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Guyana has long occupied an uneasy place in Caribbean studies. It is culturally
recognized as part of the Caribbean yet is anomalous and difficult to fit into neat regional
narratives due to its geographical location. Even as the field has expanded into considering
diaspora, gender, and environmental history, Guyana tends to surface only sideways: as a
site of migration, an extractive zone, or a political cautionary tale. In Global Guyana: Shaping
Race, Gender, and Environment in the Caribbean and Beyond, Oneka LaBennett begins from this
condition of mis-recognition (vii—xvii). Her central claim is that Guyana’s apparent absence
1s not incidental but structured. What she terms a “political economy of erasure” obscures
the dense connections between Guyanese social worlds and global racial capitalism, even
as Guyana’s labour, land, and cultural forms circulate widely (5-6).

Rather than presenting Guyana as an exception, LaBennett treats it as a vantage
point from which broader structures come into focus. She argues that the country is mate-
rially foundational to modern life, while rarely acknowledged as such within Caribbean
studies, global history, and political economy (1-3). This tension—being essential yet over-
looked by scholarly, political, and media frameworks—shapes the book’s conceptual lens.
Guyana thus becomes a site through which the workings of race, gender, environment,
and infrastructure can be seen with clarity. As a result, a new method of analysis is central
to this intervention. In the preface, LaBennett introduces the “pointer broom analytic”
(virxv). The pointer broom—a handleless yard broom made from coconut leaf spines
and associated with Guyanese women’s labour—becomes both metaphor and method
for gathering what has been dismissed, undervalued, or rendered invisible. Unlike the
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cutlass, long linked to plantation violence and masculinized labour, the broom gathers. It
demands repeated close-to-the-ground attention and works by accumulating what has been
dismissed. LaBennett turns this practice into a feminist historiographic practice oriented
towards residue, repetition, and undervalued forms of knowledge. She places this approach
alongside Kamau Brathwaite’s tidalectics, which imagines Caribbean history as rhythmic
and relational rather than linear (LaBennett x—xii). Sweeping, like the tide, involves motion
and return, linking domestic labour to broader historical processes. Theory, here, grows
out of embodied, everyday practice rather than abstraction alone. In this way, method and
argument remain tightly intertwined throughout the book, as LaBennett repeatedly returns
to feminized labour, environmental residue, and racialized intimacy to make visible the
struggles of extraction and erasure shaping Guyana’s global position.

LaBennett’s use of auto-ethnography further grounds the analysis (xiv—xvi). Her
reflections on family and diaspora function not as memoir but as methodological positioning,
demonstrating how lived experience sharpens structural critique. Knowledge production
itself becomes part of the terrain under examination. Guyana’s long placement at the edges
of theory is thus revealed as a historical effect rather than a natural condition.

The introduction extends this lens through a meditation on sand (1-2), which, like
the pointer broom, foregrounds material forms that sustain modern life while remaining
largely unseen. Sand undergirds modern infrastructures—concrete, glass, roads, digital
technologies—yet recedes into the background of perception. Guyana occupies a compa-
rable position: central to sand extraction and, increasingly, offshore oil, yet marginal in
regional and global imaginaries (2—3). Sand thus becomes a material way of thinking about
how extraction and invisibility work together, linking environmental processes to forms of
cultural and political neglect.

This dynamic is reinforced in representation. International media often depict
Guyana as unruly, backward, or politically incapable, repackaging colonial tropes in
contemporary language (6—8). Meanwhile, Guyanese communities are highly visible in
diaspora centres such as New York, London, and Toronto, where their labour, foodways,
and cultural practices circulate without necessarily directing attention back to the country
itself. Presence, in this sense, 1s dispersed rather than anchored, further complicating how
Guyana 1s imagined and recognized. LaBennett conceptualizes these patterns as a political
economy of erasure: processes that obscure the ties between Guyanese lives and global racial
capitalism, enabling the country to be treated as both necessary and expendable (xvi—xvii,
3—5). Erasure operates alongside erosion—ecological degradation through extraction and
the gradual wearing away of Guyanese presence in archives and scholarship. Together,
they naturalize dispossession while shifting blame onto local governance or culture. What
appears as absence, then, is the product of historical and ongoing structures.

Kavita Gawrinauth reviews Oneka LaBennett’s Global Guyana: Shaping Race, Gender; and Environment in the Caribbean and Beyond



FWIL Vol. 34, No. 2 | page 184

Book Reviews

The early chapters trace these dynamics through race, gender, and intimacy. Chapter
1, “From Full Negro to Dougla Girl,” examines colonial and postcolonial racial categories—
especially Dougla—to show how Afro- and Indo-Guyanese femininities are sexualized and
policed through ideas of mixture, respectability, and cross-racial intimacy (37-88). Women’s
bodies emerge as crucial sites through which labour hierarchies and racial divisions are
organized. By foregrounding intimacy, LaBennett complicates familiar accounts of ethnic
conflict and demonstrates that gendered relations are structural to racial capitalism.

Chapter 2, “Rihanna’s Guyanese Pattacake and the Homewrecking State in
Barbados,” turns to media and popular culture (89-118). Centring Rihanna and the
stereotype of the Guyanese “homewrecker”—a figure that carries specific racialized and
gendered meanings within Guyanese moral discourse tied to migration, sexuality, and
respectability—LaBennett shows how Guyanese femininity is framed within Caribbean
respectability politics as excessive and destabilizing. She links these representations to state
regulation of intimacy, whereby Guyanese women are cast as threats not only to domestic
order but also to national stability. Cultural stereotypes thus function as political technology
rather than mere imagery.

Environmental extraction anchors chapter 3, “Transplanted Beaches and Silica
Cities” (119-48). LaBennett shows that Guyanese sand supports not only beach tourism
elsewhere but also silica-based urban construction and global material infrastructures.
Inland deposits, long protected, are reclassified as “wastelands” and mined in the name
of modernization. Guyana becomes a sacrificial landscape whose ecological degradation
enables both Caribbean tourism economies and urban development abroad.

Chapter 4, “Recasting Fl Dorado,” examines the oil boom (149-74). Contemporary
discourse revives the colonial El Dorado myth, portraying Guyana as a land of vast promise
while simultaneously framing it as unprepared and prone to instability. International actors
appear as necessary stewards of development. Indigenous Guyanese are often folded into
the landscape itself, treated as part of the terrain to be managed. O1l extraction thus extends
older logics of discovery and disposability under the language of modernization, a pattern
LaBennett reads through the pointer-broom analytic by foregrounding the labour, land,
and lives rendered disposable in narratives of progress.

The conclusion does not aim for closure; instead, by returning to the image of
sweeping, LaBennett frames refusal of erasure as ongoing collective labour. Extraction
continues, misrepresentation persists, and environmental vulnerability deepens, under-
scoring why erasure must be addressed as a sustained process rather than a resolved
problem. Sweeping names a practice: a repeated ethic of attention and care oriented
towards resisting disappearance rather than achieving final resolution. In this sense, the
ending 1s both methodological and thematic. LaBennett models a way of working and
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invites scholars to cultivate similar habits of attention: to stay with what appears marginal,
to trace connections outwards, and to resist tidy resolutions. Global Guyana leaves readers
with less of an answer than an orientation—a way of seeing how race, gender, environment,
and infrastructure are braided together from a vantage point long pushed to the margins.

Global Guyana makes a major contribution to Caribbean studies. The book re-cen-
tres Guyana without exceptionalizing it, treats women’s labour as theory, and links envi-
ronmental extraction to representational violence. Its interdisciplinarity is the source of its
insight. By showing that Guyana is neither peripheral nor anomalous, LaBennett provides a
framework for understanding how race, gender, environment, and infrastructure converge
in the making of the modern world.
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