim 

in the context of the debate (in the case of Trinidad, neither did they offer personal narratives in 

discussing their activism during interviews). Thus, no direct experience of ethnic discrimination, 
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religiously-sanctioned early marriage, or sexual activity/abuse as a young teen appears to 

account for these activists’ interpretations. Collective, discursive, and strategic processes appear 

to have much more to say about the ways in which organized women come to perceive problems 

and craft their responses. 

Gatekeeping 

Previous research has also established an important role for media gatekeepers in shaping the 

discursive field; by defining “newsworthiness,” they delimit the types of frames that can gain 

visibility in the public space (Koopmans 2004, Rohlinger 2002, Snow et al. 2007). Hence, a 

sensible explanation for Guyanese women’s neglect of ethnicity would be that media 

gatekeeping blocked such frames from gaining visibility. However, the case of Guyana provides 

substantial evidence that the biases of journalists and newspaper editors were not such that they 

would have prevented women from employing ethno-nationalist frames. Instead, women’s 

organizations appear to have resisted a media preference for narratives highlighting ethnicity. 

Their desire to affect legislative change meant that they were more focused on enhancing state 

resonance, which led them to a child protection frame. 

This is not to suggest that media gatekeepers have no bearing on which frames gain 

prominence. It is clear that the national newspapers were also willing to accept the narrative of 

child abuse and sexual exploitation that women offered, and there may have been other 

narratives that would not have met the requirements of journalists and editors and so were not 

attempted. What it does suggest is that, at least where organizations are focused on legislative 

action, discursive opportunities created by the state can be more important in shaping the 

framing strategies of activists than media preferences, which may support a variety of frames. 
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There is research on media bias that can explain why state signals would be sufficient for 

framers seeking visibility. Bennett (1990), studying the range of opinions included in press 

coverage of the Iran-Contra affair, concluded that journalists “indexed” the interpretations being 

voiced in Congress in their reporting, so that the opinions reflected in news columns mirrored 

those echoing in the halls of the legislature. Journalists are thought to rely on the perspectives of 

government officials because they provide their reports with an aura of expert, insider-

knowledge and make for efficient production through established relationships. Significantly, 

Smith et al. (2001) have found that journalists tend to describe protests in language that reflects 

the perspectives of government officials more often than the frames of activists themselves. 

In the case of Guyana, then, it may be that journalists, though eager to generate interest 

with ethnic controversy, were easily persuaded to construct reports around women’s analyses 

because the child protection frame called for reporting facts and opinions that journalists were 

familiar gathering. This suggests that women’s organizations who align their messages with the 

signaled values and priorities of the government will have an edge in terms of both state 

resonance and media visibility, since these frames should be easily integrated into journalists’ 

preferred manner of constructing their reports. Such a proposition is consonant with the 

understanding of the media-movement relationship as “transactional” and characterized by “dual 

dependence” (Gamson and Wolfsfeld 2001). 

Conclusion and Contributions 

As I acknowledged at the outset, the current project cannot speak to a general, cross-national 

pattern of relation between multicultural policy and ethno-nationalist frames. However, it does 

provide substantial support for the argument that state policies and priorities, not grievances or 
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media gatekeeping, best explain the ways in which Guyanese and Trinidadian women’s 

organizations interpreted laws on the age of consent to sex and marriage. As Table 1 

summarizes, these alternative theories are not as plausible as the state opportunity explanation. 

Media gatekeeping was ruled out by a hoop test, and grievances fail to account for the 

differences between Guyana and Trinidad, since they should have been equally held. The 

evidence gathered suggests that values reflected in law, public policy, and government action 

create discursive opportunities that women’s organizations take advantage of as they 

strategically construct frames capable of resonating with policymakers. 

  



177 

 

 

 

 

Table 1. Summary of Plausibility Tests in Paired Comparison 

 

 Hoop  Auxiliary  Smoking Gun  Conclusions 

Trinidad Ethnic Grievance: 

confirmed by history of 

gender and nation 

State Opportunities: 

confirmed by 

government seeking 

Hindu and Muslim 

opinion in consultations  

State 

Opportunities: 
supported by 

MP’s reference 

to HWO in 

2013; bridging 

and 

amplification 

mechanisms 

none Ethnic 

grievances 

available but 

only emphasized 

when position on 

reform and state-

based 

opportunities 

made them 

useful 

Guyana Media Gatekeeping: 

disconfirmed by 

visibility of ethno-

nationalist frames by 

other groups  

Ethnic Grievance: 

confirmed by history of 

gender and nation 

State Opportunities: 

confirmed by 

government priorities as 

demonstrated by work 

on UNCRC 

State 

Opportunities: 
supported by 

consultations 

report; frame 

bridging and 

amplification 

mechanisms  

State 

Opportunities: 

confirmed by 

negotiation 

mechanisms, 

frame 

transformation 

after 2006  

 

Ethnic 

grievances 

available and not 

discouraged by 

media. Child 

protection 

frames used 

instead due to 

state-based 

opportunities 

 

There is one very important caveat to these arguments. I am not speaking to the strategic 

framing undertaken by women’s movement organizations that reject the dominant discourse and 

eschew participation in mainstream public debate. Ferree’s study (2003) strongly suggests these 

organizations will differ markedly in the frames they adopt because their antipathy toward the 

state and mainstream discourse itself translates into a desire for radicalism over resonance. One 

of their goals is likely to be an upending of the dominant discourse itself, so that their frames 

accrue more legitimacy to the group precisely by emphasizing the distance between national 

conversations taking place among policymakers and prominent movement, counter-movement 
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organizations in the public sphere of major media outlets. The unique sector of social movement 

industry occupied by radical movement organizations incentivizes its own framing strategies, 

and these go beyond the scope of this study. 

Hence, mine is a partial story of the discourse being undertaken by women’s movements: 

I am only seeking to explain activists’ participation in the most visible layer of national debate. 

Women’s organizations seeking visibility and influence in mainstream public conversation—in 

direct contrast to women’s organizations whose frames diagnose problems partially in terms of 

discourse—are likely to be concerned about the resonance of their arguments among 

policymakers. This concern is a key assumption of the theory that state-based discursive 

opportunities are primary influences on women’s frames. Where the assumption does not hold 

(and it obviously does not in the case of radical women’s organizations), the theoretical 

expectations will differ significantly. 

Future studies would do well to examine more closely the strategic goals and framing 

mechanisms that shape radical women’s frames. Once a better understanding of these is 

established, theoretical consideration can be given to the relationship between dominant and 

radical women’s organizations. There are many questions that might be asked about the linkages 

between these two halves of women’s (and other) movements. By their nature, dominant 

organizations are known by radical women’s groups, but to what extent are mainstream activists 

aware of the activity and frames of their radical counterparts, and what is the effect of such 

awareness? Is the relationship purely competitive, or is it symbiotic? We should expect to find 

evidence of competition and a lack of cooperation if Koopmans’ (2004) discussion of limited 

space in the public sphere and the more general assumptions of the resource mobilization school 
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(McCarthy and Zald 1995) hold. On the other hand, a political process approach might highlight 

the exigencies of political bargaining and suggest at least some mutual benefits. 

Beyond the scope limitations of my theory, the claims I am making are also limited by 

my research design. Trinidad and Guyana are democratic states with a relatively open public 

space for debate. Though Guyana’s state has evidenced some willingness to harass the media in 

recent years, at the time of the debates I examine here, each country’s press was quite free to 

publish alternative viewpoints and critical voices. In each, the government felt a mandate to 

demonstrate public support for its policies and a commitment to legal rights (whether women’s, 

children’s, or multicultural rights). It is not at all clear how the strategic discursive engagement 

of dominant women’s organizations might differ in less democratic, more closed public spheres. 

What my study can speak to is the fact that, in contexts where women’s organizations do not 

have to fear state censorship or harassment, the most dominant groups still have good reasons to 

operate within certain parameters established by government actors. 

Even with these limitations, this project has provided a close, comparative look at the 

mechanisms that connect state-based discursive opportunities to women’s frames. In both cases, 

the privileged constituent mechanism signaled government priorities. In Guyana, this took the 

form of government studies that preceded the cycle of contention and in which women’s 

organizations were consulted as experts. In Trinidad, public consultations provided the forum for 

this mechanism. Consultations in Guyana came later in the cycle, potentially because they were 

held by the legislature, and not by a government ministry, suggesting that privileged constituent 

mechanisms could operate differently, depending on its sequencing. 
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Amplification and bridging mechanisms displayed consistency in their operation across 

cases and appear to be very common to the frame alignment process. As expected, they raised 

the profile of popular beliefs and values that played on government priorities and concerns, 

reflecting activists’ attempt to increase the odds that officials would find their arguments relevant 

and persuasive.  The frame negotiation mechanism, on the other hand, was only observed in 

Guyana—though this should not necessarily decrease confidence in its operation in most cases, 

or even in Trinidad’s. In Guyana, the mechanisms served the strategic function envisioned in the 

theory: activists reached a consensus on the need to seek state resonance through strategic 

framing, even though this meant that they would downplay other values and beliefs that they 

were familiar using and, indeed, would use in the future. Table 2 summarizes the presence of 

each mechanism in the cases. 
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Table 2. Summary of Mechanisms Observed in Paired Comparison 

 

 Privileged Constituent  Amplification  Bridging  Negotiation 

Trinidad Observed: consultations 

with religious leaders, 

sought Hindu & Muslim 

women 

Observed: ethnic 

identity, 

practices, and 

rights to equal 

recognition  

Observed: 

frames linked 

during debate to 

activate multiple 

or reinforce 

single state 

commitments 

Unobserved: not 

necessarily 

absent 

Guyana Observed: sought 

women’s expertise on 

child abuse for study, 

consultations with 

school children and 

education workers 

Observed: 

children’s 

vulnerability, 

developmental 

needs, right to 

protection 

Observed: 

frames linked 

after debate to 

transfer state 

support from one 

area to next 

 

Observed: 

agreed to focus 

on child abuse to 

achieve 

legislative 

success 

 

Finally, this project has also shown the merit of postcolonial feminist insights into the 

intertextuality of nationalist representation and gender politics. These insights help us understand 

the variant positions adopted and uses of ethnicity by women’s organizations in Trinidad’s 

debate, including how the HWO and MWOs used their ethnic identity to increase their 

prominence in policymaking. They do so demonstrably better than either side in liberal 

theoretical debates on multicultural policy. 

The exclusive constituent mechanism, which liberal feminist critiques of multicultural 

policy assume to operate to the exclusion of women in policymaking—was not observed in 

Trinidad. Instead, it was clear that women’s organizations and government officials alike 

privileged the opinions of Hindu and Muslim women at least as much, if not more than, those of 

male religious leaders. What’s more, the MWOs (who were opposed to reform) felt it necessary 

to have both male and female Islamic scholars present on the issue at their community panel and 

took it upon themselves, as women, to begin crafting guidelines for male imams to use in 
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counselling young couples before agreeing to marry them. Finally, media actors in Guyana did 

appear to privilege the position of male religious leaders in the stories where they framed the 

issue as involving questions of ethnic diversity, but this was in the absence of a coherent 

multicultural policy. Thus, an added contribution of this project is to offer very tentative 

evidence that multicultural policy, at least as instituted in wealth democracies with active 

women’s movements, are not likely to create incentives for policymakers to privilege male 

ethnic constituents above their female counterparts. 
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APPENDIX I 

HWO REFORM PETITION  

 

To:  

The Parliament of Trinidad and Tobago  

Please read the following Petition and indicate your support by signing it. 

 

HINDU WOMEN'S ORGANISATION OF T&T 

 

Resolution on the Marriage Acts of Trinidad and Tobago 

by the Hindu Women’s Organisation of T &T Inc (HWO). 

 

27 September, 2012 

PREAMBLE  

Recognising that Trinidad and Tobago is a signatory to the United Nations’ Convention on the 

Rights of the Child which requires States to set a legal age for marriage, and that Trinidad and 

Tobago passed the Children Act in March 20121 and 

Recognising that the UN Committee on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against 

Women2 recommends that at the age of 18, girls are sufficiently mature to give their free and full 

consent to marriage; and 

Whereas, in the Caribbean, the sexual initiation of males and females is known to occur at a very 

early age; and 

Whereas, common- law unions are common in the Caribbean and are not acceptable to faith-

based organisations; and 

Whereas, child abuse and statutory rape are significant problems in Trinidad and Tobago. In 

2010, the police received 22 reports of incest and 278 reports of sex with minor females of 14-16 

years of age (Crime & Problem Analysis Branch, TTPS).3 These figures represent the tip of the 

iceberg, as many incidents of incest and sex with minor males and females are unreported; and  

Whereas, Appendix II of the Central Statistical Office ASD Report 1997-2009 indicates that 

among minors under the age of 15 years, only 104 such marriages occurred in the period under 

review; and 

Whereas, the negative impact of early marriage on the personal and social development of girls 

is well documented and recognised by global organisations working in the field of women’s 

rights and gender equality, such as but not exclusive of the fact that:  

• The more education girls receive, the less likely are the chances of early marriage and the 

consequent negative impact on their development; and 
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• Early marriage reduces girls’ opportunities for education; and 

Whereas, the injurious health consequences of early marriage should be taken into consideration, 

such as: 

a) Exposure to serious health risks such as premature pregnancy, sexually transmitted infections, 

and increased risk of HIV/AIDS; 

b) Girls being physically and psychologically immature to conceive and bear a child, and for 

marriage and the related responsibilities of being a wife and mother (IPPF, 2007) 4; 

c) Higher risks due to early pregnancy, such as death during delivery and endangering the health 

of young mothers and their babies (pregnancy related deaths are the leading cause of maternal 

mortality among 15-19 year old girls, and those aged under 15 years are five times more likely to 

die than those over 20 years of age (IPPF, 2007) 5; and 

Whereas, the age of sexual consent is 16 in Trinidad and Tobago; and 

Whereas, the HWO held two public consultations and several smaller discussions with members 

of mandirs and individual Hindu women across the country during the period November 2011 to 

June 2012; 

NOW, THEREFORE, BE IT RESOLVED THAT 

While we support age 18 as the age of marriage, that Trinidad and Tobago should retain a safety 

net of age 16 with consent from the child and parents or guardians, until such time that the age of 

consent is raised to 18. 

The above Resolution was proposed by Brenda Gopeesingh, Vice-President of the Hindu 

Women’s Organisation of T&T Inc. and seconded by Kamla Tewarie, a former President of the 

HWO, at the public forum which explored legal and medical opinions on the issue of early 

marriage, held at the Chaguanas Borough Hall, on 6th June 2012. 

The Resolution was also circulated, together with a petition for sign-up, from June to September 

2012.  

The final Resolution was agreed to by members of the Hindu Women’s Organisation of T&T 

Inc. on 27th September 2012. There was a public appeal for support for the Resolution via the 

social media and printed copies for signatures from the public. 

______________________ 

1 The Children Act was passed in March 2012, but has not yet been proclaimed.  

2 The CEDAW Convention was ratified by Trinidad and Tobago in 1990.  

3 Trinidad and Tobago Police Servive, Crime & Problem Analysis.  

4 International Planned Parenthood Federation, 2007.  

5 Ibid.  

6 Public consultations on the Trinidad and Tobago Marriage Acts were initiated with the launch 

of the booklet published by the HWO, “ Hinduism, An Overview and Rejecting Violence 

Against Women”, at the Divali Nagar on 7th December 2011. This was followed by a public 

forum that brought together faith-based organisations on 29th February 2012 at the Chaguanas 

Borough Hall, and another public forum that explored legal and medical opinions on the subject 

on 6th June 2012 at the Chaguanas Borough Hall. 

7 The HWO continued its drive to raise awareness on early marriage and circulate a petition for 

sign-up to the above resolution up to September 2012. GISL also aired both public consultations 

on its TV channel, which expanded the outreach of the resolution. 

8 Please see note 6 above. 
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9 These refer to the Trinidad and Tobago Hindu, Muslim and Orisha Marriage Acts, and the 

Civil Marriage Act which follows Canon Law.  

Sincerely,  

[Your name] 
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APPENDIX II 

 

MWO’S POSITION PAPERS  

 

 

 

 

 

May 2, 2013 

Senator the Honourable Marlene  Coudray 

Minister of Gender, Youth and Child Development 

Level 21, 

Tower D, 

International Waterfront 

Complex, 1 Wrightson Road, 

Port of Spain. 
 

 

Dear Madam Minister, 

 

Proposal  Re:  Standard ization  of  the  Legal  Age  of  Marriage  in  Trinidad   and 

Tobago May Almighty  God's Guidance  and Blessings  be with you. 

This letter is written pursuant to your conversation with Shaleeza Khan-Ali of the Islamic Ladies  

Social and Cultural Association (ILSCA) at the Prime  Minister's  Tea  for  International  

Women's Day, on Thursday March 14, 2013. Further discussions  were held  by  several Islamic 

organisations and groups regarding the standardization of the age of marriage. The attached 

position paper was arrived at and is forwarded for your  consideration. 

 

Our position is summarized  as follows: 

 

1. Islam's  perspective  on marriage and family  life: 
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Marriage is sacrosanct - it is the foundation of the family and functional families build 

stable communities. Within marriage, sexual relations, family roles and children's welfare are 

regulated and protected. It promotes values of commitment, fidelity, cooperation, dignity, 

love, respect and responsibility which the Muslim community cherishes. Marriage then is an 

ideal and should be encouraged to promote and protect healthy lifestyles in our society. 

 

2. Supporting Research and Data: 

 

Statistics from the Central Statistical Office (CSO) revealed  that  over  the  period  1997 to 2007 

there were 5,440 Muslim marriages  of which sixteen  (16) occurred  with girls  under 15 years 

old, a mere 0.3 %. This is negligible and does not warrant an amendment to the existing 

legislation. 

 

3. Our Current Dilemma: 

 

Changing the laws of Trinidad and Tobago  regarding  the  age of marriage will  not  

protect  our young people from the serious ills in society such as illicit sexual 

activity, unplanned pregnancies, STD's, incest and abuse among others.  These  ills  

are  prevalent  among unmarried youths and adults as well  as  married  adults,  and  

require  multifaceted interventions at the level of the home, schooL communities 

and society. Sadly, there is a deficiency of many of these support services in our 

country. Changing the minimum age of marriage   is  not  the solution. 

 

 

4. Benefits  of the Muslim  Marriage  and Divorce Act: 

 

The Muslim Marriage and Divorce Act (45:02) in its current form, facilitates 

marriage for young persons under the age of 18 years to enter into protective 

intimate relationships. These marriages require the consent of both parties and their 

parents. Once these marriages are executed  according to the law, we believe that 

they offer protection  and encourage a culture   of responsibility  that is lacking in 

our society. 

 

We find no basis therefore, in changing the laws relating to  the  age  of  

marriage and recommend that the ages that are  stipulated in  the  Muslim 

·Marriage and Divorce  Act, Chapter 45:02 remain. We recommend the 

enforcement of existing laws that serve to protect our young men and women in 

society. 

 

 

We emphasize our willingness to work with the authorities on a practical level 
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to educate and to protect all our young people from all forms of violence and 

discrimination. 

 

Madam Minister, we pray that Almighty God will guide you and your government 

in your decision making, Insha Allah (God willing). 

 

 

 

Signature Redacted 

Maulana  Siddiq 

Ahmad Nasir 

Amir 

Ahlus  Sunnah  Wal 

Jama'ah Institute 

 

 

Signature Redacted 

Principal I Chairman 

Darul Uloom 
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Ltd 

 

 

Signature Redacted 
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Mohammed Amir 
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President 
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Position Paper on the Standardization of The Legal Age of Marriage in Trinidad and Tobago: 

The Islamic Perspective 

 

 

Marriage of the male to the female is the ideal for human beings according to God's Guidance, 

sent  for mankind's benefit, so that human beings may live an upright way oflife, in harmony 

with their Divinely-endowed  natures. The goal of marriage, the All-Loving Creator informs us, 

is the attainment  of solace and tranquility by spouses in each other's  company. 

 

The foundation of the FAMILY, the building block of the community, is a stable marriage. To 

strengthen and stabilize the institution of marriage God's Guidance insists on marital fidelity and 

prohibits all sexual relations outside of the bonds of marriage -- pre-marital  or  extra-marital. 

 

The promotion of sexual relations outside of marriage by the prevailing culture -- 

explicitly, implicitly and subliminally --- continues to destabilize the FAMILY with disastrous 

consequences for the community. 

 

A stark reality staring us in the face is that even in primary schools, boys and girls are engaging 

in sexual activity and the phenomenon of pregnant primary-school girl& is not uncommon . 

Does our striving to protect the children of this nation even envisage striving to protect them 

morally?  Or are   we so bogged down by a flawed paradigm of a child being only a physical-

cum-mental entity that we are blind to the reality that we need to protect our children physically  

and mentally definitely, but   also aesthetically , morally and spiritually? Is striving to protect our 

children from sexual promiscuity and to promote chastity even on our radar? 

 

The much touted negative consequences of an early marriage (<16 years) are not due to marriage 

per se but are due to the harmful effects of sexual activity at an early age. Changing the 

minimum age of marriage does not address these concerns. Furthermore, the data and statistics 

used to justify "the deleterious effects of "child marriages" are imported from countries with 

practices so different from ours that it is impossible to make comparisons with our  society. 

 

There is no evidence to support the claim that pregnancy, with its resulting complications is 

more common in married girls compared to their unmarried sexually active cohorts. In fact, 

Islam allows the use of contraceptives in marriage so that pregnancies can be planned .On the 

other hand there is overwhelming indisputable evidence that a monogamous marriage especially 

at an early age will protect both partners against sexually transmitted  diseases. 

 

A young couple's educational pursuits do not necessarily end with marriage, especially if they 

have the financial and social support of their parents. 

 

Marriage may actually prove to be beneficial to young males in our society as it provides 
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stability as well as encourages the development of values such as loyalty, commitment  and  

responsibility. 
 

 

 

MUSLIM MARRIAGE AND DIVORCE  ACT  CHAPTER 45:02 

 

This Act lays down clearly and explicitly that the minimum age for a male as well as for a 

female to get married without parental consent is EIGHTEEN YEARS of age [Article 8]. This 

Article allows males 16-17 years of age and females 12-17 years of age to get married with 

parental consent. (The other Marriage Acts of Trinidad and Tobago do not specify a minimum 

age for marriage ---see addendum.) 

 

The much vaunted criticisms of the latter provision -- parents are forcing their young 

daughters to marry much older men in order to settle debts or to save them from charges of 

statutory rape, etc. need to be objectively assessed 

 

1) The statistics provided by the Ministry of Gender, Youth and Child Development for 

its Consultation on January 27, 2012 showed that from 1997-2007 there were 

SIXTEEN marriages of Muslim girls under 15 years of age --- i.e. sixteen (16) in 

eleven years, an average of 1.5 per year. A Total of 5,440 Muslim marriages took 

place during the same period of which sixteen (16) occurred with girls under 15years 

old, a mere 0.3  %. 

 

2) Every State-appointed Muslim Marriage Officer is legally bound by Article 6(d) of the 

Muslim Marriage and Divorce Act to  ascertain 

"that  the parties,  understanding  the nature of the contract,  shall FREELY  CONSENT 

to marry one another,,_ 

 

3) The Muslim Marriage Officer is duty-bound by Islamic Law to ascertain whether both 

parties WILLINGLY CONSENT to the marriage because any "marriage" wherein either 

party  does not consent is invalid according to  Islam. 

 

Thus the criticisms would mean that (1) the consenting parents are deliberately acting against the 

welfare of their own children and (2), the State-appointed Muslim Marriage Officers are guilty of 

dereliction of duty according to both the laws of Trinidad & Tobago and the laws oflslam. What 

daunting indictments indeed! 

 

Also, given the extremely small number of marriages of Muslim girls under 15 years of age (an 

average of 1.5 per year) are we not justified in saying (borrowing from Shakespeare) MUCH 

ADO ABOUT NOTHING? 
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Can we not envisage when getting minors married may be the best option in extenuating  

circumstances? For example, a minor who wants to get married but who does not get parental 

permission may threaten suicide, to elope, to drop out of school or live with the other party 

without getting married. Also what if the minor female becomes pregnant and both parties are 

willing to get married with the support of both their families?  And  so on. The Muslim  

Marriage  and  Divorce  Act as  it  now  stands,  addresses  these issues. 

   

In light of varying minimum ages for marriage,  with  and without  consent, e.g. 

 

• SCOTLAND - for males and females without parental consent 

• ENGLAND - for males and females with parental consent 

• NEW YORK  - for males and females with parental  consent 

• NEW YORK - for males and females with parental and judicial 

consents 

• TEXAS - for males and females with parental consent 

• SOUTH CAROLINA - for males with parental consent 

• SOUTH CAROLINA  - for females with parental  consent 

• NEW HAMPSHIRE - for males with parental and judicial consents 

• NEW  HAMPSHIRE  - for females with parental  and judicial consents 

-- 16 years 

-- 16 years 

-- 16 years 

-- 14 years 

--  14 years 

-- 16 years 

--  14 years 

-- 14 years 

-- 13 years 

 

And in light of Canon 1083(1) of the Code of Canon Law of the Catholic Church: "A man before 

he has completed his sixteenth year of age and a woman before she has completed her fourteenth 

year of age cannot enter into  a valid marriage." 

 

We, as representatives  of the Muslim  community,  strongly  oppose any changes to the ages 

stipulated in the Muslim Marriage and Divorce Act (Chapter 45:02). The only amendment, if any 

that we would  be willing to support would be a requirement for judicial consent in addition to 

parental consent for females  12-15 years of age. 

 

If our esteemed Parliament changes the minimum age of marriage  in the Muslim Marriage  and 

Divorce Act, thus stopping the average of 1.5 marriages per year of girls under  15 years of age,  

would our Parliamentarians  be then entitled to shout EUREKA (as Archimedes  did) for having 

solved the problems of sexual promiscuity in primary and secondary schools, of older men who 

are entrusted with the care and protection of our children and who seduce and entice little girls 

into  sexual relations,  incest,  statutory rape, etc. 

 

Or would our Parliamentarians be adjudged to have foisted upon us LEGAL WINDOW-

DRESSING to pull the wool over our eyes? 
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APPENDIX III 

NATIONAL CONSULTATION 

 

National Consultation on the Standardization of the Legal Age of Marriage 

Held at Crown Plaza Hotel 

On 4th November, 2011 

National Anthem 

Prayer 

Welcome – Mrs. Sandra Jones, Permanent Secretary, Ministry of Gender, Youth and Child 

Development 

 This is a national consultation on the standardization of the legal age of marriage in 

Trinidad and Tobago 

 Trinidad and Tobago is a multi-ethnic, multi-cultural society that celebrates all and the 

government values all citizens  

 The legislation governs an important aspect of our lives: marriage 

 It is concerned with the rights and full development of all our people 

 We continue to lag in the area of child marriage 

 These practices are not in line with international conventions and local legislation  

 This consultation Is timely 

Feature Address – Senator, the Honorable Verna St. Rose-Greaves 

 As much as we may have divergent views, let us continue with a spirit of peace and 

harmony 

 Non contentious gathering of citizens to deal with an issue that is important to all 

 The first step is to hear the vies of the stakeholders 

 This is a very important conversation that we as a nation need to have 

 The forum is intended to be a participatory event 

 Marriage is governed by four Acts: 

 The Marriage Act which sets the age of consent for both males and females at 

eighteen years 

 The Marriage and Divorce Act which govern Muslin marriages and divorces, 

consent for males is sixteen and females, 12 

 The Hindu Marriage Act which governs Hindu Marriages, Age of consent for 

males is eighteen and females, 14 
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 The Orisha Marriage Act which governs Marriage in the Orisha faith, consent for males 

is eighteen and for females, 16 

 Some would argue that marriage among children hardly ever take place. Why then is this 

discussion important? 

 Between 1999 and 2007, there were 104 marriages involving underage girls but the 

grooms were all older 

 In one year 16 marriages occurred only involving underage girls 

 This consultation is not to blame or to judge anyone, it is to sort through what direction to 

take and how to move forward 

 Trinidad and Tobago has signed and ratified the Convention on the Rights of the Child 

which seeks to protect all children from abuses. 

 The CRC defines the child as under 18 years of age 

 We have also signed on to the Convention on the Elimination of all Forms of 

Discrimination Against Women  

 Trinidad and Tobago has made progress with these conventions however, we lag behind 

in the standardization of the legal age of marriage 

 The Ministry of foreign Affairs and Communication calls for action to end early or forced 

marriages 

 None of the Commonwealth goals can be met without first empowering our girls. 

 Early marriage prohibits female economic empowerment, basic human rights, education, 

maternal health 

 Marriage is seen as a way to take shame away from parents due to early pregnancy, it 

might be an economic necessity or deal with girls who are running away from home 

 We have come to our stakeholders to share your thoughts so that we can be guided 

 The arguments put forward for and against early marriage are many and real 

 Harmful consequences of early marriage include:  

 Decreased opportunity for education 

 Increased exposure to STIs, HIV/AIDS 

 Higher risk due to early pregnancy 

 Pregnancy related deaths are 5 times higher for girls between 15 and 19 compared 

to girls over 20 years 

 Pregnancy related death is the most common cause of death for girls aged 15-19 

 Physical and psychological problems 

 Domestic violence 

 Depression 

 Separation from family and friends 

 Lack of interaction with peers and community activities 

 We cannot stop at consultation, conversation needs to be continued 

 Our decision will affect how our young children are viewed  

Presentation on “The Age of Marriage in Trinidad and Tobago” – Dr. Rawwida Baksh, 

Consultant at the Ministry of Gender, Youth and Child Development 

 We need to look at all the marriage Acts if there is to be a change in legislation, including 

Common Law 

 Trinidad and Tobago sets the age of sexual consent at 16 years 

 However this conflicts with the minimum age for marriage  
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 The definition of who is a child is not clear. CRC defines a child as under 18 and 

mandates that member states abide by this to protect the child 

 Facts (CSO Statistics 1997 - 2007): 

1. Between 1997 and 2007, 104 child marriages took place. All of the girls were under 

15 but there were no underage males  

2. Among 15 – 19 year olds getting married, 8406 were girls whereas only 1302 were 

boys in the same time frame 

 Marriage Acts discriminate against girls as does the practice of early age marriage 

 The discrepancy in the minimum age of marriage for boys versus girls is a cause for 

concern  

 Further research is needed to understand the type of social circumstances that cause this 

discrepancy 

 We need to raise awareness to discuss these issues especially to hear the views of young 

women 

 Evidence points to multiculturalism and religious diversity but also to a compromised 

citizenship of women (economic, political participation, social) 

 We need to find out the meaning of suicide attempts among girls in Trinidad and Tobago 

 In 2011, we still have legislation that fails to protect our girl children and one that 

supports their unequal treatment 

 The answer is not really marriage but life skills management 

All participants were divided into six working groups to discuss their views on the 

standardization of the legal age of marriage in Trinidad and Tobago 

Discussion within the groups 

GROUP 1 – Facilitator: S 

B: Should we take for granted that the age for males and females would remain different or 

should it be the same 

M: Are we saying that we are standardizing the age given that we are a multicultural or multi-

religious society. I don’t think this is feasible as people have their beliefs. 

S: This is our time as Trinidadian citizens to express our views 

J: Socially, economically we are in a decline as a society. We can deal with the economical part 

in families and raise awareness…but coming to attack the age of marriage? We need to approach 

it delicately. We need to address the causes of marriage. We have to go to the root of “why”. 

Research is important. 

A: What are the socio-economic factors that cause child marriages to occur? Literacy… 

R: Lack of sex education is a serious problem. The youngest client at the Rape Crisis Society is 3 

years old and the eldest is over 80. Values and morals are important. Education from as early as 

possible tailored to suit the age group. The same thing thought at schools should be in the media. 

We should bombard citizens with the same information. 
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BN: Getting sex education to pre-school should be priority. You fill their minds with right 

information example, information on what is a good touch or a bad touch. Literacy, schooling is 

a problem and the next thing you know they are vulnerable. 

S: Considering this, what are your views on the legal stance to give consent? 

J: We need to lay the foundation across the board and have a model first. 

B: Should the law bow to the religious organizations or vice versa? Am I here because I want 

people to appreciate the law? Am I here because I want more people to join my faith? Am I here 

because I am concerned with human development? 

J: I want change! 

R: At what stage should a person be married? Should a sixteen year old have a child? Ask 

doctors, speak to them about health. Fifteen year olds should not be pregnant. Human 

development is important. Ask psychologists. 

S: There is need to change to protect. Are we in consensus with this response? Yes. Is it practical 

to have marriages under eighteen? 

J: We need to deal with the issues surrounding marriages.  

S: These are underlying issues for the Marriage Act. We are agreeing that children should not be 

married and agreeing with the UN’s position. 

N: Sex education has really helped me to think about things more maturely. It has made me into 

a better individual. School administration is important. Use Ministry of Education to implement 

this in schools. 

S: So then we need policy (interdepartmental, inter-ministerial) to deal with the issue. 

M: Boys must learn to respect women/girls. More importantly young girls must learn to respect 

themselves. Respect is one thing; they also need to educate parents. If you educate in school but 

at home there are other values, the child will be confused.  

S: So the media needs to take an active role. 

J: Welfare officers need to go to homes to follow up on reports, but nobody is watchdog of what 

is taking place in society. 

A: We need to look at staffing, manpower is a problem. 

B: Parents need to get a second opinion when marrying off their children. 

AB: Children’s Authority will address this. This will be an opportunity to address this. 

SB: At my school, we focused on education. Values and morals were not looked at. We have to 

also look at teaching values. Get parents to teach values and to be involved. 
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GH: Getting parents involved is difficult because of work and other things. The problem lies in 

parents not having the time or the desire to raise their children. Constant monitoring is needed. 

R: Just make it simple! Sex – 18, vote – 18, smoke – 18…Why shouldn’t we follow the 

benchmark? Use the UN, 18 years. 

S: Trinidad and Tobago tries to be respectful of differences. Should religions be in compliance 

with the laws? 

GH: We can’t tell religious organizations what to do. 

N: Yes, we should make it 18. 

B: How much of religion is really cultural? If we could inform religious groups, they may not 

find it so difficult to change. Focus on human development. 

S: These things came about centuries ago. This is happening today. At that time, what was 

happening was practical. It is time for change. 

R: Use psychological and health personnel to decide what is practical. Don’t you (religious 

leaders) want healthy followers? 

S: I have various opinions from different views…I’m female, I’m a student, I’m divorced…and 

so does everyone here. 

A: I agree with the general flow of the discussion. We must be informed by health care 

practitioners or psychologists. 

AB: How do you answer the critique that “It is practical to leave things as they are, as children 

are having sex…” 

B: Change begins with me. I need to know who I am because I would only allow change 

depending on my personal convictions. What about persons not in the statistics, this problem is 

greater than that which was brought to the table. Therefore I must be the change as we do not 

know whether the change will be implemented even though we speak of it here. 

S: You all see what you are a part of and where change is going. Be aware of the change you are 

involved in. 

 

GROUP 4 – Facilitator: A 

A: If you had a 12 year old daughter, would you be comfortable with her getting married? 

AS: I remember being 12 years old climbing up a tree, now seeing my first period, what would I 

know about marriage, sex, conceiving a child? 

RL: We need to focus on children playing, having fun. Play is one of the ways to allow a child to 

develop. Children at the age of 12, 14 should just be able to start understanding themselves, not 

be taken up with child birth. 
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A: What is meant by maturity (a bit subjective)? 

SA: No to the first question. Yes, maturity is subjective. At this time, a 12 year old is not mature 

to carry out taking care of the household and this deters girls from pursuing education.  

Hazel Brown: A lot of girls under 15 do not have an abortion, but instead get married. Girls at 

this age are seen as property to be disposed. Decisions are not being made by girls. There is too 

much emphasis on cultural norms (dealing with pregnancy) and not on human rights of girls. 

Where are the girls out of primary school and what are are they doing? 

CM: Definitely not. Because of my culture. Ms. Brown is right. We need to put human rights of 

these girls first and not just cultural norms dealing with sexual activity. We need to look at a 

holistic approach, not just the impact on education, but also physical, emotional effects.  

RW: The mother of these girls have 5 children already. Not only should marriage but also what 

starts it. Could you watch your 12 year old daughter marry an older man? That is rape.  

A: You raised a point about spoiling our girl children. Is the Act linked to sexuality? 

AS: The Act is linked to sexuality. Girls at 13/14 years start looking at older guys. The parents 

then end up marrying them off. Parents do not seek to identify the problem. It is solved by 

marriage. We in Trinidad and Tobago overlook this issue. We need to stand up.  

RL: Our culture is a highly sexualize done. We can’t always address people’s behavior through 

legislation. We need to educate and inform young people so that they can make more informed 

decisions.  

A: Does the Act raise gender issues? 

Senator Bagaloo: We could legislate it, but whether you are married or not, it’s still continuing. 

It’s happening in a vast majority.  

RW: We have certain ways of thinking due to our parents and grandparents. But things have 

changed. Technology has some negativity as it is deterring children from playing. How can we 

allow a young girl who doesn’t even know a man or is even attracted to him to marry him and 

have sex with him? There is a lack of morals at home. Families always put sexual abuse under 

the table.  

Hazel Brown: There is greater need for creation of awareness. The law requires more effort and 

public awareness on the impact of early marriage on girls and boys. If boys could get pregnant, 

there would have been a whole different charge.  

RL: We need to incorporate this into the school syllabus. The behavior of children is not 

informed by practical information.  

AS: Teachers are not aware and do not want to talk about sex. In the long run, we will not have 

teenage pregnancy. Parents need to teach their children self-respect.  

SA: Sexual activity and promiscuity does not lead to marriage. They are two different areas. 

Marriage at a young age is in large due to pregnancy.  
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A: Child marriage certainly cannot be placed in a vacuum.  

RL: There is need to create greater opportunities for our girls. We need to ensure that 

development takes place, but along guided standards.  

CM: We need to question the age of sexual consent.  

Hazel Brown: There needs to be a transition between childhood and adulthood that is facilitated 

by the law. A breech in the transition is what leads to lack of educational opportunities.  

RW: As AIDS got big, condoms are all over. We need to regard the body as a temple. The 

number of girls between the ages of 25 and 27 who don’t have children is very small.  

A: What needs to be done? 

Hazel Brown: there is a need for more support services. Alongside legislation, support services 

such as information and basic necessities need to be put in place. There needs to be public 

awareness and support services.  

RL: The Act and discussion need to cater also for young boys. We need to support the NGOs and 

community groups. The government needs to give, not only financial support, but also technical 

support to NGOs. The government needs to build technical support to build capacity and 

training.  

Hazel Brown: If you find yourself in this situation, who do you turn to for help? 

SA: What services? We should have something to provide services for everyone, not just 

pertaining to child marriage.  

A: Therefore, do we need to standardize the laws to include all situations? 

AS: Services are available, but pregnant girls are discriminated against at hospitals.  

Hazel Brown: But we need to ensure that girls are in schools.  

A: What can the Ministry and the Government do? 

AS: The laws can be standardized to prevent young children from marrying and avoid depriving 

children of opportunities. Children ignore traditions. Sex is everywhere. Sex before marriage… 

Hazel Brown: Changing the law is one thing. But the law needs to be enforced. 

L: Have doctors. Universities need to be able to share knowledge. Government should make it 

mandatory that knowledge is disseminated among the public.  

GROUP 5 – Facilitator: MB 

R: This is such a tender age for marriage. We need time to allow the body to develop, to 

experience life, to meet other people and to express yourself. Some people get pregnant, some 

people die. Children should be brought up with values, self-respect and high self-esteem and 

have a religious background.  



220 

 

M: Perhaps we should educate then so that they can make their own choices? 

T: Although it is frowned upon, we need to look at personal choices. It’s a free will and it is up 

to the individual. Children need to speak up and voice their personal choices and opinions. 

Parents can’t be blamed.  

(?): We see differences rather than a common trend. There is discrimination with colour and 

race. I personally know young girls not being educated and conditioned, not forced, from young 

to get married for financial stability and stability. 

MB: I encourage you to share your views, but only facts, no presumptions.  

R: I know about an issue where an arrangement was made for a child at age 11 to marry a well 

off person. This child has no say. What the parents say goes. At 14 there was the first child, at 15 

the second, and by 20, she had 5 children. At 21 she took an interest in partying and other men.  

S: When childhood is taken away from an early age, they later on want to reclaim their youth or 

life. Parents are immature because they are pushed into an adult frame of mind. Therefore, there 

is breakdown in the home, parental relationship and the marriage.  

MB: So are we saying that if you are not given the opportunity to be a child, when you’re older 

you will behave as children? 

R: You should also be free to divorce when it is necessary. Women are bound to relationships 

and marriage because of lack of education, and nothing to fall back on. I have not seen a pre-

marital programme in place to ensure that one is married to the right person. If it is realized that 

the marriage is not right and people want to separate, they cannot make that choice.  

MB: So lack of education, self esteem and parental obligation are common issues that have been 

mentioned? 

(?): It doesn’t matter who you are or your religious persuasion; people as a whole are affected. 

There is a need to balance right between the individual and the family. Not only religious beliefs 

address complex issues, so we need to look for a national solution in citizenship is equal for all. 

So we should try to contribute to a national solution.  

MB: This is the ideal position to reach. Would you consent to your sister or daughter, 12 years 

old, to be married? Does a 12 year old child have choices… 

Everyone: NO! 

Ethiopian Orthodox Representative: Marriage is a responsibility and there should be freedom of 

choice. God created man with knowledge and understanding. Without understanding there is no 

freedom of choice. My parents got married, my mom at 15 and my father at 20. This was 

traditional to ensure security. Marriage should not be by force, but true love for security. We 

should respect children. Generally, they need to be at an age to understand how to handle family 

life (whether 12 or 18). You must e a virgin, or no marriage can take place.  

T: I agree with understanding and being able to make their own decision on situations so that 

pregnancy could be prevented. Prevention is better than the cure. Women have the responsibility 
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of cooking, breast-feeding etc. so therefore, they will not be getting freedom. They have no 

knowledge of the world or education and then there is regret of not having freedom. Some 

parents are ignorant by not allowing their children to have education. I know a situation where a 

child was ‘working body’ and got pregnant at from 4. There must be somebody to talk to. What 

about love? Not knowing who your spouse… 

S: Long ago, when early marriage was normal, the community raised children. Elders etc. helped 

to raise, mould and shape children. Parents are at work more now. For a 12-15 year old to have a 

child, These children will not have the advantage of being shaped and moulded. It’ son the 

mother’s shoulders and if she’s less than 18 then she is not equipped to raise the children.  

(?): Custom or culture has social assumptions. That is, it is extended to families who continue to 

develop the child. Many times, the legal concept of what to practice is driven by local conditions. 

International norms drive legislation rather than local customs.  

MB: How do international norms affect agencies in Trinidad and Tobago? What are some things 

you want to see your agency involved in? 

Ethiopian Orthodox representative: When people intend to get married, the male and the female 

must know about each other, his or her likes and his family. They must know of the 

responsibility of male versus female and what life is about. You should share with each other 

how you see yourself 5-10 years from now, raising children, and what you bring to the 

relationship. I support a minimum age of 18 for marriage. I do not support child marriage 

whether it is traditional or not.  

(?): I agree but it is practiced in communities now.  

(?): Even with marriage counseling, people tell the pastor, or the woman what they want to hear, 

then after 2/3 months, the marriages changes. Both persons should contribute. Women ask the 

pastor to bring about a solution why the pastor will say to dissolve the marriage. There is no 

counseling etc. Some pastors have double-standards. At 19, 20, 21, some have book sense, but 

no common sense, so men prey on them and take advantage of them. Some women are married 

for wealth, not love.  

Ethiopian Orthodox Representative: There is some truth to that. Marriage is an institution. 

Guidelines to use counseling should e a process, a continuation. You should ask questions such 

as why do you love, how to support, there should be abstinence until marriage and live as a 

family.  

MB: The Ethiopian church may not be the same as other religions.  

(?): We could borrow from the sister church. In older society, early marriage was part of the 

economic system. A husband/father was a form of support, but this is not so in the modern 

world. Women are socially and economically mobile. Women are equal participants in this 

country, therefore, the laws were there to support a past order. There needs to be change for a 

modern world.  

MB: What is needed?  
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Responses:  

 -Sexual or child acts/other acts 

 -Continue the consultation 

 -Media 

 -Law for the legal age of marriage 

 -Not everyone has the say or voice against parents  

 -Not consenting to daughters being married at 12 because of the different points raised.  

GROUP 6 – Facilitator: AM 

AM: Would you consent to your 12 year old daughter being married? 

MS: Knowing my daughter, no. But it should an opportunity that people should have they desire. 

Under the Muslim Act, yes, they can be married, but with parental consent. Then, should we take 

all the rights away from the parent? In Islam, you need 1) Parental consent and 2) Your own 

consent. There is no problem with the parent giving consent if the child is under 18 (to protect 

the child from vulnerability etc.). In Trinidad no child is forced into marriage. Yes, there have 

been marriages of old men to young women, but only 2 in 11 years. We shouldn’t change the law 

because then in situations where those younger than 18 want to get married, and are in the right 

place to do so, can’t. One problem is problem is in the PAHO study on primary and secondary 

schools in Trinidad, there were lots of sexual relations among school children Why? This hasn’t 

just all of a sudden appeared. Children are sexually active. Sex out of marriage is a sin in Islam 

and is punishable by flogging in some countries. I have spoken to girls who want to get married. 

They would either do it legally or secretly. We do not want to encourage fornication. 

IR (MS): Give an explanation regarding the disparity among the age of marriage for boys and 

girls.  

MS: There is no law in Islam saying that this should be so. Children can marry at puberty. 

However, a man has to provide for his family. Women earn for themselves, but the man needs to 

provide for his family.  

A: So are boys able to provide for their families at 16? 

MSA: There may be situations where this is so. The boy may be in a good standing. Then, we 

would want to prevent him from fornication. We are not encouraging young children to marry, 

but we don’t want to promote sins.  

I (?): I can’t think of any 12 year old who would be ready for the responsibility of marriage. So 

then, at what age? The earliest I could think of is at 16.  

AM: Is the issue an age issue, a maturity issue or both? 

I (?): Maturity is important as marriage is a responsibility that the individual is taking to guide 

future members of society. If the family is so influential, the family should be able to guide, and 
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make informed decisions. There are situations where married children remained at their parents’ 

homes and continued their education, Children need a holistic value system and development 

before they reach maturity stage.  

P (?): Age has no subjectivity. Social issues for example maturity are very subjective. An 

uneducated mother will have a different idea of maturity than an educated woman.  

AM: Can there be a societal definition of maturity? 

P (?): Like any law, someone still needs to interpret it. In this case, the parents would be the ones 

to interpret maturity. So it would still be subjective.  

E: There are physical negatives to a young child being married, eg. Medicinal concerns. We need 

to factor this in. Some doctors may say 15, some may say 19. At later ages, the child can deter 

cervical cancer and other illnesses.  

V: The anatomical structure of young women is not yet ready at young ages. Pregnancy can lead 

to pre-eclampsia, hemorrhage, low birth weight, prematurity, which are all expensive to treat in 

neo-natal units. I would support 16 and above.  

AM: What are the pros of early marriage? 

MS: It prevents fornication. Furthermore, younger couples can mature together. They stay 

together longer and escape issues such as who you were married to before, who you had relations 

with before. They can come into marriage without luggage. Marriage in Islam is a wonderful 

thing; you can grow together as a family. Islam also discourages early pregnancy. Birth control is 

allowable in Islam. 

AM: What are the implications of standardization? 

MS: Standardization will result in couples marrying Islamically, but not legally. This has 

implications for the national community as it would not be legal. What about registration of 

marriage? And issues of divorce? It would be a problem if a divorced person wants to remarry. 

Things should stay as they are. In 11 years, there were only 16 girls under 15 being married, this 

isn’t so bad. We want to ensure that children can get married if they like. Changing the law will 

be met with oppression against religion (Islam). There is a problem with legislating against 

things because of religious points of view.  

AM: We have an obligation to UN ratified laws. We need to institute some action since we 

signed it. If there is no action, are we lying? It’s the same with the CEDAW document. What 

should we do about this?  

MSi: We should legalise Islam marriage (Nikah) to make it recognized by the local courts for 

limited legal purposes. During the period of time where young marriage is locally legal, rights 

would be protected, and at 18, the marriage can be registered official.  

A:We could look at the law again and give a window of opportunity because there are going to 

be occasions where those under a particular age want to get married. 
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MS: Young marriages would be encouraged for example, in situations where the girl already left 

home, already lives with the boy and is having sex. Or when the girl becomes pregnant at a 

young age and wants to escape shame. Or to make sure that young men who have impregnated a 

girl take responsibility.  

AS: In the Presbyterian church, our Ministers would counsel. There are barely any under 18s 

getting married. Sometimes, yes, we would give special consideration, for example, economic 

factors, education level.  

TU: At 19, I was not prepared, I was pregnant and had serious doubts. I met with my family and 

felt pressured into marriage. It didn’t work out as I was not ready psychologically. I was 

saddened with a young child, and another, two years later. There was an imbalance, I was 

working, I had to see about children. It was not until maybe 28 when the marriage broke up… 

During my marriage I pursued my passion for the arts. I read more and experimented with my 

children. However, there was a big gap. I was not mothered and I became dysfunctional.  

E: Shame is not a reason for marriage. We cannot look at the legislation like that. We should 

believe in love, not to escape embarrassment or to gain economically. We can’t start legislating 

things that are social issues that we are trying to address.  

V (?): Under 16, there should be no marriage, 18 is even better. Our legislation should be based 

on things that are substantiated. We should legislate to protect girls from being forced or shamed 

in to marriage.  

A (?): We move from being children to being adults at 18, legislation should adhere to this.  

P: Women are at a disadvantage. Socialization of girls and boys is different. Girls stay at home, 

boys go out. The problem is socialization. Violence against women is a problem. Boys need to 

be mature enough to interact with a women. Boys may be too young to know proper interaction. 

Programmes on socialization or parenting should play a part. Education is important too. Boys 

are not socialized to interaxt, to talk. So in response to the stress of marriage they strike out.  

Ak: Early marriage: NO! Young people today are not ready or prepared for such commitment. It 

might not work out. They need to be older, 18 or 19 would be better, their mindset would be 

better. At 16, you’re not looking for commitment; you are still playing the field. Should it be 

standardized? Yes. Children being exposed too early to grown up things would take advantage. 

You end up with early pregnancies etc.  

JH: At 12-18 is adolescence. Boys and girls are now physically maturing. They want to get into 

peer groups. Girls being exposed to sexual relations would lead to complications in pregnancy. 

We have to prevent this if we want to prevent death on a hospital bed. Pregnancy should only 

happen at a certain age. Young boys are not ready to be the head of a household, it encourages 

violence. The only interaction that they are accustomed to is with their sister so they can get 

aggressive. If parents are forcing marriages, then the state should stop it (step in) to prevent the 

vulnerability. If a child between the ages of 16 and 18 want to get married, special privileges 

should be granted legally. 
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I: From a practical stand point, we can have laws on paper but how are we going to know if the 

child is being forced? Children cannot be legally emancipated like in the US, maybe this should 

be introduced. 
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APPENDIX IV 

REQUEST FOR PARTICIPATION 

 

Chanley E. Rainey 

Doctoral Candidate 

Department of Political Science 

University of Alabama 

326 ten Hoor Hall 

Tuscaloosa AL, 35487 

US Cell: 251-564-6059 

E-mail: cerainey@ua.edu 

 

June 18, 2015 

 

 

 

Dear Sir or Madam,  

 

I am contacting you about the possibility of scheduling a meeting, at your earliest convenience, 

concerning my research on Trinidad’s multicultural Marriage Acts and the role of Hindu and 

Muslim women in the debate on standardization of the minimum age of marriage. 

 

I will visit Port of Spain between July 19th and August 2nd and would very much appreciate the 

opportunity to meet with you during that time. 

 

I am a doctoral candidate in the Department of Political Science at the University of Alabama 

in the United States, working with Professor and Department Chair Richard Fording. 

 

My research examines the effects of multicultural policies on minority women’s movements in 

Latin America and the Caribbean. My current project compares the responses of minority 

women activists to different approaches to cultural rights in Guyana, Trinidad, Belize, and 

Panama. The project features a special focus and fieldwork on the process of consultation 

undertaken in Trinidad during the 2011-2012 debate on the Marriage Acts and the minimum age 

of marriage. 

 

Through an exploration of the perspectives of activists and government officials involved in  

national debates characterized by a perceived conflict between culture and gender equality, the  

study aims to understand the ways in which multicultural policies shape minority women’s  

independent organizing and influence with government officials, as well as their interaction with 

majority women’s organizations and minority organizations not focused on women’s rights. 
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During the course of my fieldwork in Trinidad, I intend to conduct interviews with key 

participants in the Marriage Acts debate. Such participants include officials from the Ministry 

of Gender, Youth, and Child Development, current and former MPs from both the PP and the 

PNM, political party representatives, as well as representatives of local and international NGOs, 

prominent journalists, and scholars working in the general area of women’s rights. 

 

The main aim of the Trinidadian portion of the research is to understand the process of  

consultation and its importance in attenuating the potential negative effects cultural rights may  

have on women within targeted cultural groups. By examining the process of consultation  

undertaken with regard to the Marriage Acts, I will be able to gauge the extent to which such 

practices create opportunities for minority women to increase their influence both within the 

women’s movement and with policymakers.  

 

You have been selected as a possible participant in this study because or your work in the area of 

women’s rights. It is my belief that the research on minority women’s activism can be greatly 

enhanced by integrating your perspectives. 

 

In Trinidad, approximately 40 key actors are being asked to participate. The face-to-face interview 

lasts approximately 30-45 minutes and will take place at an agreed time and location convenient 

for you. 

 

Thank you for your time and consideration. I look forward to hearing from you soon. Please feel 

free to contact me at any time, I can be reached best by email at cerainey@ua.edu. 

 

Sincerely, 

 

Chanley Rainey  

 

Doctoral Candidate, Department of Political Science, University of Alabama 

  

mailto:cerainey@ua.edu
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APPENDIX V 

INTERVIEW GUIDELINES 

 

1. How long have you been a member of (respondent’s organization, e.g., the Hindu 

Women’s Organization)/ active in the area of women’s advocacy? 

 

2. Have you held any leadership posts in the organization/have you ever held political 

office? 

a. Prompt for other organizational memberships 

3. About how many members does the organization have? 

a. Age and occupations, single 

b. Religious and Ethnic make-up 

4. How would you describe the objectives of (respondent’s organization)? 

a. Prompt for specifics (changing attitudes, policy reform, legal rights) 

b. Prompt for constituency served 

c. Prompt for differences from similar organizations (Muslim Women’s 

Organization, Caribbean Association for Feminist Research and Action, etc.) 

 

5. Can you tell me about any other organizations you may know of that advocate for 

women?  

a. If respondent identifies additional organizations, ask whether she, personally, or 

her organization, has ever worked with these.  

i. Prompt for alliance issues 

 

6. In November of 2011, the Ministry of Youth, Culture, and Gender began public 

consultations concerning proposed amendments to the Marriage Acts that would have 

created a uniform minimum age of marriage regardless of religious beliefs. What is the 

position of your organization on this question? 

a. Prompt for changes in position 

 

7. How does the (respondent’s organization’s; e.g., “The HWO’s”) approach to this issue 

differ from that of other organizations? 

 

a. Prompt: Do the religious beliefs of the (respondent’s organization’s) members 

influence its position on issues like this? 
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8. Would you walk me through (respondent’s organization’s) participation in the 

consultation process? 

a. Prompt: Did (respondent’s organization) work directly with officials from the 

Ministry of Youth, Culture, and Gender?  

b. Prompt: Did (respondent’s organization) work directly with any other 

government officials? If yes, who? 

  

9. Can you tell me which other organizations and public figures were included in the 

consultations?  

a. Prompt for rival and allied positions 

b. Prompt: Do you feel the consultation process was legitimate?  

c. Prompt: Do you think any interests were over- or under-represented in the 

discussions?  

 

10. How much of an impact do you think your organization has been able to make on this 

issue?  

a. Prompt for government officials, elected leaders 

b. Prompt for public opinion 

 

What steps has (respondent’s organization) taken since the consultations ended? Can you tell me 

about any related issue advocacy work that’s been carried out or is being planned? 
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APPENDIX VI 

IRB APPROVAL 
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