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Abstract 

This MA thesis explores the gendered geographies of Caribana, Toronto’s carnival-festival that 

celebrates Caribbean dance, music, band competitions, and masquerades/Mas. A longstanding 

feature of the festival has been the fence along the parade route, which separates the performers 

from the audience; the fence, which is meant to maintain security and order within the parade, 

has come to define the geography of Caribana since 2009 (Baute, 2009; News Staff, 2009; 

Aveling, 2009; Elder, 2016; Otchere, 2017). A prominent logistical feature within the parade, 

and an entry point into this thesis, I read the fence as a metaphor that interrupts “Canadian” 

consciousness and illustrates material and ideological representations of the nation’s 

multiculturalism policy. Specifically, I assert that the Multiculturalism Act codifies racial and 

cultural difference through its diversity rhetoric and, in turn, normalizes whiteness as an 

indicator of “proper” citizenship. Thinking about this process alongside the spatial politics of 

Caribana, the fence, then, unfolds into a material, rather than simply metaphoric site that divides 

the population according to racial, gendered, and sexualized markers. Afro-Caribbean women are 

particularly vulnerable to and implicated within these violent processes of place-making as they 

visibly dominate the parade. The thesis works with interdisciplinary scholarship, creative texts, 

and original accounts (semi-structured interviews and a survey questionnaire) to explore: how 

Afro-Caribbean women articulate a sense of belonging that disrupts the normalized construction 

of Canadian citizenship; how the spatial politics of Caribana are predicated on the maintenance 

and subversion of white settler nationalism—specifically within official multiculturalism and 

other policies that promote diversity; and how Caribana illuminates Black spatial negotiations 

and Black women’s liberatory geographies. This research complicates the multicultural nation by 

demonstrating the ways that Afro-Caribbean women’s relationship to Canada is contingent on 
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their own creative imaginings of a “deterritorialized citizenship” (Walcott, 2001).  Whether 

outside of, against, or next to “Canadianness,” Afro-Caribbean women’s sense of place is always 

in conversation with longer collective histories of Black and Caribbean movement, migration, 

and diaspora, whereby their struggles for liberation and freedom are always in motion. 

 Keywords: Afro-Caribbean women, Caribana, Multiculturalism, Geography 
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Introduction 

Bass—the first thing that hits once you get off the streetcar at the Exhibition station. This same 
bass becomes your heartbeat, your inhalation, and exhalation. But, as Iwer George, in his 2012 
hit “No Pain” teaches us, “when Jab Jab music inside yuh brain, I say yuh feel no pain!”1—so 
much so that the soca rhythms become an impenetrable armour, and stamina, to get through the 
day’s festivities. All you care about is getting to this pulsating sound. Pushing through the crowd 
of people who can’t seem to quicken de pace, you draw nearer and nearer as the top of the truck 
becomes more visible. Alas. As you squeeze through the crowd of onlookers, you are soon met 
with 8 feet of disappointment. Your armour suddenly shatters. “How I gine get thru dis fence?” 
you and those around you ask yourselves. The bass is the only thing that is encouraging you to 
find a way through the fence. So, you start walking. How long? The distance will soon reveal 
itself as you look for a break in the fence. After some time, you start to feel hopeless. Every year, 
it’s like this, and every year, it is even more disappointing. This year, there is not only one, but 
two fences that you must try to penetrate. Stupse. Excuse me. Sorry. Pardon me. You are still 
trying to squeeze through people to get to a break in the fence until you start to feel hands on 
your back, and suddenly, you’re tripping over your own feet. Clearly, you haven’t seen the break 
in the fence. You and everyone else squeeze through the tiny space separating you and the 
parade. Wuhloss! I get thru! (My reflection on Caribana 2015) 

 

“I kicked a fence over and did whatever the [expletive] I needed to stop feeling packed in and to 
gain a semblance of that ‘old parade feeling back’ where we interacted with the masqueraders, 
jumped up together like a COMMUNITY, and celebrated the costumes without interrupting their 
passage down the road.” (Blades, 2015, para. 6) 

*** 

 The above excerpts articulate the experience of Afro-Caribbeans at the Caribana parade 

and the marking by/through the fence. Despite being a permanent logistical feature of the 

Caribana parade, the fence has come to define the space in particular ways from about 2009 

forward (Baute, 2009; News Staff, 2009; Aveling, 2009; Elder, 2016; Otchere, 2017). As the 

above excerpts demonstrate, the fence acts to enclose, both materially and ideologically, the 

Afro-Caribbeans who participate in the parade. Furthermore, those who transgress the fence are 

portrayed as criminals, jeopardizing the parade’s movement and, most importantly, are seen to 

obstruct the safety and experience of both the masqueraders (also referred to in this thesis as 

 
1 Iwer George’s song “No Pain” can be found here: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lBZTZMV7ATA 



ix 
 

those who play Mas) and those who have paid to be entertained by them. To combat the latter of 

these two dynamics, Lincoln Anthony Blades (2015, Aug 3) offers the following:  

Adopt the Toronto Indy Model, where you can use their route and fences. You will be 
able to provide the viewers with layered seating, so they can view what’s actually 
happening. This way, not only can you make everyone who enters purchase a ticket, but 
you can provide sectioned tickets with varying prices to make the parade generate more 
profit so that the volunteers can actually get paid.  

The model outlined by Blades here, along with his insights in the epigraph, offer a way to 

respatialize Caribana; he concedes that his actions, though “disruptive,” indicate the altering 

relationship he, and arguably other Caribbeans, have with Caribana. As such, he suggests the 

Toronto Indy Model to grapple with what he describes as “Caribana [becoming] more and more 

removed from what the hell it is supposed to be” (Blades, 2015, para. 7). His respatialization 

gestures to a Caribana that is not entirely ours (Black and Caribbean participants as well as Black 

and nonblack audience members) but belongs to a proverbial other, which I interpret as the 

nation-state. It is mirrored in Blades’ assertion that:  

Some people may bristle at this idea, but those people need to realize that Caribana is 
NOT what you were raised on, and it’s not what I was raised on either. Instead of killing 
yourself to change things back, just realize that this relationship is not for you anymore 
and let these people do it their way going forward. (Blades, 2015 Aug 3, para. 12)  

Though Caribana was a “gift” from Caribbean migrants to showcase Caribbean culture while 

commemorating Canada’s 100th year of confederation (Jackson, 1992; Walcott, 2001; Toronto 

Star, 2010; Thompson, 2017; Cheung & Baksh, 2017), the long history of the Toronto parade, 

which is connected to other carnivals in the Caribbean, the US, and the United Kingdom 

punctuate Blades’ recommendations by highlighting how Black Atlantic cultural production, 

Caribbean diasporic celebrations, and Black self-making are tied up in racial capitalism and 

political economy. As such, it is not surprising that Caribana, as we understand it in recent years, 

is measured through its economic utility that positions Toronto as a cosmopolitan multicultural 
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tourist destination. Despite this, it is compelling that even in his respatialization, Blades not only 

imagines the parade's future to belong to the nation (when he refers to “them”) but centres 

spectatorship within this (im)possibility. In this way, Blackness is made to be both seen and 

unseen; the suggestion of tiered seating reinforces the visual aspects of the parade, drawing 

attention to those who do the wuk2 of Caribana, and potentially reinforcing white spectatorship. 

The fence, then, functions as a visual separation of difference. Whether intentional or not, 

Blades’ sentiment is indicative of how the fence underscores geopolitical realities for Afro-

Caribbeans, extending beyond this physical barrier. By suggesting that the parade no longer 

belongs to the Caribbean community, Blades’ proposed “Indy” fence model furthers displaces 

the Caribbean community and distorts Caribana’s imagined purpose. With provincial and federal 

economic benefits at the centre of this dyad, is the promise of liberation that Caribana was 

supposed to offer even possible?  

 The respatialization of the fence that Blades recommends, which centres spectatorship, 

promotes the recurrence of masqueraders, specifically women masqueraders, as an exhibition of 

sexual “excess.” As a result, Afro-Caribbean women are implicated in this respatialization; it 

reinforces and economizes sexual voyeurism by situating Black femininity as part of a 

longstanding viewer/spectator dynamic (i.e., those in the stands pay to “experience” the parade 

and gaze upon Black women). While Caribana has always centred experiencing “carnival” 

and/or “the Caribbean” within the context of Toronto and Canada, the parade’s gendered 

foundations raise controversial issues: What does this entail for the bodies that do the wuk that 

 
2 Wuk in common Caribbean parlance is another word for wining (a dance style and dance movements specific 
to carnival and other Caribbean creative performances discussed in my theoretical framework section below).  
Throughout this thesis, I interchange “work” with “wuk” to draw attention to the necessity of movement and 
performance, particularly “wining on anything,” in understanding how Afro-Caribbean women’s dancing 
presents two competing realities: their wuk exemplifies a commitment to enjoyment and liberation and 
simultaneously their wuk is a means through which difference is measured and legitimized. 
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generates tourism and capital, especially in this gendered space? What do the intersecting 

processes of sexualization and racialization in this parade space entail for the Caribbean 

imaginary? 

Understanding the changing spatial politics of the Caribana parade is essential to this 

thesis as the space has been a site of paradox for decades. Caribana first emerged as a small 

procession coinciding with Canada’s centennial celebrations (Bradburn, 2011).  The first parade 

started at Varsity Stadium and traversed Toronto’s major arteries: “the inaugural route went east 

on Bloor Street, south on Yonge Street, then west on Queen Street to the still-new City Hall” 

(Bradburn, 2011, para 3). After the parade, Caribana festivities continued onto Centre Island, 

spanning eight days (Bradburn, 2011). Caribana, according to one festival organizer, was not 

meant to be a recurring event, instead, it was a one-time gift to Canada3, but because it was so 

successful, the organizers set out to put Caribana on the following year (Otchere, 2017). In the 

years thereafter, the routes shifted and during the parade’s stint along University Avenue, 

Caribana was said to be very communal as there were no fences to divide spectators and 

masqueraders.4 Even so, Caribana’s parade has always been fraught with challenges as instances 

of route changes and increased securitization continued to inform the event: “[in 1986] the 

number of police officers was increased by a third and the parade route was altered, eliminating 

the Lower Jarvis Street leg of the parade and the beer party where the crowd dispersed in the 

parking lot at Queen’s Quay” (Jackson, 1992, p. 135). Amidst the growing presence of police 

 
3 I attended an event entitled “Culture for Sale: the corporatization of Caribana on Wed. Aug 2, 2017, hosted 
by the University of Toronto Students’ Union (UTSU) and the UTSC Social Justice Commission. The panel 
consisted of past Caribana organizers and affiliates (all of whom where men). At this event the political, 
geographic, and racial barriers the beset Caribana from inception to present were discussed. Link to the event: 
https://m.facebook.com/events/victoria-university-toronto/culture-for-sale-the-corporatization-of-
caribana/1467476289965892/ 
4 Ibid. 
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and parade rerouting (the number of police is said to have almost doubled since 1989 [Jackson, 

1992]), the parade soon outgrew Toronto’s city centre and, in 1991, moved to its current 

location, Lakeshore Boulevard (Thompson, 2017).  

The frequent changes to Caribana’s name are also illuminating and, in essence, are a 

microcosm of the parade’s changing geography and tumultuous road. In 2006, after the City of 

Toronto began withholding financial support from Caribana due to “allegations about the 

mismanagement of funds”, the Festival Management Committee (FMC) emerged to temporarily 

organize Caribana once Scotiabank assumed primary sponsorship of the festival (the FMC still 

manages the parade today, see, Higgins, 2015). Caribana was formally renamed Scotiabank 

Caribana from 2008-2011 and later the Scotiabank Toronto Caribbean Carnival in 2011 after a 

legal dispute over the web-domain name caribana.com (Gallaugher, 2006; Otchere, 2017). 

During the nine years of Scotiabank’s sponsorship, Caribana was marred with raging discourses 

about corporatization, provincial and federal economic benefits, the disrespectful $20 entrance 

fee that did not honour Carnival tradition, increased securitization and policing, everchanging 

routes, and discontent about the excessive fences that obstructed the view of spectators and 

enjoyment of the parade (Aveling, 2009; Naidu, 2009; The Star, 2012; Higgins, 2015; Elder, 

2016). Though the fence was introduced to keep the parade running smoothly and to discourage 

storming—the name given to the act of transgressing Caribana’s barricades and fences—

competing beliefs suggest that the fence has greater implications for the Afro-Caribbean 

community. It is at this juncture that the politics of the parade are most evident.  

Notably, in 2009, the Exhibition Place supplied Caribana with the 2.5-meter fences for 

the parade for “…most of the route, [but] the last two-thirds, was lined with piddling 1.2-metre 

barriers – easily moved, climbed, or otherwise conquered by anyone with the inclination” 
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(Aveling, 2009). These fences received mixed feelings: some patrons believed that these fences 

were a necessary safety feature whilst others felt caged in, arguing that this disrupted the true 

essence of Caribana by further alienating the Caribbean community. As the fence would continue 

to shape the discourse and engagement with the Caribana parade, by 2015, the fencing had 

doubled along the parade route (see Figure 1 in the appendix). This logistical decision outraged 

many parade-goers who questioned the necessity of such barriers (Karabana, 2015; Elder, 2016).  

In 2016, the parade was renamed the Toronto Caribbean Carnival after Scotiabank pulled its 

sponsorship. With growing criticism concerning the fence, the organizing committee opted for 

one-meter fences and hired private security (Elder, 2016; Otchere, 2017).  The following year, 

Peeks, an emerging social media company, became the main sponsor of the parade hence the 

name change to Peeks Toronto Caribbean Carnival (Thompson, 2017). The parade in 2017 was 

significantly shorter than previous years. Masquerade bands were assembled across the CNE 

grounds before taking to the road. The parade route started along Lakeshore Boulevard moving 

east and then circled back into the CNE grounds (See Figure 2 in the appendix). That year, the 

parade felt disorganized due to frequent interruptions and long periods of waiting along the 

route.5  

The preceding considerations are my point of entry into thinking about Caribana as an 

(im)possibility and paradoxical space (see also Gillian Rose, 1993), as a site of knowledge 

production, as a location of ancestral memory, and as a location of transformative politics. In this 

preface, I discuss how Afro-Caribbean people are interwoven into the discourses around the 

parade fence and its usefulness; the parade fence geographically demarcates and represents how 

Afro-Caribbeans are vital to yet outside of the nation-state. Interestingly, in a “multicultural” 

 
5 I participated in the 2017 Peeks Toronto Caribbean Carnival parade and collected data via spatial analysis.  
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nation like Canada, the epistemic and ideological labour executed by and through the fence 

reproduces Black oppression, despite the nation’s supposed benevolence. Afro-Caribbeans are 

still seen as deviant (fenced in and/or sites of visual consumption). The fence serves two 

functions in this regard: in its materiality, the fence marks the physical separation of the 

masqueraders and the spectators; and, at the same time, the fence symbolizes 

gendered/raced/sexed/classed ideologies about Caribbean belonging and Blackness, revealing 

how unbelonging and difference are (re)produced and legitimized through a multicultural 

rhetoric so that “in the Canadian context, the unravelling of popular cultural politics has a 

profound impact for the unravelling of the politics of nation-building and citizenship” (Walcott, 

2001, p. 126). Simply put, I maintain that whiteness is operationalized through the material fence 

and its ideological implications—within the context of multiculturalism—to legitimize Canada’s 

white settler history.  

 In what follows I provide a brief overview of my thesis by introducing some key ideas 

that inform my analysis of Toronto’s annual Caribbean Carnival, formerly known—but 

affectionately referred to as—Caribana. Outlining key literatures, conversations, and debates 

about Carnival and Caribana, this introduction addresses the questions and frameworks I draw on 

throughout the thesis to think about how Afro-Caribbean people navigate and contest the 

geography of the Caribana parade. Nested in this contestation are complex themes such as, but 

not limited to: how the exploitation of Black performing bodies advances national identity; how 

white privilege and multiculturalism underpin the parade; how an “absented presence” (Brand, 

1994; Walcott, 2001) shapes Black geographies in Toronto and Canada; and, how Afro-

Caribbean experiences animate the parade. My main concerns are the intricacies of resistance to 

the socio-spatial politics that seem to frame Caribana: fencing and spectatorship. I outline the 
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counterhegemonic practices and possibilities that are at play within Caribana's geographic 

terrains and think about how they challenge “white supremacist capitalist [hetero]patriarchy” 

(hooks, 1993, p. 134). The full thesis draws on academic literature, creative texts, soca music 

lyrics, interviews, questionnaires, and my personal observations as a participant in the parade. 

The key questions guiding my thesis are:  

1. How do Afro-Caribbean women articulate a sense of belonging that disrupts the 

normalized construction of Canadian citizenship?  

2. How are the spatial politics of Caribana predicated on the maintenance and 

subversion of white settler nationalism—specifically official multiculturalism and 

other policies that promote diversity?  

3. What insights on Caribana can we derive from Black spatial negotiations and the 

geographies Black women navigate and produce?  

In answering these questions, I recognize that much of the existing scholarship on Caribana 

approaches spatialization in the following ways: cultural production and its meanings for tourism 

(Foster and Schwarz, 1995); the geopolitics of the parade in terms of (re)routing (Jackson, 1992; 

Walcott, 2001); the increased securitization amidst the development of multicultural policies 

(Jackson, 1992; Walcott, 2001); its diasporic linkages to its parent festival in Trinidad (Philip, 

1997; Nurse, 1999; Trotman, 2005); the yearnings and nostalgia embedded within the 

geographies of “Toronto’s Caribana and Caribana’s Toronto” (Burman, 2009, p. 274; Burman, 

2010); the authentication and musical contestations (Philip, 2008); the performance and the 

aesthetics of costumes (Taucar, 2012); and, the (im)possibilities of emancipation (Brand, 2002; 

Philip, 1997). With the exception of M. Nourbese Philip (1997) and Jacqueline Taucar (2012), 

who briefly address these concerns, none of the above authors explicitly take up sexuality and 
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gender as they interlock with the geographies of Caribana.  Building on and extending these 

literatures, I use Caribana as my analytical site because the festival reflects a complicated 

gendered narrative that brings together the nation (Canada), the Black diaspora, Black 

sexualities, whiteness, multiculturalism, citizenship, and belonging. Through a mix of interviews, 

creative texts, and theoretical texts, I prioritize the narratives of Afro-Caribbean women in my 

research because they are particularly vulnerable to the problematic discourses about Caribana—

debates explicitly focusing on the objectification of Black women and Black femininity, 

women’s costuming, and sexual promiscuity. In many ways, then, Black women dominate the 

visual field of Caribana. This visuality, I argue, does not have to be reduced to an analysis that 

affirms Black women’s objectification. Instead, the heightened presence of Black women 

provides a platform for thinking about how they use this event to assert new forms of belonging. 

By privileging their spatial, cultural, and performative contributions to Caribana, I uncover 

strategies of Afro-Caribbean women’s resistance and, as well, reveal that Afro-Caribbean 

cultural production is paradoxical—one of possibility and constraint whereby, to borrow from 

Natasha Barnes (2006), “[Carnival] is alternatively a site of emancipatory possibility and the 

place where that possibility is continually deferred” (p. 79-80). 

*** 

 To understand how Caribana fits into a long history of Black cultural production, its 

changing geographies, and the experiences of Afro-Caribbean women within this parade, I 

employ a Black feminist interdisciplinary approach. I situate my research within Black diasporic 

histories using the work of M. NourbeSe Philip (1997), Katherine McKittrick (2006), Natasha 

Barnes (2006), Sonjah Stanley Niaah (2008), Mimi Sheller (2012), and Simone Browne (2015). 

These authors, separately and collectively, speak to the intricacies of Blackness and Black 
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diasporic cultural production within and through geography as it intersects with axes of power—

namely sexuality, gender, class, and citizenship. Central to my investigation is how Afro-

Caribbean women articulate resistance. This is a crucial consideration because it speaks to the 

necessity of Black women’s engagement in Caribana events, within the context of tourism and 

marketing, while also offering a means to understand how these women may speak back to these 

sociospatial and economic politics. These theoretical orientations provide a basis to illuminate 

how Afro-Caribbean women perceive their experiences within Caribana amidst Canada’s 

reliance—as I will argue—on their corporeal actions to further its commitment to 

multiculturalism. 

In Chapter 1, Caribana Geographies, I provide an overview of the literatures, concepts, 

texts, and debates that have informed my thesis as well as my methodology. In Chapter 2, 

Multiculturalism and the Fence, I do a content analysis of the Multiculturalism Act, whereby I 

deconstruct the “anticipatory language” (McKittrick, 2014) contained within the document. I 

argue that this policy falls short of its promise of inclusion. Multiculturalism rhetoric, in its most 

simplistic sense, portrays Canada as a benevolent and inclusive nation where peacekeeping is at 

the heart of its core values and diversity is its strength; however, when I invoke multiculturalism, 

I draw attention to the more insidious aspects of the ideology, particularly the themes that 

naturalize and legitimate white settler claims to Canada. I argue that multiculturalism 

simultaneously classifies and erases racial difference by attending to non-white communities 

very superficially, thus undermining the richness of their experiences. Black, Indigenous, and 

other racialized communities are present, but they are positioned to insert their cultural products, 

ideologies, and practices within Canada, to enrich the settler nation. In contrast, whiteness is 

scripted as natural and inextricably linked to the foundations of Canadian citizenship and 
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belonging. In terms of Caribana, Caribbean culture is reduced to a celebration of cultural 

diversity. However, Caribana is, at its heart, a socio-spatial event that is shaped by complex 

time-space processes; multiculturalism cannot capture this unique sense of place. Thinking about 

the Multiculturalism Act alongside a fence that geographically encloses and/or frames Caribana 

thus demonstrates a kind of Afro-Caribbean (un)belonging; whiteness is naturalized as the settled 

“ground” and/or “audience” and the Afro-Caribbean community enters this space for a 

celebratory moment. For Afro-Caribbean women, who dominate the visual field of Caribana, 

these geographies become highly gendered sites of excess, spectacle, and sexual difference.  

In Chapter 3, Narratives of Respatialization, I examine practices of resistance, paying 

specific attention to socio-spatial politics. This portion of my thesis centres the voices of 

masqueraders and cultural producers as I address the counterhegemonic practices and other 

resistant possibilities that emerge from the bodily and/or spatial transgressions that occur at 

Caribana and challenge “white supremacist capitalist [hetero]patriarchy” (hooks, 1993, p. 134). 

Thus, the (im)possibilities of Caribana are determined in accordance with its geopolitical 

specificities as a diasporic cultural product (within Toronto) and sexual agency, both of which 

open up alternative ways of theorizing Afro-Caribbean life by showing how this parade fits into 

a long history of Black diasporic cultural production, movement, and resistance. The original 

narratives of the Afro-Caribbean women, pulled from interviews and a survey questionnaire, 

reveal that participating in Caribana allows for the enactment of liberation within the contentious 

limits of Caribana’s geography. Afro-Caribbean women articulate how their participation in the 

parade is an assertion of autonomy, where they feel free to take up space and dance while also 

critiquing Caribana’s spatiality. Here, Audre Lorde’s concept of the erotic informs my thinking. 

My conclusion sums up the project and directs the reader to future research questions.  
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Chapter 1: Caribana Geographies 

This project is inspired by the experiences of Afro-Caribbean women and draws attention 

to how they navigate spaces that appear to restrict them. The interviews and questionnaires were 

gathered to complement and add richness to Caribbean and Caribana geographies in Toronto and 

Canada, and to also provide alternative narratives to typical multicultural scripts. As well, much 

of the literature on Caribana does not investigate the complexities of resistance, enjoyment, and 

performance that animates the parade. For example, the participants’ choice to “play Mas,” 

tourism marketing, multiculturalism, and citizenship are interconnected, which means that 

practices of resistance and joyful performance are nested within wider ideologies and barriers, 

like multiculturalism and the fence. Here the work of Jafari Allen (2011) is useful. He draws 

attention to erotic subjectivity by “focusing on living Black subjects as complex, contemporary 

decision-making men and women rather than as reproduced folklorized “Afro-Cubans’ rendered 

as objects within political and cultural myths” (p. 9). Allen’s work demonstrates that research 

committed to visibilizing the autonomy of participants is crucial. The interviews and 

questionnaires build on Allen’s insights by centering how Afro-Caribbean women understand 

their relationship to the parade and how they are implicated in the production of space. This 

repositions typical discussions of Afro-Caribbean women’s sexuality, which are often rooted in 

colonial, racist, sexist, and classist conceptualizations of Black womanhood, while also 

disrupting prevailing accounts of this parade that do not situate its emergence within a longer 

history of Black diasporic resistance. My aim is therefore not to rehearse the violence and 

oppression experienced by Black women in performance spaces like Caribana; instead, I locate 

Black and Caribbean women’s place within Canada’s nation-building project as a way to 

highlight the necessity of their wuk in this process. As such, the narratives gathered through 

interviews and questionnaires, combined with theoretical works, illustrate how Afro-Caribbean 
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women speak about and speak back to the body and spatial politics in ways that do not easily 

adhere to documents like the Multiculturalism Act or the exclusionary demands of the nation-

state. My thesis draws attention to how Caribana offers a liberating sensation that is fleeting and 

not quite fully realized. Participants often explained that their participation in Caribana made 

them feel free, liberated, and empowered, yet these feelings occur amidst what they described as 

misrepresentation and misunderstanding of what Caribana truly means and offers.  

Literature Review and Parade Routes   

To better comprehend the geopolitical specificities of Caribana, it is important to situate 

the parade within a longer diasporic history and address how its transparency is maintained 

through the bodies of those who participate within the space of the parade. Caribana’s parent 

festival, Trinidad Carnival, comprises African spiritual and folk traditions and European 

traditions. This enmeshment of Black and nonblack histories underscores how carnivals are not 

authenticating events that privilege specific communities, but instead hybrid events and sites that 

are grounded in Black resistances. Carnival demonstrates the tenacity of Afro-Caribbean 

resistance and creativity; this is a space designated for subversion, play, and self-making 

whereby Afro-Caribbeans can, for two days, articulate their most authentic selves (Barnes, 

2006). At the heart of this tradition is movement and flexible and shifting geographies. 

Belonging and Citizenship in Caribana 

 Rinaldo Walcott (2001) outlines how “Black popular culture is a contradictory space; it is 

a site of strategic contestation” (p. 124) within the landscape of Canada. What is compelling here 

is how Walcott situates Black Canadian cultural production within a longer history of diasporic, 

cross-cultural production, namely through “the first- and second-generation descendants of the 
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pre- and post-independent Caribbean migrations to Canada” (2001, p. 125). This is because, as 

Walcott states, “these post-1960s children of migrants have begun to articulate a belonging to 

Canada that allows for a cultural expressivity that is both uniquely theirs and simultaneously in 

conversation with a wide array of cultural expressivity of the Black diaspora” (2001, p. 125). 

This dynamic can be seen within Caribana, especially when combined with Jenny Burman's 

notion of nostalgia and yearning (2009), which illuminates how resistance is engendered through 

imagining ways of being that exceed the restrictive, often racist and sexist, demands of the 

nation-state. Citing David Scott, Walcott notes that popular culture and Black performance in 

Canada is the “problem-space of postcoloniality,” whereby multiculturalism policy and 

discourses about heritage whiten citizenship and national identity (2001). Black popular culture 

in Canada is diasporic—it conjoins the Caribbean, North America, the UK and more—and is 

informed by the discourses of multiculturalism and heritage that have become intrinsic to 

Canadian national identity. As such, “Caribbean/Black popular culture in Canada might be 

generously read as situated between the difficult dynamics of nation-state regulations, discipline, 

and governmentality and, at the same time, a diasporic deterritorialized desire” (2001, p. 127). 

Walcott’s theorization of deterritorialized citizenship within the context of Caribana’s spatiality 

enables us to question the operationalization of multiculturalism policy to delineate 

(un)belonging—or a contingent form of belonging—whereby Caribbean cultural/racial/sexual 

“difference” becomes necessary to legitimizing the whitened nation.1 This is a crucial assertion 

 
1 Rinaldo Walcott (2001) defines deterritorialized citizenship as: “a dual citizenship; […] a sonic nation 
through which desire, disappointment, hope, and possibility are experienced, wished for and uttered. But Black 
popular culture in Canada does not facilely give up its local contexts. Instead, it reinflects and rearticulates 
local contexts in relations to the outernational, forcing the recognition of a different kind of Canadianness” (p. 
139). Thus, belonging is in conversation with here (Toronto, Canada) and elsewhere (the Caribbean and its 
diaspora).  
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in that it reinforces how paradoxical Black cultural production is and how Caribana’s 

geographies are multiple, shifting, and elastic.  

Caribbean Play 

 In her analysis of Caribbean cultural politics, Natasha Barnes centres the tradition of 

subversion and parody within carnival (2006). Her work allows me to frame sexuality within 

these “alternative” spaces of identity and cultural production—alternative in that they provide a 

further understanding of sexuality that contests that which is constructed through a colonial lens. 

In looking at the carnival, Barnes states that: 

the psychic enjambment of self and being describes Carnival’s sublime effect, the 
experiential power that is at the vortex of the festival’s aesthetic and performative 
pleasure, whether the state manages it for its multicultural agendas, marketed by local or 
global corporate interests, degraded as pornography, or theorized as a medium for post-
colonial renewal. (2006, p. 80)  

The exquisite impact of which she speaks is the transformative potential that occurs within the 

carnival. Carnival, and similar spaces, facilitate not only the recognition of the erotic but also a 

“way of unleashing what remains hidden in the normative role of everyday life” (Barnes, 2006, 

p. 77). Therefore, these spaces are sites of momentous renewal where we can (re)define and 

(re)value our narratives. Simultaneously, attention should be paid to the ways in which the 

transformational potential of cultural spaces such as carnivals has been coopted and 

commodified in the name of tourism. This commodification is indicative of the historical 

processes that have exploited Black bodies. Thinking about this, one theme that haunts my thesis 

is whether or not transformation can be fully articulated within spaces that are embedded within 

capitalist systems. Does the influence of capitalism on the gender performance of participants 

erase the possibility for alternative versions of humanity? How do anti-capitalist practices within 

carnival speak to gender and create “the very oppositionality between the traditional 
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masques…and the pretty masques of consumer capitalism… are categories that are 

fundamentally gendered…the social history of the modern carnival itself” (Barnes, 2006, p. 79)?  

There is a continuous negotiation of emancipation within this space amidst capitalist endeavours 

to generate revenue through tourism.  

Essential to the connections between tourism, capitalism, and Black performance is how 

women’s sexuality is constructed as central to Carnival: “women’s visibility in Carnival is more 

appropriately a terrain of struggle; it is a field of competing and contradictory desires, where acts 

of libidinous self-assertion exist uneasily with the pleasures and real dangers of commodification 

and fetishism” (Barnes, 2006, p. 98). Keeping the legacies of colonialism and slavery in mind, it 

is apparent that Carnival and similar spaces are not sites of resistance or oppression, but instead 

are complex gendered performances that are connected to, but not totally defined by, capitalism. 

Centering sexual agency in my thesis points to how Afro-Caribbean women negotiate the spatial 

economies of Carnival. Rather than settling on a conclusive understanding of Black women’s 

sexuality, negotiation mirrors the shifting and elastic Caribana geographies noted above. That is, 

the site of Caribana opens up, rather than forecloses, different modes of sexual agency because 

these geographies and their inhabitants are not static. Looking at performance as a site of 

experiential knowledge production and transformation can be promising:  

Representation, the simulacra of the real, produces the ‘usual trap of visibility’…while 
‘performance…can be defined as a representation without reproduction…’. In this way, 
taking ‘wining’ into account as an experience rather than a metaphor or trope—the 
ultimate consequence of its reproduction in video, film, or scholarly production—can 
lead to alternative readings and interpretation that can restore its transformative potential. 
(Barnes, 2006, p. 91) 
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As Barnes notes, the experience of wining2 offers a means to theorize liberation.  

Caribana’s (Moving) Geographies 

 David Trotman (2005) historicizes the plight of the Caribbean community in Canada, 

particularly in the Greater Toronto Area (GTA), and how this has influenced the development of 

Caribana and, to a greater extent, a cohesive Caribbean identity. Due to the absence of physical 

and spiritual unifying qualities, according to Trotman, the Caribbean community in Canada is 

less apparent than other migrants/racialized communities. Where Caribbean populations often 

converge is through culinary and linguistic traditions. This is evidenced in Trotman’s account 

that colonial processes (Indigenous dispossession, enslavement, and indentureship) influenced 

how a Caribbean community would be forged outside of the Caribbean. The following 

quotations unpack how Caribana has come to define Caribbean geographies within the context of 

Canada. The parade itself provides a contested coherency and, outside of the carnival itself, the 

Caribbean community is assumed to be splintered and dispersed: 

Those of Trinidad origin see this as their finest cultural export, an activity that signifies 
their cultural existence as a nation and that allows them to distinguish themselves from 
other peoples of the Caribbean. Others have offered it as an example of the cultural 
hybridity of the Caribbean and evidence of something defined as ‘Caribbean culture’. 
(Trotman, 2005, p. 177)  

[…] there has been no end to the number of those who use Caribana to make claims for a 
Caribbean community, a Black community, or even sometimes an Afro-Canadian 
community and the identities that are constructed and performed for those imagined 
communities. Caribana has proven to be a very problematic space on which to perform 
these various contending identities. (Trotman, 2005, p. 178) 

The immigrants from the Caribbean are widely dispersed in the GTA. There is no 
geographically identified location, which could be called ‘‘Little Caribbean’’ in a city 
that boasts a China Town, a Little Italy, a Little Greece, and a Little Portugal, with the 
attendant residential concentrations, ethnic control of commerce, and street names in the 
languages of the ethnic group. There are two city blocks in the Northwest Corner known 

 
2 I define wining as the gyrating of one’s hips in a circular motion, often accompanied by hand, arm, and facial 
gestures performed in either a fixed position or while moving. 
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as the Eglinton Strip, which is a commercial strip of barber shops, record stores, 
groceries, and a number of eateries (not full-scale restaurants)—all predominantly 
Jamaican—which is often touted as the heart of the Caribbean community. (Trotman, 
2005, p. 179) 

Trotman pinpoints some of the central ways Black geographies and Caribbean geographies are 

expressed within the context of the nation. Caribana is fleeting, momentary, coherent, and 

divergent, the Caribbean population in Toronto in Canada signals specificities and vagueness. 

Thus, the geographies of Caribana are both steady and unfixed.  

Comparably, in her creative text entitled “African Roots and Continuities: Race, Space 

and The Poetics of Moving”, M. NourbeSe Philip provides a genealogical account that centres 

the importance of movement for Afro-Caribbeans within and across the Black diaspora. Philip’s 

Poetics of Moving is a text that situates Carnival as a diasporic, transnational, hybrid cultural 

work that is linked to African spiritual traditions. The connections and spaces (in)between 

Carnival in Trinidad and Caribana in Toronto that Philip outlines attend to the spatial and 

temporal contestations that Afro-Caribbeans have and continue to endure while emphasizing that 

liberatory possibilities are integral to these spaces. These tensions and possibilities are imagined 

through the fictional characters Totoben and Maisie and their participation in different Caribbean 

Carnivals (across time and space). The cartographic rendering of liberation reminds us that 

“while the celebration is the overt and distinguishing mark of the Carnival, from its inception 

there has been a culture of resistance—to imperialism, colonialism and racism—embedded 

within it” (p. 201). Much like its diasporic offspring Caribana, Trinidad Carnival grapples with 

the markedness of this struggle made visible through the dancing and performance down de road 

alongside the linguistic kinetics employed by Philip (1997) chronicling Totoben and Maisie’s 

travels.  



 
 

26 
 

 The actions of these characters within Philip’s poetics highlight expressions of liberation 

and reveal how gender performance and erotics are mobilized within diasporic cultural events, 

like Caribana, to help us think through the entanglement of spatial contestation. Caribana 

geographies produce ideologies about Blackness within the multicultural-but-whitened nation-

state while also making space for resistance. The following excerpts illuminate Philip’s (1997) 

rendering of Caribana’s geography: 

“You suspend what you are, what you do, who you are, for a space.” (p. 204) 

“Carnival in Trinidad as a reversal of social order with white people dressing up like 
those enslaved and free Blacks dressing as kings and queens. The enslaved participate 
through drumming. This is all at the 'massa's' expense.” (p. 210) 

“Although massa letting Totoben and Maisie have some free time and they dance in their 
yard and eating, all at massa expense, is only white people and free coloured people who 
having carnival.” (p. 210) 

“And even if they not dancing in the streets because the French not wanting them 
nowhere round them, the remembering running deep and strong and they only waiting for 
the right time. Sometimes Maisie and Totoben hiding their dreaming for freedom behind 
carnival time.” (p. 210) 

As alluded to above, Carnival spaces exist as sites of possibility and constraint for Afro-

Caribbeans within the context of capitalism and tourist consumption. Philip (1997) notes:  

[the] people who are running Caribana looking at it as a ‘marketing tool’ and Totoben 
and Maisie laughing fit to kill because they know what they are doing in Trinidad and 
Toronto and Notting Hill and New York is no ‘marketing tool’. (p. 228) 

Through the co-optation of this cultural event, Afro-Caribbeans, who may understand the 

possibilities this parade offers, must contend with the trivialization and marketing of their culture 

for the benefit of the nation-state. The importance of historicizing the parade’s significance 

through a “Poetics of Moving” is demonstrated in Philip’s conceptualization of movement and 

how it connects the diaspora across time and space: “What connecting Maisie and Totoben on 

the slave ship to Totoben and Maisie on University Avenue up in Canada is moving—the 
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moving of their bodies” (1997, p. 207). Philip goes on to discuss how the Black Caribbean has 

come to be defined by movement (whether restricted, [re]directed, or controlled) within the 

context of modernity. At the same time, the constant spatial negotiation of Afro-Caribbean over 

time and space exposes the malleability and fragility of whiteness. Thus, these seemingly rigid 

boundaries where self-making occurs can be viewed as porous.  

Gendered Geographies of Caribana and Carnival  

 Peter Jackson provides a brief genealogy of Afro-Caribbean migration and settlement in 

Canada and Toronto. He tracks Afro-Caribbean existence in Canada to the Maroons of 1796, 

who settled in Halifax, Nova Scotia (Jackson, 1992). Afro-Caribbeans also worked in the mines 

during World War I. Between the 1950s and the end of the 1960s, various employment schemes 

attracted Afro-Caribbean migrants, such as the West Indian Domestic Scheme and other 

initiatives that encouraged the migration of teachers and seasonal workers. Despite this, once 

immigration legislation was amended to favour skilled workers, Afro-Caribbeans were still 

“among the lowest paid of any ‘ethnic’ group” (Jackson, 1992, p. 132). This ravaged the Afro-

Caribbean community, manifesting into increased policing of Black people within Toronto: “the 

policing of Caribana, the biggest annual gathering of Black people on the streets of Toronto, has 

therefore become an increasingly significant issue” (Jackson, 1992, p. 132).  

 This history underpins the spatial politics of Caribana, according to Peter Jackson (1992), 

who notes that the “streets are an essentially political domain, the site of popular struggle and 

official repression” (p. 130). He maps the political struggles that the festival has endured from 

inception up until the early 1990s, whereby most of the struggle was attributed to 

commercialization, internal conflicts, lack of funding, and increased policing from the Canadian 

nation-state amidst the ongoing project of multiculturalism and tolerance: “analysis of Caribana 
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within the context of Canada’s official commitment to multiculturalism arguing that this policy 

defines the terms and sets the limits of the political potential of Caribana which its participants 

constantly threaten to transgress” (1992, p. 130). Interestingly, Jackson notes that “through its 

limited financial commitment to Caribana the state restricts the legitimate expression of cultural 

difference, exposing the contradictions of the official multiculturalist rhetoric” (1992, p. 130). 

Jackson’s article lays the groundwork for thinking through critical questions concerning spatial 

negotiations for Afro-Caribbeans participating in the parade, demonstrating how the control of 

space is central to a movement across time and space that, as I theorized above, defines 

Caribana’s complex geographies. The participants in the parade must grapple with the histories 

of exclusion, violence, and resistance, and other layers of (un)belonging. It is this push and 

pull—the navigation of and resistance to prevailing geographies that foreclose Black 

experience—that underpin Caribana spaces.   

 To return to the fence and the gendered framing of Blackness in Canada, spatial 

transgressions can be understood as a means for Afro-Caribbeans to grapple with the borders and 

barriers that are implicit to modernity and the nation-state. Put simply, both masquerading and 

transgressing the fence are essential to Toronto’s Caribana, yet these forms of participation 

further narratives that render Black people out of place.  In this way, Blackness and space are 

mutually constructed (for example, McKittrick, 2006). How Caribana constructs and informs 

gender, sexuality, class, and Blackness as outside the whitened nation-state reveals that “with the 

state’s commitment to showcasing Carnival [Caribana] as the greater past of its strategy for 

tourism development, it appears that there is a tacit endorsement of Trinidad’s [/Toronto’s] 

international visibility as a [place] of exotic women and cavorting female bodies” (Barnes, 2006, 

p. 89). This gendered process reveals the complexities of what Natasha Barnes (2006) terms 
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post-colonial renewal in that, through Black ingenuity, agency, and resistance, this space makes 

room for (im)possibility not only for Afro-Caribbean women. Caribana is a gendered site of 

contestation that dovetails with Mas and the performance of Black women’s subversion. It is 

important to note here that warriorhood, the masculine figure and performance that is at the heart 

of Mas, fails Black women yet also opens up renewed possibilities, all of which are nested in 

ritual, capitalism, nostalgia, and patriarchy. Analyzing Earl Lovelace’s novel The Dragon Can’t 

Dance, Natasha Barnes writes: “located in a history of ritual and performativity that is 

constituently male, the categories of Black redemption leave little epistemological grounding for 

the imaginative rendering of a female equivalent” (Barnes, 2006, p. 79). The exclusion of women 

in the masculine order of Carnival does not erase them totally in that they use this to reclaim 

femininity. However, Barnes continues, the subversive practices of self-making loop back into 

traditional or normative heterosexual assumptions:  

[…] because Carnival is a period that is licensed for the reversal of social order, women’s 
subversion, and appropriation of male-identified forms of the sexual display may actually 
serve to reinforce the patriarchal structures that it otherwise critiques. […] By reenacting 
and embodying patriarchal stereotypes that depict women as sexually available, women 
consent to, rather than critique, their own subjugation. (Barnes, 2006, p. 88) 

The feminization of Carnival, and spaces like it, further the geopolitical dynamics that maintain 

Black unbelonging. It is through this configuration of sexuality that Afro-Caribbean cultural 

production and movement are positioned as “other” to the nation and other systems of social 

hierarchy. What does it mean, then, to continuously read sexuality into these gender 

performances? Put differently, what is at stake in only analytically centering Black femininity 

and Black women’s sexuality in relation to Caribana?  

 Jenny Burman (2009) positions Caribana as “Toronto’s Caribana” and “Caribana’s 

Toronto” whereby the former is “a masked Toronto defined in opposition to a stereotyped 
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Toronto the good” and the latter is that “which the sign posted at the end of the parade’s 

finishing point (Music Ends here) is a fitting emblem” (p. 274). This rendering of Caribana 

adequately sums up the relationship that Caribana and Afro-Caribbean people have to the 

Canadian nation-state. This (dis)connection between the parade and the nation reveals that: 

In terms of Caribana’s relationship to mainstream Toronto, the festival forges an 
engagement that does not rest on the transparency of the spectacle under 
multiculturalism; arguably, it thus forces an ethical relation to the other, challenging 
power relations by undermining spectator-spectacle conventions. (Burman, 2009, p. 274).  

This assertion helps to reinforce the arguments put forth by Rinaldo Walcott (2001), who 

suggests that Caribana becomes a uniquely Canadian diasporic cultural product through the 

politics/discourses of multiculturalism and heritage. These are important considerations as the 

possibilities of Caribana cannot be understood within a static framework that dichotomizes the 

experiences of Afro-Caribbean participants, whether within or outside of the parade’s parameters 

(i.e., fence). Therefore, “[a]voiding a simplistic hedonistic or political dichotomy, I track the 

political content of celebration and pleasure through future-directed yearning and past-directed 

nostalgia—which in its romantic withdrawal is also political—rather than a ‘culture as 

resistance’ theory” (Burman, 2009, p. 275). 

*** 

In sum, the literature on Caribana positions the parade as a moving node within the 

changing geopolitics of the multicultural nation-state. The spatial politics of the parade highlight 

other histories and times (Carnivals, transatlantic slavery, colonialism, multiculturalism) as well 

as complicated gendered dynamics. Caribana both inflects questions about identity here (Toronto 

and Canada) and elsewhere (transnational iterations of diaspora, carnival, and Black cultural 

production). This dynamic unhinges Blackness from Canada’s national history (despite being 
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reliant on Black cultural production and Caribbean performativity), but also signals how the 

Caribbean diaspora grapples with the (im)possibilities of time and space that are defined by the 

nation-state. Most of all, Caribana’s geographies are uncovered as paradoxical, moving, precise, 

and vague, all at once. This spatial mutability provides a way to think through how Black women 

use the site of the parade to reimagine their autonomy and agency. 

Theoretical Framework 

 My thesis employs an interdisciplinary, Black feminist, geographic approach. As noted 

above, I situate this project in relation to thinkers such as but not limited to Philip (1997), Jafari 

Allen (2011), Rinaldo Walcott (2001), Katherine McKittrick (2006), Mimi Sheller (2012), 

Natasha Barnes (2006), and Simone Browne (2015). Bringing these scholars and poets together 

opens up a platform to theorize the intricacies of Blackness and Black diasporic cultural 

production with a focus on geography and intersections of sexuality, gender, class, and 

citizenship. At the same time, and drawing on the above scholars, my theoretical framework 

centres subversive music and performance, sexual praxis, and erotic resistance within the context 

of Black popular culture and Caribana.    

The Poetics of Moving and Wining on Anything as a Performance Geography 

 Reading Philip’s Poetics of Moving alongside Soca sensation Buffy’s 2010 hit 

“Anything”3 illuminates the (im)possibilities of movement for Afro-Caribbean women within 

modernity. Both creative works reveal the subversion, performance, and theatrics intrinsic to 

Carnivalesque spaces, whereby the authors recount the blatant disruptions of fixed geographies.  

For Buffy, “gals wine and carry on” at various junctures of the Carnival route similar to how 

 
3 Buffy’s song “Anything” can be found here: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6S8KG4RKpX4 
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Philip’s (1997) fictional character Maisie takes over the Carnival space wining on anything but a 

man: “all behind the truck, up on the bars, in the middle of the road, dem doh care bout cars…”. 

Buffy’s sonic mapping of movement illuminates the militancy of Afro-Caribbean women’s 

performance at Carnival whereby Buffy is “on the attack” while wukking up.4, 5 The music that 

fills the soundscape of Caribana, like Buffy’s hit song, has often been labelled as suggestive 

and/or offensive and wining is an active response to it. Citing Gordon Rohlehr, Barnes (2000) 

illuminates the power dynamics embedded within wining whereby: “re-enacting and embodying 

patriarchal stereotypes that depict women as sexually available, women consent to, rather than 

critique, their own subjugation” (p. 95). Furthermore: 

Soca songs recognize the wild winer woman and appeal to her through a series of slogan-
commands in which she is instructed to wine, grind, jump-up, jump-down…with various 
aspects of her anatomy…[W]omen [are] herd[ed] into a collective space where under the 
illusion of empowerment they move to the shouted commands of the soca men. And just 
as soca invites women to unmask their sexuality, it also represents the male as predator 
and voyeur (Barnes, 2000, p. 95).  

According to this assertion, the landscape and soundscape of Carnival, and by extension 

Caribana, are both gendered and sexualized domains of violence. The instructions “coming off 

de big trucks”6 control the pace, movement, and overall performance within the parade space. 

Afro-Caribbean women, in this example, are constructed as passive participants. Robin D. G. 

Kelley (2002) explains that music generates a different way of hearing and living whereby: 

“most radical art is not protest art but works that take us to another place, envision a different 

way of seeing, perhaps a different way of feeling” (p. 11). As a sonic cartography, the soca 

music that envelops the parade is an example of Kelley’s utopia such that “…we could possibly 

 
4 Ibid. 
5 Wukking up refers to the fast circular motion of one’s hips, similar to wining. 
6 “De big trucks” are the large trucks with the band that travel along the Carnival parade route that play all the 
music for masqueraders, and spectators alike, to enjoy.  
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go somewhere that exists only in our imagination—that is ‘nowhere’” (p. 2). This is further 

discussed in the interviews and questionnaire responses in Chapter Three whereby soca music 

generates a space to revel in the possession and transcendence that is typical of Carnival.7 

Patrons are momentously transported to imaginings of a Caribbean, liberated from the monotony, 

violence, and restrictions of everyday life. To dichotomize gender performance and geography as 

either emancipatory/oppressive or controlling/submissive in such a way distorts these 

transformative potentialities of self-making that Afro-Caribbean women constantly negotiate 

while participating in the parade.  

To trouble this gendered/sexualized/raced dichotomy, which helps to constitute the 

“legitimacy” of the fence even further, “wining on anything” becomes an insurgent politics of 

disruption that dislodges and challenges the transparent space of Caribana.8 This disruption 

makes visible the realities of strategic contestation, illuminating what McKittrick (2013) 

describes as the “interlocking workings of dispossession and resistance” (p. 3). Moreover, citing 

Paul Gilroy, Sonjah Stanley Niaah (2008) she explains that there is “a spatial imperative in the 

Black experience in terms of restlessness, homelessness, displacement, migration, and other 

journeys” (p. 345). Thus, as multiculturalist rhetoric marks Caribana as a space of Black 

placelessness within the fence’s limits, Afro-Caribbean women’s performance becomes “the site 

 
7 In Machel Montano and Kerwin DuBois’ 2013 hit Possessed featuring Ladysmith Black Mambazo, DuBois 
opens the first verse of the song, singing about the psychic enchantment of soca music: “Taking over me, 
taking over me soul. Its de kinda feelin’ that I cannot control. Messin’ wit me body, messin’ wit me mind. 
Every time it hit me, and I does start to wine.” Here, soca is said to overpower one’s body as if to become 
possessed with the soca spirit, causing them to wine. This somatic transformation links, though it is not 
spatially rooted, it happens anywhere the “soca spirits” tek over whether in the road or the fete or the band.  
8 Transparent space, as presented by Katherine McKittrick (2006), is defined as “the idea that space ‘just is,’ 
and the illusion that the external world is readily knowable and not in need of evaluation, and that what we see 
is true”  
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of contestation and resistance to oppression and re-affirmation of innovative cultural forms” 

(Hall, 2007, p. 10).  

As a performance geography, “wining on anything” is responsive to and not a symptom 

of the social, political, and economic realities of the parade.9 Viewing wining as intrinsically 

entangled with geography restores the autonomy of Afro-Caribbean women while drawing 

attention to the ways that the parade space is transformed, as if to say, “this road belongs to we!” 

This relationship between music, geography, and performance reveals “the adoption of a 

philosophy of limitless space and boundarylessness allows for the reclamation, multiplication, 

and transcendence of space” (p. 357). To extend Stanley Niaah’s (2008) discussion, I argue that 

soca, like Dancehall, Kwaito, and the Blues is: 

[A] racialized performance [site] of contestation, travel, and transience, transcendence 
and boundarylessness, pleasure and ritual, innovation, hybridity, and social integration 
that have fed each other and continue to do so. Their citizenry simultaneously enact, 
reclaim, reconnect, and renew self and diasporic cultural identity. (Stanley Niaah, 2008, 
p. 357) 

Moreover:  

Performance, like spirituality, can be seen as a ‘network linking us to the source of 
existence through ritual, our inner selves, and each other across different terrains, nations 
and identities.’ It tells stories about deep connections not just centered on national ties but 
diasporic and historical ones as well. (Stanley Niaah, 2008, p. 357) 

Thus, Afro-Caribbean women's performance is a reclamation of Caribana's geography and their 

autonomy by “wining on anything.” As cited by Philip and Buffy, this carefree yet intentional 

performance is often juxtaposed to madness, idealization of Christian-centric respectability 

 
(p. xv).  
9 Sonjah Stanley Niaah (2008) defines performance geography as “the way people living in particular locations 
give those locations identity through performance practices (p. 343). Here, performance refers to “the mental, 
physical, emotional, and spiritual task of enacting one’s being in such spaces as the Black Atlantic between 
violation, ruptured roots, and self-(re)construction; its is a requirement of life” (Stanley Niaah, 2008, p. 344).  
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politics, and an overall lack of broughtupsy (good manners) despite acknowledging its 

redemptive qualities. As such, “wining on anything” is indicative of a long struggle for freedom 

within the Caribbean imagination and is necessary to understand space and liberation. 

 With this in mind, in doing a project that speaks to Caribbeanness, I must contend with 

how language is used and proper English, the oppressor's language, is deployed to keep Afro-

Caribbeans in place. Dialects, creoles, and patios become the tools of self-making whereby Afro-

Caribbeans can reauthor their narratives while still articulating a continued tension between the 

intimate histories of placelessness and the specificity of location (in this case, the sites of 

Caribana and Caribbean performance). The beauty of these composite languages fills the spaces 

where humanity was lost, as Afro-Caribbeans forge new spaces of being. For this reason, my 

theoretical framework is underwritten by my Bajan, or more broadly Caribbean, dialect. For this 

reason, the English language equivalent does not always elicit the same meaning(s) as the 

Caribbean discourse. As Philip explains:  

[…] I have chosen to make my arguments in a Caribbean demotic of English—the 
Trinidad creole—which was at one time a French patois. Believing that some experiences 
demand faithfulness to the language in which the experience happens has stimulated this 
impulse. So too has the challenge of trying to make an argument in Caribbean demotic 
English, which traditionally has been used publicly, and almost solely, for humour, satire, 
and entertainment. (p. 202) 

Here, Philip contends with the performativity of Caribbean demotic being a site of consumption 

and its necessity as a mode of articulating being. She further explains:  

The strength and resource of the Caribbean demotic in which the following essay is 
written lie in what I call its kinetic qualities—its kinopoesis. It is a language that brings 
over into English the ‘relationship between the dynamics of speech and the dynamics of 
action’ that is to be found in at least one West African language, Yoruba. It is a language 
that moves, like the Carnival band, through space rhythmed by time. It is, therefore, 
eminently suited to capturing the moving at the heart of Carnival (p. 203). 
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Philip’s rationale is an essential intervention in knowledge production as it deliberately refuses 

the legitimacy of English and centres how our languages have served us and are a means to 

articulate our ways of being human. Put differently, Caribbean vernacular rehumanizes Afro-

Caribbean people, enabling us to grapple with the paradoxes inherent to our existence. 

Vernacular implicitly informs my theoretical framework in that it is nested within colonial and 

settler logics and emerges explicitly within the context of Caribbean self-making and Caribana.    

Sexual Praxis and Historicizing Sexual Agency 

 María Lugones’ theory on the colonial/modern gender system has informed my 

framework, specifically showing how gender is a social construct that is used to uphold 

colonialism (2007). Implicit within this notion are hierarchical understandings about sexuality, 

race, and class whereby the dichotomization of gender (masculinity/femininity) maintains a 

heterosexist order that normalizes white patriarchy and simultaneously subjugates women and 

people of colour. Gender performance, in this way, is informed by and maintained through these 

systems so that individuals are bound to the assumptions that their gender elicits. This speaks 

directly to Angela Davis’ (1983) chapter “The Legacy of Slavery: Standards for a New 

Womanhood,” whereby Davis explains how the constructions of race, gender, and sexuality 

legitimized colonial and capitalist expansion through the slave trade. As such, Blackness and 

Black femininity were engendered through colonial paradigms and became instrumental to the 

development and operation of the colonial nation-state. 

 Considering these social constructions and their histories, a relational analysis of 

gender/sexual performance clarifies Afro-Caribbean women’s involvement in Black diasporic 

cultural spaces like Caribana. In reading their position to these cultural productions as resistant 

or subversive instead of subjugated, the heterosexist, racist gender system imposed on Afro-
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Caribbeans is troubled. Lugones speaks to this as she states that “gender was a colonial 

introduction… as European[s] imposed a new gender system that created very different 

arrangements for colonized males and females than for white bourgeois colonizers” (2007, p. 

186). It would be inadequate to use a normative conceptualization of gender and sexuality to 

unpack Black women’s sexual agency if we take theorists like Davis and Lugones seriously. In 

looking at the transformative politics that can emerge out of these cultural spaces, we move away 

from the dominant notions of gender and patriarchy—that so often ignore the specificities of 

Black and Caribbean women’s roles in colonialism—and reorient our understanding of Black 

sexual agency. Drawing attention to the emergence of these histories is crucial to my theoretical 

framework because it emphasizes a historically grounded and intersectional analysis that traces 

the emergence, articulation, and negotiation of Afro-Caribbean women’s sexual agency. 

Centering this kind of autonomy critically considers new ways of understanding the 

transformative potential of those who have been relegated to the margins (including theories that 

rely heavily on theorizing Black women’s sexuality as solely a site of oppression).  

Erotic Resistance 

 At the foundation of understanding sexual agency is Audre Lorde’s concept of the erotic 

(2007). Lorde argues for the necessity of recognizing the erotic as “a resource within each of us 

that lies in a deeply female and spiritual plane, firmly rooted in the power of the unexpressed or 

unrecognized feeling” (2007, p. 53). Caribana is a catalyst for the experience and articulation of 

this view, in that the parade generates embodied power. These popular cultural spaces are often 

read as devoid of sociopolitical and historical importance, with the exception of theorists who 

focus on how Black popular culture is a location of rigorous political activity (see, Iton, 2008, for 

an overview). For instance, spaces such as carnivals are often considered celebratory parties that 
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display hypersexualized content. In short, the erotic, as defined by Lorde, goes missing. 

Considering this, Lorde’s concept of the erotic provides a way to tap into the experiential and 

transformative knowledge that informs Caribana. The erotic is a means of self-actualization that 

politicizes the parade and conceptualizes Black sexuality and performance as political assertions. 

Here, Jafari Allen is useful:  

[T]o talk about sexuality is to talk not only about the everyday lived experiences of the 
[sexualized] body and its reproduction, but also about the cultures, histories, and 
political-economic realities of the nation (region, diaspora, globe), and the historicity, 
imagination, desires, and intentions of the [sexualized] subjects. (2011, p. 58-9) 

In ¡Venceremos? The Erotics of Black Self-Making in Cuba, Allen (2011) centres the lived 

experiences of queer Afro-Cubans to complicate the rhetoric that has upheld an anti-Black, 

national identity within Cuba. Allen argues for a more nuanced understanding of resistance 

practices, looking specifically to sexual agency and the erotic to tease out hidden or subtle acts of 

subversion. Following the scholarship of both Cathy J. Cohen and Robin D. G. Kelley, who 

discuss the contingency and counterpoints of resistance, Allen asserts that these “small acts” 

(2011, p. 84) of resistance make visible how Afro-Cubans, though limited in their ability to 

express unconstrained agency, often make do with their realities to maintain a sense of 

autonomy. As Afro-Caribbean women’s participation in Caribana is marred with respectability 

politics that govern appropriate behaviour, which gets taken up as an assumption about Afro-

Caribbean women’s sexuality, small acts like “wining on anything” is a means to suspend this 

reality momentously and can be understood as a resistance practice that questions, rejects, and 

yet still contends with the politics of surveillance.  

 Extending this even further, “transcendent erotics and politics” grounds “wining on 

anything” in an acknowledgement of gender performance and sexual agency within the 

contentious limits of Caribana. Allen (2011) describes this politic as: 



 
 

39 
 

A sensuous practice that includes the deployment of sexualities pitched and styled to play 
various games more effectively or to at least less painfully experience psychically or 
materially marginal circumstances. […] Transcendent erotics and politics insist on 
creation of a new space…but also may be a new name that defies, reappropriates, or 
refuses old labels, or a complex of acts beyond what is interpellated within prevailing 
ideologies. (p. 95) 

Caribana is a catalyst for the experience and articulation of embodied power, small acts or 

resistance, and erotic autonomy. Thus, transcendent erotics and politics speak to how “wining on 

anything” is not only an individual practice of self-making but very much constitutive of a 

communal narration of freedom that helps to rehumanize the geography of Caribana while 

simultaneously unhinging heteropatriarchy from acts of erotic resistance. Therefore, borrowing 

from Christa Davis Acampora:  

Erotic poetics allows us to conceive, formulate, and reformulate affiliations that enhance 
our participation in a social eroticism, an economy in which our energies are oriented 
toward forging significant relations with each other and striving together toward creating 
a social order that cultivates and enhances capabilities. (Davis Acampora, 2007, p. 60) 

This formulation of resistance, I argue, can be harnessed within Caribana despite the ongoing 

racial violence experienced by Afro-Caribbean participants.  I use this concept to demonstrate 

the power embedded within the spatial transgressions that happen during the parade.  

Citizenship from Below 

 The operationalization of the Multiculturalism Act, symbolized through the fence, is tied 

to questions of Black sexuality, as I have pointed out above. It can be said that sexuality is 

integrated into Canadian citizenship through white supremacy and attendant ideologies such as 

respectability. Applicable here is Mimi Sheller’s concept of citizenship from below, which: 

Not only refers to the struggles for state recognition by excluded subalterns who ‘exist 
below’ the level of citizenship, as non-citizens, or second-class citizens…but also alerts 
us to questions of embodiment, corporeality, and the ‘vulgar.’ It brings into focus the 
everyday aspects of physical life, the disavowed, and the abject… that are usually 
excluded from the ‘high’ political realm… (2012, p. 24) 
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This notion applies to the experiences of Afro-Caribbeans who continue to battle for Caribana 

for recognition and financial support. A parade of its calibre that generates close to half a billion 

dollars yet does not receive 1% of that in funding is abysmal (Elder, 2016). Therefore 

“citizenship from below” can be read alongside transcendent erotics and politics (Allen, 2011) 

and deterritorialized citizenship (Walcott 2001) as they collectively demonstrate processes of 

radical self-making, both individually and communally, and help to visibilize the agency of 

Afro-Caribbeans to challenge the ways that liberation operates in paradoxical spaces like 

Caribana.  

 Overall, as Sheller’s work “ultimately aims to contest some of the continuing privileges 

and protections of whiteness and sexual normativity in the post-slavery Caribbean and Atlantic 

worlds” (2012, p. 2), it assists me in developing a narrative to counter the discourses that 

position Caribana as simply abject or narrowly celebratory. This is crucial when considering how 

Afro-Caribbeans citizenship is forged and articulated amidst multiculturalism as it begins to 

unravel the complexities of Afro-Caribbean (un)belonging. Mimi Sheller aptly states that “the 

effort to reconstruct and tell Caribbean histories, then, must always grapple with the various 

levels of silencing that are intrinsic to the production of history” (2012, p. 3). As such, 

articulating Afro-Caribbean history in Canada as recent (Walcott, 2001) along with the 

discourses of criminality that surround Caribana, and more generally the Caribbean community, 

illustrate that Sheller’s method of theorizing citizenship is necessary and that prioritizing Afro-

Caribbean narratives through original qualitative research will not only supplement the existing 

literature on Caribana but will offer a counter-hegemonic understanding of Afro-Caribbean 

existence and the necessity of cultural production and creative practice. 

Slackness 
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 Akin to Natasha Barnes’ reading of Afro-Caribbean resistance in cultural spaces and 

Mimi Sheller’s “citizenship from below,” Carolyn Cooper (2004) presents an alternative reading 

of women’s “slackness” within Jamaican dancehall culture. Cooper’s work Sound clash: 

Jamaican dancehall culture at large (2004) fortifies a discussion of Afro-Caribbean women’s 

sexual agency as it speaks to how the performance of sexuality within Caribana is imbued with 

assumptions about one’s sexuality and class. Slackness is often shorthand for the lower-

class/classless/immoral, while its opposition, sexual conservatism, is reserved for the middle-

class/moral. These respectability politics are usually classed, raced, and gendered, especially 

when taken up within the broader context of Western society. Considering the emergence of 

dancehall as an alternative space for contesting, reclaiming, and renaming gender/sexual 

embodiment amongst working-class Jamaicans, it is fascinating that these histories are blatantly 

ignored, causing the space to be defined as hypersexual, homophobic, and deviant. Cooper 

uncovers the problematics of reading dancehall culture in simplistic and ahistorical ways and 

draws attention to the politically creative aspects of the performance and music. Though women 

occupy a site of struggle within the dancehall space and embody “the slackness/culture dialectic” 

(2004, p. 81), these spaces also provide alternative understandings of Afro-Jamaican women’s 

sexuality. This kind of reframing is applicable to my reading of Caribana and Caribana 

geographies, emphasizing how the parade offers a site to live out and negotiate space, sexuality, 

and gender performance, and draws attention to how Afro-Caribbean women’s agency is 

expressed through “wining on anything.”  

Racializing Surveillance and Dark Sousveillance 

 Simone Browne’s (2015) Dark Matters: On the Surveillance of Blackness presents an 

interpretation of surveillance and Surveillance Studies within the context of Trans-Atlantic 
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slavery. Browne provides a genealogy of biometrics, passports, and what she terms Black 

luminosity, which she defines as “a form of boundary maintenance occurring at the site of the 

Black body, whether by candlelight, flaming torch, or the camera flashbulb that documents the 

ritualized terror of a lynch mob” (2015, p. 67). The simultaneity of hypervisiblity and invisibility 

are, as she discusses, rooted in slavery. At the same time, Browne weaves resistance 

(sousveillance) throughout her mappings of slave and post-slave surveillance practices, to 

express how Black people were not passive recipients of violence, torture, and pain; instead, 

their agency and resistance were practiced in clandestine ways. Browne's tracing of Black 

people's resistance to slavery and the ways these resistances rehumanize Black existence has 

piqued my interest. As such, two main concepts from Browne’s work inform my thesis: 

racializing surveillance and dark sousveillance. Racializing surveillance, Browne (2015) argues: 

Is a technology of social control where surveillance practices, policies, and performances 
concern the production of norms pertaining to race and exercise a ‘power to define what 
is in or out of place’? […] [M]y use of the term ‘racializing surveillance’ signals those 
moments when enactments of surveillance reify boundaries, borders, and bodies along 
racial lines, and where the outcome is often the discriminatory treatment of those who are 
negatively racialized by such surveillance. (p. 16) 

As I noted earlier, multiculturalism is an insidious project that upholds white privilege and 

colonial logics; racializing surveillance is used to think through Caribana as a space that, on the 

one hand, reproduces containment (by increased securitization and [re]routing) and spectacle (in 

the performative acts) while also generating the potential for liberation. Racializing surveillance 

explains the routinized racial and sexual violence and resistance to that violence by Afro-

Caribbean communities. For Afro-Caribbeans, the question of containment and spectacle is 

doubled, as I have already explained. Making Afro-Caribbean women knowable and Black 

feminine sexuality legible functions through surveillance practices that negatively define 

Caribana geographies—such as the (re)routing of the parade, the material and ideological fences, 
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and voyeurism. It is the subversion of surveillance that contributes to alternative Caribana spaces 

and the insistence that Black women’s geographies can and do revise the enclosures that are 

imposed on them during the parade.  

With this in mind, the concept of dark sousveillance, coined by Simone Browne (2015), 

is a meaningful theoretical category that allows me to think through Black women’s resistance 

tactics. Simone Browne defines dark sousveillance as a strategy: 

To situate the tactics employed to render one’s self out of sight, and strategies used in the 
flight to freedom from slavery as necessarily ones of undersight. […] It speaks to black 
epistemologies of contending with antiblack surveillance, where the tools of social 
control in plantation surveillance or lantern laws in city spaces and beyond were 
appropriated, co-opted, repurposed, and challenged in order to facilitate survival and 
escape. (2015, p. 21) 

In this definition, resistance is nuanced as dark sousveillance accounts for “perverse opacity” 

(Browne, 2015, p. 40), that is very similar to Jafari Allen’s assertion that “‘the weak’ is almost 

never completely dominated, and have tremendous faculties of creativity and resiliency, they are 

also not always the savvy architects of counterhegemony or change agents that theorists have 

imagined” (2011, p. 81). As multiculturalism defines Black (un)belonging to the Canadian 

nation-state while simultaneously regulating Afro-Caribbean women’s bodies through 

surveillance practices (securitization, [re]routing, spectatorship) in Caribana, Simone Browne’s 

genealogy of surveillance technologies and containment practices are presently observable and 

help to further contextualize these dynamics that position the Black diaspora as intrinsic to but 

outside of the Canadian nation-state and Canadian citizenship.  

Methodology 

 2017 marked the 50th year of Caribana, which coincided with the 150th year of 

Confederation. My research, interviews, and fieldwork took place between 2016-2018. My 
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methodology complements the literature review and concepts noted above, focusing specifically 

on the creative praxes of Afro-Caribbean people, particularly Afro-Caribbean women. I 

conducted interviews and questionnaires, and situated these narratives within theories of gender, 

Black feminism, erotic, diaspora, citizenship, multiculturalism, performance, and carnival; my 

methodology drew out how Afro-Caribbean women experience Caribana and articulate alternate 

forms of belonging/community within the whitened nation-state.  

To answer the questions I pose in my introductory chapter (refer to page 14), I engaged 

with interdisciplinary scholarship, creative texts, and original accounts (semi-structured 

interviews and questionnaires) to explain what transformative politics emerge from examining 

the resistance or “self-making practices” (Allen, 2011) of Afro-Caribbean women who 

participate in Caribana. Centring Afro-Caribbean women’s narratives allows us to move away 

from violent interpretations of Black culture/resistance/self-making that have come to define 

Caribana in much of mainstream media (until about 2017).  Specifically, in my ongoing research 

on the parade, I noticed that many of the conversations—even those that focused on Afro-

Caribbean women or gender—did not have a comprehensive gender analysis, thus absenting 

sexual autonomy. The experiences of participating, costuming, and the parade itself, are also not 

explicitly taken up within conversations about Caribana, thus undermining how the event is 

inflected with performances and creative practices that centre agency. I conducted to semi-

structured interviews and questionnaires to try and elicit experiences that attended to gender, the 

erotic, costuming, sexual autonomy, and resistance. The experiences I gathered revealed and 

gave insight into a complex understanding of space and place—the shifting and complicated 

geographies of Caribana. They also interrupt typical understandings of gender and Caribana, that 

tend to fixate on Black women’s bodily movements.  Without dismissing overarching ideologies 
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that adversely shape Black women’s experiences, the interviews and questionnaires add nuance 

to the multicultural and tourist landscape that Caribana moves across.  The interviews and 

questionnaires provide a counterhegemonic reading—one that understands alternative modes of 

belonging—and centres the strategic spatial negotiations of Afro-Caribbean women. In addition 

to the theoretical texts noted above, I: examined and analyzed archives, focusing specifically on 

the Multiculturalism Act; did an overview of newspaper articles, magazines, promotional 

materials, photos, and videos about Caribana; conducted semi-structured interviews ranging from 

1-2.5 hours with Afro-Caribbean women; administered 9 online survey questionnaires; and 

conducted a spatial analysis of Caribana 2017 to unpack how spectatorship is centralized. 

Data Collection 

I began by examining the Multiculturalism Act through a discourse and content analysis 

to theorize what makes Caribana officially “multicultural.” As McKittrick (2014) highlights, the 

Multicultural Act’s anticipatory language points to possibility and not actuality: “the language 

offers a space to think through the ways in which the unmet promises of multiculturalism draw 

attention to the politics of waiting for a justice that is yet to come” (p. 244). Considering this 

assertion, I analyzed how the discourses of inclusion and diversity contained within the 

Multiculturalism Act can be read alongside discourses about Caribana to reveal how the parade 

affirms and challenges this dominant narrative. This analysis provides the historical context of 

how the city understands Caribana as a diasporic cultural import and how Toronto has since 

positioned itself through and against Caribana. 

 I did a discursive analysis of newspaper articles, magazines, promotional materials, 

photos, and videos of and about Caribana. These sources provided a deeper understanding of 

how the parade has functioned as a space of cultural connection and belonging within the context 
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of multiculturalism and other diversity projects that tend to situate Caribana as implicit to 

multiculturalism and, as well, a Caribbean celebration. Articles written in the Toronto Star, the 

Toronto Sun, editorials on sites such as VICE, and Huffington Post Canada, videos on City TV 

and other media platforms were examined. Critical to this analysis is how race, gender, and 

sexuality are discussed within the media of Caribana and how the narratives of Afro-Caribbean 

women either disrupt or reaffirm these mainstream discourses. 

To obtain original accounts of how Afro-Caribbean women navigate, negotiate, and 

understand their participation within Caribana, whether they are cultural producers, 

masqueraders, and/or spectators, I conducted semi-structured interviews, and I administered an 

online questionnaire upon receipt of ethics clearance from the Graduate Research Ethics Board 

(GREB).10 I recruited nine self-identified Afro-Caribbean Women between the ages of 19 and 49 

living across the Greater Toronto Area (GTA), who, in their lifetime, have participated in at least 

one Caribana parade as a masquerader. The recruitment was done using Facebook as this 

platform allowed me to reach more people quickly and easily. As such, I posted a call for 

participants in a Facebook group entitled “Black Toronto Community Group” to reach people 

beyond my own social network. Several women responded to my post directly, emailed me, or 

sent me a personal message on Facebook. At this point, I emailed those who showed interest in 

more information about the research project with the Information and Consent Form attached 

(please refer to appendix). If they were still interested, these potential participants were asked to 

send back a copy of the signed consent form. If any of the participants could not send a scanned 

copy of the consent form, I made the necessary arrangements to collect the document, by mail or 

in-person, (but this issue did not arise). Once the signed consent form was received, participants 

 
10 See figure 4 in the appendix. 
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were emailed a secure link to the questionnaire (forms.google.com) to be completed within one 

month of receiving the link. Questions included in the survey questionnaire can be found in the 

appendix (see Figure 8). 

 Participants were asked to provide their first name and demographic information in the 

questionnaire, such as their age and location. The names of each participant were kept 

confidential and were only be used for identification purposes to ensure that the names on the 

consent forms matched the names of participants who completed the survey. The ages of the 

participants were codified within the research according to the following age groupings: 19-24, 

25-29, 30-34, etc. This data was collected to give depth to the research according to the 

participant’s involvement with Toronto’s Caribbean Carnival over the years. Participants were 

asked to answer 20 questions, most of which were open-ended questions (please refer to the 

appendix). Once a questionnaire was completed, the online program notified me by email. I also 

recruited three Afro-Caribbean women for interviews: a previous organizer of the parade, a 

costume designer for one of Caribana’s leading Mas bands, and an avid masquerader.  

The Caribana organizer was the first interviewee recruited. With the call for participants 

that I put out on Facebook for the questionnaires as previously mentioned, I was lucky enough to 

have an individual reach out to me with the contact information of a woman whom they said: 

“has extensive knowledge about the parade.” I emailed the respondent, referred to as Respondent 

one going forward, and she was happy to participate in the interview. We decided to meet at a 

public library convenient for her, whereby I made a room booking. The interview lasted just over 

two and a half hours.11 Before commencing the interview, this participant was again debriefed on 

 
11 See Figure 5 for the list of interview questions.  



 
 

48 
 

the purpose of the interview, and we went over the Information and Consent Form in detail. The 

participant signed the consent form after that. Respondent one was given an honorarium upon 

completing the interview, thanking her for her time and participation in my research project. 

After finding the contact details for a section leader in a notable Caribana Mas camp on 

their website, I contacted said section leader via email. This person respectfully declined my 

inquiry but referred me to one of their peers whom they felt was more equipped to discuss 

matters relating to the legacy of Caribana, reflecting on the last 50 years. This section leader then 

forwarded my initial email to the prospective interviewee, who later agreed to an interview. The 

costume designer I interviewed, referred to as Respondent Two going forward, was a middle-

aged woman whose involvement in Caribana spans over 20 years. Respondent two and I agreed 

to meet at a nearby coffee shop for her convenience, and the interview lasted just over two-and-

a-quarter hours.12 Before starting the interview, much like the first interview, respondent one was 

debriefed on the purpose of my project, and we went over the Information and Consent Form in 

detail before the respondent signed. Respondent Two was given an honorarium upon completing 

the interview, thanking her for her time and participation in my research project. 

 The masquerader, the final (third) interview, was directly contacted after expressing 

interest in my research project. The respondent, with the pseudonym Mary, is a young woman 

who has been attending Caribana since the age of 12. Mary agreed to meet in a nearby location 

where she could book a room for the interview. Again, like the other interviewees, Mary was 

debriefed on this research project's purpose. We went over the Information and Consent Form in 

detail, and Mary signed the consent form after that. The interview spanned just over one hour.13 

 
12 See Figure 6 for the list of interview questions.  
13 See Figure 7 for the list of interview questions. 
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Mary was given an honorarium upon completing the interview, thanking her for her time and 

participation in my research project. 

 During the interview process (upon initial invite, within the Information and Consent 

Form, and during the interview) and for the questionnaire respondents, these individuals were 

informed that they could withdraw from my research project at any time within two (2) months 

after completion of the interview or questionnaire. After two months, participants were informed 

that withdrawal would not be possible. If a participant wished to withdraw from the research 

within two months of completing an interview or questionnaire, I informed them that I would 

personally return the materials (i.e., consent forms, recordings if they had agreed to it, interview 

notes) to them to maintain anonymity. Otherwise, I would destroy their data immediately upon 

withdrawal. Again, I reassured them that there are no consequences for withdrawing and thank 

them for their time and consideration. I also gave respondents my supervisor’s, and the GREB 

office contact information should the participant have any questions or concerns.  

 As a researcher, I am aware of my subject's location and the power relations within this 

role. As such, I was transparent about the purpose of the research (which was disclosed in the 

Letter of Information/Consent form). I ensured that my language was accessible over the 

interview to minimize the power relations between researcher and participant. Another advantage 

is that I am familiar with this cultural space as an Afro-Caribbean woman who participates in 

Toronto’s Caribbean Carnival Parade. I am uniquely positioned for my research as I possess 

insider knowledge about the parade. For this part of my study, there were potential conversations 

about sensitive or personal issues. This is especially the case as my focus is on sexual autonomy, 

gender subjectivity, and how Afro-Caribbean women understand belonging in relation to their 

own communities and Canada. Though answering these questions may have brought discomfort 
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to participants, I reassured participants that they could decline any questions and that they could 

withdraw from the interview at any time. The privacy and confidentiality of the participants was 

of the highest priority and this study was designed in such a way as to maximize anonymity and 

minimize risk.  

 The benefits of this research can be observed on a micro and macro level. First, the 

interviews and questionnaires provided a space for Afro-Caribbean women to articulate how they 

understand their own agency when participating in Caribana. As much of the research on 

Caribana has not examined the experiences of masquerades or other participants within the 

parade, the participants' narratives both complemented and provided a counternarrative to the 

research that has been done on Caribana. As a result, this may encourage empowerment during 

or after participating in the interview. As many of the questions encouraged participants to 

comment on the significance of Caribana, they may grapple with the spatial and body politics 

presented through their participation in Caribana, which they may not have thought critically 

about. In addition, participants will gain an increased awareness of power structures.  

 Second, this project is timely in that it will contribute to the growing dialogue about what 

multiculturalism means in Canada amidst and after the 2017 celebrations of Confederation (150 

years) and Caribana (50 years). By centring Afro-Caribbean women's experiences within this 

context, this research unsettles the ongoing colonial project that attempts to legitimize Canada’s 

white settler national narrative and challenges the erasure of Black communities within Canada. 

This project makes critical linkages between the maintenance of the benevolent Canadian nation-

state and the role of Black women in nation-making. More specifically, interviews provide 

original research that complicates nation, belonging, and Black women’s role in the parade. As 

my research is interdisciplinary, it will fill the gaps between fields such as Black Geographies, 
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Black Diaspora Studies, Gender Studies, and Caribbean Studies and make essential connections 

between multiculturalism policy (and therefore citizenship and belonging), tourism, and race. 

This research will be helpful in policy development, activism, and other research that examines 

cultural production, diaspora, and geopolitics in Canada and abroad.  

 Third, project contributes to a greater understanding of processes of belonging whereby 

agency is articulated amidst ongoing projects of colonialism attendant to practices of racist-sexist 

discrimination. This work is crucial because it centres on the negotiations and nuances of gender 

and sexuality among Afro-Caribbean women within the Black diaspora through questions of 

belonging and nation-building, which has not been done within existing research on Caribana. 

As McKittrick states, “the stories of Black women contain in them meaningful geographic tenets, 

but these are often reduced to the seeable flesh and unseeable geographic knowledge” (2006, p. 

45). This is a crucial insight, and this thesis aims to work through the meanings produced with 

the experiences of Afro-Caribbean women who participate in Caribana.  

 The major limitation of my methodological approach was online accessibility. One of the 

significant limitations of seeking participants through social media was the potential of making 

visible the voices of individuals who did not have access to a computer. Though I accounted for 

this possibility in my preliminary research and was willing to distribute hard copies of my 

questionnaire via mail to said people, also offering to retrieve the paperwork once the 

questionnaire was completed, I did not make the call for participants available beyond social 

media. In addition, non-binary, trans, and men’s first-person accounts were not captured in this 

project. Though these narratives are integral to gaining further insight into the spatial politics of 

Caribana, I was particularly interested in discourses (namely, sexuality and gender performance 

pertaining to costume selection and dancing, and how these women negotiate the spatial and 
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body politics that are embedded within Caribana) surrounding self-identified Afro-Caribbean 

women recognizing that men, in particular, are involved within all levels of participation of 

Caribana, dominating the soundscape, band ownership, and Caribana organization. I do not deny 

that these excluded experiences would further enrich my project. However, I would not be able 

to attend to the intricacies of Afro-Caribbean women’s narratives if I widened my qualitative 

data. 

*** 

 Lived experiences are an invaluable source of knowledge. The narratives I gathered need 

to be centralized because they restore Afro-Caribbean women’s autonomy amidst problematic 

discourses that often negatively impact their subjectivity14. Centering Afro-Caribbean women as 

agentive subjects is a critical point of entry into my research and has informed my decision to 

emphasize their narratives in the chapters that follow. At times, the narratives of the interviewees 

and survey participants stand alone with little commentary. It is important that these experiences 

speak for themselves as I did not want my own subject location, which is informed by the 

literature I cite and my own experiences, thoughts, and opinions of Caribana, to cloud the 

richness of the knowledge shared throughout this thesis. Wekker (2006), in her ethnography 

entitled Politics of Passion: Women’s Sexual Culture in the Afro-Surinamese Diaspora, explains 

that her work is a co-production between her main participant and herself. She adds: 

Instead of the ideal agent of value-free, objective knowledge, which ‘requires a notion of 
the self as a fortress that must be defended against polluting influences from its social 
surroundings’, fieldwork by an ethnographer who starts from the premise of equality and 
who acknowledges difference yields less biased, more valuable and sensitive data 
(Wekker, 2006, p. 4).  

 
14 Please refer to Chapter 3 where I discuss this further.  
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Inspired by Wekker’s work, I present an unconventional ethnographic commentary of sorts, 

understanding that qualitative research methods would enrich my thesis, helping to illuminate the 

often-neglected experiences of Afro-Caribbean women participating in Caribana. My intention is 

for the theory to run beside these original narratives where they can overlap, intersect, or diverge 

at numerous junctures. Further, Gloria Wekker explains how sexual subjectivity amongst women 

who practice mati work is a behaviour rather than an identity (2006). 15 Citing Lancaster and Di 

Leonardo, Wekker (2006) explains:  

“Sexual lives cannot be understood apart from the changing political economies in which 
those lives are embedded, and those economies include dominant and contesting 
constructions of gender, race, sexual ‘perversions’ and nationality—constructions that 
themselves carry traces of long and complicated histories of conquest, resistances, 
exploitation, … and neocolonial structures. They also include … ‘sexualized’ states—
states’ ubiquitous uses of gender, sexual, and racial ideologies in order to enact their own 
legitimacy and control over citizens.” (p. 3).  

This revelation when considering my own work alongside Wekker’s, is compelling in that 

sexuality, when conceived as behaviour, reveals a performative counternarrative that contends 

with and disrupts normative, Eurocentric formulations of Black womanhood and/or Caribbean 

sexuality. Put differently, Afro-Caribbean women’s participation in Caribana, when viewed as a 

behaviour or performance—something that is done—centers their active engagement with 

Caribana’s geographies, and Toronto, amidst the multiculturalist milieu of Canada. Thus, the 

literature review and theoretical underpinnings noted above guide this project and complement 

the experiential data I gathered from interviews and questionnaires. 

Using a discursive analysis of media narratives, and a spatial analysis through participant 

observation, my research provides an original study of how Afro-Caribbean women understand 

 
15 Mati work describes the practice of Afro-Surinamese women who engage in sexual partnerships with both 
men and women (Wekker, 2006).  
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their relationship to Caribana and how they are implicated in the production of space. Together, 

theory, media analysis, interviews, and participant observations centre the agency of Afro-

Caribbean women, repositioning and rethinking the stakes of sexuality—which is frequently 

steeped in colonial, racist, sexist, and classist conceptualizations of Black femininity. In this way, 

my thesis points to the embeddedness of heterosexist white supremacist ideologies, yet also pays 

close attention to how the experiences of Afro-Caribbean women resist these forms of 

oppression through erotic agency and other tactics. At the centre of my discussion is geography, 

and Caribana’s flexible and shifting transnational geographies, which provide a spatial template 

that opens up, rather than forecloses, a long history of Black diasporic resistance that is 

underscored by Afro-Caribbean women’s sexual autonomy.  

  



 
 

55 
 

Chapter 2: Multiculturalism and Caribana’s Geographies 

 The etymology of multiculturalism can be broken down into three parts: multi, cultural, 

and -ism. A basic definition of this concept is: the philosophy (practice, system, belief) of many 

arts or intellectual achievements emerging from ideas, customs, and social behaviours.16  While 

this rudimentary definition points to “many” or “multiple” perspectives and cultures, 

multiculturalism fails to generate a space for critical analysis or engagement with difference—

the many and multiple Black, Indigenous, and nonwhite communities—in the Canadian context. 

Even so, multiculturalism is put forth within Canada as a fundamental characteristic of 

“Canadian heritage and identity”—in part because Canada was the first country ever to 

institutionalize such a law (Raska, 2020).  Given its colonial history, the Caribbean points to the 

embodiment of multiculturalism well before the ideology was implemented in Canada. The 

overlapping island histories have long been theorized as a coherent and dynamic set of “island 

spaces” with transnational and diasporic contours that connect multifarious communities 

(Davies, 2013). With Caribana drawing on the history of Trinidad Carnival, a festival that 

emerges from European and African traditions, Caribana is also a multicultural event; it is both 

transnational and relational with inherent geographic connections (Toronto, Canada, Trinidad, 

the Caribbean, UK, and more). Perhaps this multiculturality is one element that draws in patrons 

from diverse backgrounds who also want to escape the monotony of everyday life by 

masquerading in a band, to revel in the sonic, visual, and somatic power produced within the 

parade. Or, perhaps, Caribana is known to welcome participants and spectators alike with its 

 
16 I created this definition by noting each element of the word multiculturalism. Definitions were taken from 
the Oxford Language and https://blogs.transparent.com/english/what-is-an-%E2%80%93ism/ 
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allure of carnival-generated freedom. Reflecting on Caribana’s importance, one participant 

explains:  

“I personally think that part of what makes Canada's cultural mosaic so rich is the way in 
which each culture celebrates its customs and traditions. Caribana is perhaps the most 
vibrant expression of West Indian/Caribbean culture in Canada. Not only does it allow 
those outside the West Indian community to experience the essence of carnival, it allows 
those within the community to keep the vibrancy of the culture alive.”  

Regardless, Caribana is a geography whereby all parade-goers do not fully realize the said 

experience of freedom. Discursive and material consequences exist for the Afro-Caribbean 

community that have participated and sustained this diasporic cultural event—restrictions and 

policing, for example, do not equally exist for their non-Black counterparts. One major hindrance 

to the whole experience of Caribana each year is the parade’s spatiality, particularly the fence, 

which I return to in this chapter. The fences at Caribana, as noted in my preliminary remarks, 

were erected to demarcate the parade route, and separate the audience from the parade itself. The 

fence acts as a visual demarcation of space: one is amidst its barriers and limits as a paid 

masquerader, facilitator, or volunteer, or a spectator onlooking the festivities. This clear division 

of space produces a boundary between the audience and the performers. Below I extend this 

sense of space by enmeshing Caribana with Canadian multiculturalism to illuminate the 

(im)possibilities the parade offers through spatial expression of belonging and unbelonging. Put 

differently, I complement my previous remarks on the fence, and anticipate my discussion of it 

below, with an analysis of how Canadian multiculturalism outlines Caribana geographies.  

Multiculturalism and Caribana  

 Imaginings of Canada’s multicultural future first emerged in the early 1920s amidst 

British colonial expansion. These first iterations of multiculturalism, namely conceptualizations 

of Canada as a “cultural mosaic” in the writings of Victoria Hayward, Kate Foster, and later John 
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Murray Gibbon, were void of the stark realities of racism. Separately and collectively, these texts 

prioritized the cultural diversity and ethnic identities of white European settlers (Raska, 2020). 

Raska explains: “the notion of Canada as a cultural ‘mosaic’ (or multicultural) existed alongside 

systemic racism, which excluded Canadians of non-European backgrounds, and was contrasted 

later with the metaphor of a ‘melting pot’ (or cultural assimilation) in the United States” (2020). 

This juxtaposition of America’s enculturation model to Canada’s multiculturalism is 

problematic. The latter's history always privileged the legitimization and preservation of British 

and French culture while negating the effects of settler colonialism on Indigenous and other 

racialized communities. Put slightly differently, both renderings of citizenship—American and 

Canadian—legitimize the absenting of Indigenous, Black, and racialized peoples. 

 Decades later, multiculturalism was at the heart of Pierre Elliott Trudeau’s political 

principles, with his 1971 proclamation that multiculturalism would become an official policy 

existing “within a bicultural [French and English] framework” (Raska, 2020). With this, 

multiculturalism was never intended to produce equality for all (white and nonwhite) 

communities; instead, its role was to curb the concerns of the Liberal government, who were 

losing their political edge in Quebec due to the growing separatist movement. As such, “the 

policy of multiculturalism was implemented based on the recommendations of the Royal 

Commission on Bilingualism and Biculturalism. The commission was appointed in 1963 to 

examine the existing state of bilingualism and biculturalism in Canada and work towards 

developing an equal partnership between the British and French elements within the country” 

(Gagnon et al., 1988).  It was not until nonwhite communities raised questions regarding the 

policy’s superficiality that recommendations were made to extend multiculturalism policy to 
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racialized communities. Moving towards a pluralistic vision of multiculturalism, the initial 

policy set out to do the following:  

1. Encouragement and support for all of Canada’s cultural groups who aspired to 
survive and continue to develop, and in clear need of assistance;  

2. Overcoming existing barriers (ex. sense of belonging, inferiority) to full sociocultural 
citizenship in Canada; 

3. Promotion of creative intercultural exchanges between cultures in Canada to 
strengthen national unity;  

4. Providing further support for immigrants to learn one of Canada’s official languages 
(Raska, 2020). 

Aspirational in its intentions, this “sociocultural citizenship” (Raska, 2020) strived to inspire 

cohesive cultural citizenship within Canada. However, promise of the policy is, in fact, 

derivative of bilingualism and biculturalism and centres French and English communities only. 

Even with glimmers of potential, Pierre Elliott Trudeau foreclosed equity:  

The proposed official multiculturalism policy could raise expectations on the part of the 
Canadian public of the amount of funds that the federal government would offer to 
ethnocultural groups across the country. […] Further to his point, Trudeau concluded that 
the multiculturalism policy should not give Canadians the impression that it would 
achieve economic equality for all ethnocultural groups. (Raska, 2020. Emphasis added.) 

Discursively analyzing the Multiculturalism Act reveals that multiculturalism rhetoric, in the 

most simplistic sense, purports Canada as a benevolent and inclusive nation where peacekeeping, 

acceptance, diversity, and inclusion are at the heart of the nation’s core values and strength; 

however, looking at the tenets of the early multiculturalism policy and the Prime Minister’s 

conclusion critically, there is a clear geography of exclusion that emerges. Here, Canadian 

citizenship is a collection of different nonwhite cultural communities that are situated within a 

British-French landscape. This eurocentric landscape is spatially and ideologically is constructed 

as Canada’s foundation and moves forward in time. With its last documented amendment 

recorded in April 2014, the Multiculturalism Act merely reflects the reality of Canada’s changing 
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demography and remains a superficial document that offers a commitment to representational 

politics rather than a substantial investment in tangible change.  

 As McKittrick (2014) notes, the anticipatory language contained within the 

Multiculturalism Act centres whiteness in that it codifies racial differences as outside of the 

nation-state. Figure 3 (see appendix) illustrates words frequently used within Canada’s 

multiculturalism policy. “Promote/promoting”, “equal/equality/equally”, 

“respect/respectful/respecting”, “implement/implementation,” 

“enhance/enhancement/enhancing,” and “assist” appear the most throughout the document.  This 

cluster of words imply that multiculturalism was instituted to promote, enhance, and recognize 

Canada’s diversity. This is exemplified in tenets such as 3(1)(a), which states multiculturalism 

policy is to “Recognize and promote the understanding that multiculturalism reflects the cultural 

and racial diversity of Canadian society and acknowledges the freedom of all members of 

Canadian society to preserve, enhance and share their cultural heritage” and 5(1)(d) to 

“Encourage and assist the business community, labour organizations, voluntary and other private 

organizations, as well as public institutions, in ensuring full participation in Canadian society, 

including the social and economic aspects, of individuals of all origins and their communities, 

and in promoting respect and appreciation for the multicultural reality of Canada” (Justice Laws 

Website, 2014).  The promise is explicit, yet the language itself rests on representation rather 

than practice. Throughout the document, the Multiculturalism Act situates nonwhite communities 

within the ideological plan (“appreciation,” “recognition,” “assist”) without explaining how the 

plan will be implemented. In short, there is no method that leads to comprehensive change.    

 The Multiculturalism Act reveals that people of colour do the work of multiculturalism, 

vis-à-vis their presence within a euro-white Canadian landscape. They bring their culture into the 
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benevolent nation, to be consumed, enjoyed, and experienced. This not only legitimizes white 

settler colonialism but also situates Canada’s racial history as relatively new, beginning with 

Trudeau’s problematic multicultural bicultural-bilingual framework. Centuries of conquest, 

dispossession, enslavement, indentureship, environmental degradation, and other violent 

processes are erased. Consequently, it becomes clear that the Multiculturalism Act is a formulaic 

geography of belonging that “invites” nonwhite communities to represent themselves as 

commodities rather than citizens (McKittrick, 2006; Walcott, 2001). Multiculturalism, in this 

sense, is reliant on the difference. Within this context, if Caribana is said to be a gift to Canada 

on its 100th birthday from kind, Caribbean migrants (Jackson, 1992; Walcott, 2001), the parade 

does more for the nation-state than for those who participate in and sustain Afro-Caribbean 

communities more broadly, and the event specifically. 

 It is possible, then to theorize multiculturalism policy as the codification of racial, 

cultural, and ethnic differences that naturalize Canada’s white national identity and position 

racialized communities as “outsiders within” (Hill Collins, 1986) the nation-state. This means 

that Afro-Caribbeans and their cultural products (the parade, for example) occupy a space 

outside of British-French normalcy, even as they animate this geography. What makes this even 

more pervasive is how spectacle, surveillance, and containment have come to constitute the 

geography of Caribana. As such, there is an unsuspecting barrier to freedom for Afro-Caribbeans 

within Caribana. The ideology that Canada fully embraces, supports, and invests in its cultural 

diversity is incorrect. The Multiculturalism Act presents discursive geography that outlines 

belonging for the diaspora as being here and elsewhere, which “unhinges black people from 

Canada while also reducing black specificities to an all-encompassing elsewhere” (McKittrick, 

2006, p. 99). Therefore, Black presence in Canada promotes multiculturalism because Black 
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subjects inhabit the nation, yet this presence is superficial because their histories are obscured. 

Put differently, Black and Afro-Caribbean geographies, like Caribana, get folded into 

multicultural ideology as evidence of diversity while simultaneously being denied rich 

understandings of Blackness and Black diasporic geographies.  

With this, Caribana’s association to gun violence has been long reported. Media reports 

around the climatic long weekend marking Caribana’s finale seem to always remind us of the 

parade’s looming threat of violence (Toronto Star, 2011; Naidu, 2012; Simonpillai, 2020). 

Explaining how only two shooting have occurred at the parade within the 25 years, Simonpillai 

appropriately states “when it comes to insinuating violence about Carnival, the media is too 

eager to stretch time, geography and logic” (2020). Thus, the idea of the parade being unsafe due 

to the likelihood of violent crimes, is an obvious misconception. One questionnaire respondent 

who notes: “one of the worst misconceptions is people saying do not attend because it’s 

dangerous and you can end up dead.” Simone Browne’s (2015) concept of racializing 

surveillance, which I engaged in my theoretical framework above, extends the survey 

respondent’s insight in that Caribana can be theorized as a space of containment: the fence, 

constructed as a necessary logistical feature of the parade, is a literal and discursive site of 

containment, control, and spectacle and, therefore, produces knowledge about its participants. 

This literal and ideological boundary-making evicts Black people further beyond the city’s limits 

as their presence is momentarily tolerated. Black presence is lives in the streets of Toronto only 

until the cleaning up starts immediately after the parade has ended. Coupled with the Caribbean 

community’s awareness that “white people will say they’re heading to the cottage steering clear 

of the parade because of all those (two) shootings” (Simonpillai, 2020), it is evident “where 

public spaces are shaped for and by whiteness, some acts in public are abnormalized by way of 
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racializing surveillance and then coded for disciplinary measures that are punitive in their 

effects” (Browne, 2015, p. 17). Especially with competing festivals like VELD that fall on the 

same weekend long weekend as the Caribana parade, these attitudes do not reflect the reality of 

the parade; instead, they perpetuate discourses that affirm the necessity of increased policing 

which is amplified by and through the fence.  

Afro-Caribbeans have a contentious relation to the fence given these ideologies. Many of 

the participants reported that the fence is a necessary nuisance: it is a boundary that provides a 

safe separation between masqueraders and spectators, but it also produces an ambiance of 

restriction. Paired with the increased police presence and security along the parade route, Afro-

Caribbean participants are made to feel “in-place” (enclosed) amidst their placelessness. For 

Afro-Caribbean women, multiculturalism essentially enforces “domination as a visible spatial 

project that organizes, names, and sees social differences (such as black femininity) and 

determines where social order happens” (McKittrick, 2006, p. xiv). With this, scholars, 

journalists, and creatives alike have theorized that the fences and continual rerouting of the 

parade—particularly moving the parade out of the city center—are indicative of the Afro-

Caribbean community’s placelessness; however, one of Caribana’s organizers, explains that she 

was instrumental in moving the parade route from University Avenue to its perimeter, Lakeshore 

Boulevard. She clarifies the move was due to safety concerns within the growing parade:  

“I am the one who was instrumental in moving it to the Lakeshore. The reason why? We 
were bursting at the seams on University Avenue. […] We had outgrown the space we 
could use on University Avenue. […] We got to the point that safety was an issue. And 
that is why when they recommended Lakeshore, we say yes, let's go for it. And we 
move.”  

The respondent goes on to explain that patrons may not realize but the coast guard and other first 

responders are situated along the lake’s shoreline in case there is an emergency. This move, from 
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University Avenue to Lakeshore Boulevard makes sense when explained in this way, but the 

incessant rerouting of parade from going along Lakeshore Blvd. to circling the Canadian 

National Exhibition (CNE) grounds or the transient stage set up is still questionable. As noted by 

respondent two, rerouting also creates other logistical concerns: 

“And what you have to realize, from a logistics point of view, is that how can you have a 
parade that's supposed to go from one end to the other, cut it halfway, we bring it back 
into the parade route, but the same amount of people that watch from point A to B, to the 
end, have to now, come into one smaller location to watch. So, they say it was for 
security reasons that we did it, they stopped us from going down the road. What they've 
done is brought more people in a smaller unit. […] But they need to take a good look at 
that. Because you cannot expect to have the band's bigger and bigger. […] So, it's more 
people, more paraders, masqueraders, but also the spectators are getting more and more, 
but the route is getting shorter and shorter. So, it must have some sort of congestion 
somewhere or if they need to take a look at that.” 

The respondent raises a valuable concern about the ineffectiveness of Caribana’s most recent 

parade route. The congestion of having more patrons within a confined space potentially impacts 

the flow of the parade which may further legitimize increased policing and the discourses of 

disorder and disruption that already plague Caribana. It is important to note that this logistical 

move was intended to minimize the instances of storming within the parade. As respondent one 

explains: 

“Even the people who come and want to just picnic with their families, the older crowd, 
they just want to come and enjoy seeing some Mas, they can’t see anything. […] So 
based on that, this is why these guys moving it from outside the stadium to back inside 
the stadium; no longer going down the Lakeshore. […] And what they have said is, […] 
if any band have a desire not to be in the competition, they could go down the road. […] 
So, the only way [masquerade bands] could be in a competition, they have to come out of 
the stadium, come on that little piece of Lakeshore, and go right back inside the stadium. 
And then they disperse them in the stadium to different locations for them to stand up, 
stand up and jam. What they’re saying is that anybody who really want to see Caribana, 
pay $20 and go inside. Can you imagine a family of four, or a family of six? Parents 
bringing their grandparents and then the children to all pay $20 to go inside? That's how 
they’re destroying this beautiful thing about Caribana.” 
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The routing of Caribana within the CNE grounds privileges the spectator much like Blades’ Indy 

model mentioned in the introduction of this thesis. Patrons are now forced to pay an entry fee to 

for a better view of the parade; however, the masquerader is, in this way, displaced due to the 

shortening of the route. Thus, monetizing entry into the parade, respondent one explains, ruins 

Caribana, though Caribana must contend with the lack of federal and provincial financial 

support. Despite Caribana’s inherent economic and cultural value, the government still fails to 

invest in sustaining the parade.  

 The lack of investment in Caribana, Mihevc (2017) explains, is due to the parade’s 

alleged lack of economic impact. He writes:  

One of the main reasons given by the different levels of government for their lacklustre 
financial support was that the organizing committee didn’t have any official figures to 
back up their claims of economic impact. In 1989, Caribana remedied that by hiring Price 
Waterhouse and Decima Research to conduct two studies, which respectively showed 
that Caribana attracted over a million people yearly and generated $300 million in 
economic spin-offs for the city. But governments remained tight-fisted. (Mihevc, 2017) 

Like the fence, funding has always been an area of contention within mainstream consciousness 

of Caribana. Discussing the parade’s funding in 2017, though Caribana receives grants and 

donations from city services on the municipal level, Mihevc (2017) explains that both the federal 

and provincial government have a conflicting orientation to Caribana in that: 

“The federal and provincial governments make significant tax revenue from this event, 
and while they are committed to supporting Toronto Caribbean Carnival, funding has 
been insufficient and unreliable. This year, the province’s contribution totalled $242,500, 
and the federal government provided $125,000. The festival received no money through 
Canada 150.” 

With this failure to uplift and truly support Caribana financially, the nation-state becomes the 

beneficiary that collects Caribana’s revenue, proclaiming a cosmopolitan identity through the 

parade’s success yet, Caribana is saturated with discourses that allude to mismanagement of 
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funds. Respondent one provides greater insight into the financial difficulties Caribana organizers 

experienced in the past:  

“Once the festival is over, it was a staff of two. [My colleague] and I will be there from 
October, […] ‘til March or April of the following year before we got staff again. So, it 
was really, really hard with just two people managing all of what you have to do months 
before. All the grant writing we had, I had to apply for the grants. I had to book all the 
venues, make sure we have a licence and your permits. And all of that we had to do was 
just the two of us. And there were times when Caribana was struggling financially, really 
badly. And I say to people, you have no idea. They couldn't pay the electricity bill. So, 
we had no heat in the day. There was enough light for us to work through the windows. 
But there was no heat. There was no heat. And you can imagine doing that in winter? We 
got Some battery-operated heaters. And we put it under our desk to keep our feet warm 
and give our body some warmth so we can work. Right? Those were bad times.” 

Respondent one further explains that there were times where she had to forgo her salary so that 

the festival’s bills could be paid. Likewise, masquerade camps also felt the lack of funding from 

the government: 

“[…] They take that money and then it's passed on to some of the bands. And that helps 
with renting the place, paying the hydro, paying the insurance. Putting the bands on the 
streets, getting the trucks, getting the drivers, paying insurance for the trucks, putting 
things around the wheels to be more secure because we should be putting guards around 
the wheels. But the money that they give the bands doesn't even help cover the costs. I 
mean, it helps to a certain point, but it doesn’t carry the whole cost.” 

The lack of financial support Caribana receives, respondent one explains, is attributed to the 

realities of anti-Black racism in Toronto:  

“Even today, the funding for Caribana is not at the level it should if you compare it with 
other festivals that they fund, but we know why. We do. […] There’s tons of racism. 
Okay. Tons of racism involved. So that if you look at other festivals that are not bringing 
in the volume of dollars that we have that we brought into this society every single year, 
millions of dollars the government make off of us. The hotels make, the taxis make, the 
restaurants make, the government have all the taxes they make. Everybody makes money. 
And we are not. And that's a political and racist thing.” 

All sectors of society stand to gain from Caribana except the Caribbean community who is only 

recognized for its contribution of culture and diversity. Because of this, the most memorable 

Caribana for the Caribana organizer was the year a marketing director was hired:  
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“I think the high point was in ’91 […] when [the marketing director] got the biggest 
sponsorship for $350,000. When we got that kind of money, then you know, you could 
do things better. Right? You can improve on areas; you could just make the whole thing - 
because the money was really all going towards the festival. And that year with 
Teleglobe, was the year I totally, totally was on a high, because we had the money to 
make things right. And it's all about finances. If you have the money, you could do it 
right.” 

These accounts illustrate the many ways that Caribana’s place with the Canadian nation-state is 

fraught with contentious spatial, economic, and ideological politics. The Caribbean community is 

not only policed through Caribana’s geography, but also through access to funding. Afro-

Caribbean women, who are the primary participants within the parade, are most vulnerable to 

these narratives of (un)belonging.  

 To maintain the semblance of Toronto’s commitment to multiculturalism, a different kind 

of space—unfenced perhaps—must be provided for Caribana. The policy itself, I have argued, 

cannot uplift Caribana because it is underwritten by misrepresentations and/or erasures of 

Caribbean communities. Indeed, multiculturalist ideologies are mobilized to position Toronto as 

a cosmopolitan tourist destination overflowing with culture (punctuated by Caribana), yet the 

nation and the city manage to maintain white settler colonialism. With this, it is not surprising 

that Caribana, being one of the largest Caribbean carnival parades in North America, bringing in 

upwards of $400 million annually (Higgins, 2015; Elder, 2016), is praised for its difference, 

bringing the sights, sounds, smells, and tastes of the Caribbean a little closer to Torontonians and 

tourists alike. This sensory experience, most notably the visual experience, indicates the wuk 

done at Caribana to maintain Toronto’s image.  

Vulgar Belongings 

The Afro-Caribbean women who visibly dominate Caribana articulate a great paradox, 

both of space and themselves. The intricate movements of their bodies tell not only their 
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ancestors’ history but, once removed from this “poetics of moving,” are simultaneously marked 

with (hyper)sexuality, deviance, exoticism, and pleasure. Spectators come to experience the 

"bacchanal and a million gyal" along Lakeshore Boulevard and, as a result, the parade is 

minimized to, as one survey respondent put it, “just a bunch of women in skimpy costumes 

gyrating on each other and on men” without understanding the historical relevance and liberatory 

experiences the parade produces for Afro-Caribbeans. In conjunction with multicultural 

ideology, which sets the terms of racialized belonging, sexuality is integral to citizenship in 

Canada. Caribbean sexuality, implicated in mainstream understandings of wining, is positioned 

as outside of this “normalcy” and contrary to what is deemed respectable. Applicable here is 

Mimi Sheller’s concept of citizenship from below. Thinking about Sheller’s work alongside 

Carolyn Cooper’s concept of “the vulgar” helps locate an alternative form of citizenship that 

exists amongst masqueraders.   

The vulgar is a space of reclamation whereby “reclaiming the old vulgarity (and 

legitimacy) of a democratising ideology of popular taste, [argues] for a much looser, more 

inclusive definition of what constitutes ‘good taste; and, by extension, the critical ‘faculty of 

perceiving and enjoying what is excellent in art, literature, and the like’” (Cooper, 1995, p. 8-9). 

Relatedly, and as noted above, “slackness is a metaphorical revolt against law and order; an 

undermining of consensual standards of decency” (Cooper, 1995, p. 141). It isn’t that the vulgar 

and slackness are interchangeable concepts; rather, both concepts draw attention to the 

alterability of space. By unpacking its etymology from the Old English Dictionary, Cooper 

(1995) locates the vulgar within working class cultural forms and linguistic conventions of 

Jamaicans:  
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The OED defines the vulgar as ‘[h]aving a common and offensively mean character; 
coarsely commonplace; lacking in refinement or good taste. 1643. Now the only sense in 
ordinary colloq. use.’ This conception of the vulgar seems to originate in a fear of the 
coarse texture of the (feminised) body and the baseness of the flesh that must be made 
subject to the refining influence of magisterial 'good taste': not eating the fruit of the 
knowledge of good and evil. (p. 8) 

Cooper continues by deconstructing the trope of taste and linking both definitions back to 

derivatives of the vulgar, thus demonstrating the depth of these terms. The vulgar, then, runs 

contrary to the refined (read: proper) culture of the middle- and upper class. Moreover, the 

vulgar and slackness mark the audio-visual domain of cultural production, while written texts are 

considered respectable. Although Cooper’s use of the vulgar speaks directly to linguistic forms, I 

extend her concept to include Afro-Caribbean women’s’ wuk at Caribana and argue that “wining 

on anything” is a site of struggle that spatializes slackness, while the vulgar identifies how 

practices of resistance reshape prevailing geographies in Canada and Toronto and, therefore, how 

belonging is expressed outside multicultural rhetoric.  As multiculturalism fails Afro-Caribbeans 

(through exploiting cultural diversity and difference and upholding the nation’s false declaration 

of peace and acceptance), Caribana actively breaches the Multiculturalism Act and its attempt to 

maintain Black placelessness and marginality. Caribana’s insurgence amidst Canada’s 

(multi)cultural milieu reveals that movement (of performing bodies, of the Caribbean diaspora, 

and of the parade route) can be conceptualized as a liberatory geography; through its transience, 

movement is simultaneously unrooted and displaced yet, borrowing from Robin D. G. Kelley 

(2002), is an imagined space of possibility that “…allows us to see future in the present” (p. 9).  

Through this rendering, Afro-Caribbean movement, I argue, undoes the statis of 

multiculturalism, and finds solace, or home, within the moving body that grapples with 

liminality, or betweenness, at the nexus of Canadian citizenship, multiculturalism, and 

Caribana’s spatiality in Toronto, Canada. With this, belonging for Afro-Caribbeans is not bound 
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to a specific geographic location, temporality or even moment, rather it “suggests a belonging to 

oneself, which is beyond state interpellations, inscriptions, exclusions” (Allen, 2011, p. 97). 

Equally, this liminality effectively communicates with spatial temporalities of the past allowing 

for the renegotiation of the present reality (i.e., Black dispossession) and for the imagining of 

future possibilities inspiring what Kelley (2002) describes as “visions of freedom born out of the 

circumstances of struggle” (p. 3).  
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Chapter 3: The Narratives of Respatialization 

 “Wining on anything,” as discussed in the theoretical framework, is a conceptual 

framework for thinking about what meanings can emerge for Afro-Caribbean women 

participating in Caribana. Within the geopolitics of the parade, wining presents a performative 

and joyful expression liberation: how it is lived, embodied, and experienced by Afro-Caribbean 

women. Their movement points to the (im)possibilities of articulating/experiencing freedom 

within the confines of modernity. As I have been noting throughout this thesis, Black women are 

integral to Caribana geographies: they are the primary participants and do the visual wuk of the 

parade through how they represent and costume their bodies and simultaneously express and 

subvert prevailing notions about Black sexuality.  

So how might we think about sexual agency amidst the geopolitical constraints of 

Caribana? How do Black women and other participants of the parade envision liberation in 

relation to the ideologies, like multiculturalism, that cannot fully grasp their experiences? And, to 

return to a thread above, what of the fence? To answer these questions, I discuss the embodied 

politics of self-making expressed in the narratives of the 12 participants, collected through 

survey questionnaires and semi-structured interviews, to expand knowledge of Caribana’s 

spatiality. Afro-Caribbean women’s narratives of liberation and freedom collected for this 

project provide an alternative way to understand and theorize what belonging means within a 

settler-colonial society like Canada.  

 What proceeds are the narratives of Afro-Caribbean women who have participated in 

Caribana in varying ways. Some women served as cultural producers for the parade, whether 

designing costumes or behind the scenes organization the very parade itself, while others were 

either masqueraders or spectators. In this section, following the work of Gloria Wekker (2006) 
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outlined in the methodology section, I centre the narratives themselves, to highlight the wealth of 

experiential knowledge as it relates to the complexities of Caribana and its geographies. My 

commentary, reflections, and ideas function as a guide to the narratives, as a way to disrupt a top 

(researcher)-down (research subject) dynamic.  

*** 

 Six of the nine survey participants and two of the interviewees attended the Caribana 

parade in 2017. The experience at Caribana, for most, was positive. However, much like the 

discourses about the parade, there were questions about the organization of both masquerade 

bands and the parade route itself. This is best exemplified in the following response:  

“It was honestly a great time. I didn't really know what to expect, but I'm glad I was able 
to be a part of it. My cousin complained because she said it was too regimented in 
comparison to other years. We had to arrive much earlier and, as she described it, it was 
too segmented on the road. I think this was done to reduce the amount of stormers, but I 
could be wrong.” 

Important to note here that the experience of being a masquerader is much different from being a 

spectator, or in some cases, a stormer. This is explained by two of the participants:  

“I love taking the sights in and just absorbing that culpable energy that is the essence of 
Caribana but, there is NOTHING like playing Mas. Being right in the thick of things, 
surrounded by fellow "masqueraders," it's an incredible experience.” 

“It was my first time going to Caribana in a while, and I jumped right in and played Mas 
with my best friend. I had a great time but wished I was more prepared, i.e., not rushing 
to get there by the time I was given, eating breakfast, bringing liquor - ordinary things 
that are said to make the experience more worthwhile. It also felt different from being a 
masquerader rather than a spectator/stormer.” 

The preparation for first-time masqueraders, as explained by this participant, is different. There 

are clear spatial cues that one is not privy to if they are simply spectating or storming. This is an 

exciting consideration and resonates with the necessity of properly educating participants on 
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what to expect at/from Caribana. Another participant realized the opportunity in her reflections 

on the Caribana’s 50th anniversary: 

“It was great. Despite the winds and the rain, I appreciated the efforts FMC made to 
ensure the experience was great for those playing Mas. I know the community believes 
it's the people's parade, and they are entitled to be an active (vs. passive) spectator - but 
being part of the winning band is a source of pride. If people knew it's more than a 'street 
party' but that it's a pageant - maybe their view would change.” 

One participant noted they, “would have had one of the best experiences that I've had in a 

long time despite the weather. However, the missteps that took place within the band that I 

played with didn't allow me to truly enjoy myself.” 

The Fence and Caribana’s Spatiality 

 As noted above, the fence that is erected at Caribana encloses the participants and 

contributes to assumptions about Afro-Caribbean women—precisely because it fences these 

women in and upholds an audience/sexual performer dynamic. As well, the fence symbolically 

expresses multicultural ideals—reinforcing the idea that the parade takes place on Eurocentric 

(French and Canadian) geographies.  The interplay of these different processes and ideologies 

reduces Caribana to a site of deviance—an event that interrupts an otherwise white nation whose 

participants reinforce stereotypes. The fence, in its materiality, delineates securitization, which 

puts forth a racializing logic that furthers the gender binaries and assumptions: different kinds of 

Black and Caribbean aberrancy are expressed and highlighted through fenced containment (the 

masculinization of the stormer and the femininity of the costumed wining performer, for 

example). Therefore, as Carol Boyce Davies notes, “the Caribbean, in all its tourist 

manifestations, gets represented as exotic space, with its primary mode of existence as the 

providing of sexual/erotic pleasure for a series of visitors in the ‘we are here just to serve you’ 

mode of tourist representations. The island as the female body becomes, then, another 
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tempestuous site of male/colonial ownership” (1993, p. 54). At the same time, the fence is a 

contested barrier; it is stormed, jumped, and/or refashioned during the parade. From one 

perspective, the act of wining and storming—transgressing the fence—disrupts normative 

geographies yet expresses the subversive geographies of the parade. 

 Storming is, though, a polarizing topic whereby everyone seems to have an opinion 

illuminated best by this participant’s response: “I think it’s important to not have stormers, but I 

also feel like they also been around, and they too are a part of the celebration.” Likewise, one 

participant who has participated in costume making had the following to say regarding storming:  

“…I do understand that some boundaries should be set in place because a lot of hard 
work goes into the many details of the parade, not to mention the competition portion that 
is all about the best visuals. I am very conflicted when it comes to feeling like stormers 
should or should not have access within the parade. Although it is not everyone's case, I 
know that being a stormer rather than a masquerader can simply come down to not being 
able to afford a costume. I do not think I will ever have a definite answer on the place of 
stormers, but I will reiterate that there need to be boundaries rather than just barriers and 
borders.” 

The point I would like to emphasize here is the accessibility of masquerading. The cost to play m 

Mas may not be feasible for some patrons, and much has not been made to remedy this. Perhaps, 

as one participant suggests, “stormers should pay an entrance fee to join in the parade route. It 

could be enforced properly.” This may encourage a more equitable engagement between 

masqueraders and non-masqueraders. Perhaps the introduction of this type of band could 

decrease the safety concerns.  

 Contrarily, some would agree with three of the survey respondents that the fence is useful 

because it limits storming: “the high fences are to keep us (Mas players) safe and everything 

flowing.” Furthermore, one participant explains:  



 
 

74 
 

“I actually liked the route change and the early start time. That was part of the reason that 
the Lakeshore was completely free of stormers when my band came down the route. 
Fences are essential because we're dealing with groups of people who have no respect for 
the culture or for the masqueraders that take part…I've seen some of the coverage from 
‘stormers’ equipped with recording devices designed to capture gratuitous images as well 
as, those who have sexually assaulted masqueraders and it's absolutely maddening. I feel 
like there will be people whose primary aim is to ruin anything good. That said, I have 
played Mas on several occasions and have never had encounters of this nature. I do feel 
like the essence of Mas is to have everyone celebrating together but do understand that 
the protection of all takes precedence.” 

The fence, in this case, is necessary given how there is a lack of education about Caribana’s 

purpose and cultural importance. In addition, the threats to women’s safety when masquerading 

are crucial concerns.  As stormers pose a risk to the flow of the parade, judging, alongside 

instances of assault on the road by those who may “aggressively” storm the fence (Criger, 2015 

Aug 5; Karabana, 2013 Aug 11; Karabana, 2015 May 6; Mas Appeal “Your Carnival 

Concierge,” 2015 Mar 18; The Collabo, 2011 Jul 28) there is still a collective agreement that the 

fences should be removed. This opposition raises the question of whether we can imagine a 

Caribana that is not riddled with such paradox. Can masqueraders exist both in and out-of-

costume? Can the fence, or any boundary for that matter, achieve the physical representation of 

the cultural difference positively, in addition to the safety/security necessary? More importantly, 

can we conceive of this space beyond the fence?  

“I think the historic dynamic that Black bodies had, and still have, with displacement and 
surveillance are seen with the constant route changes and fences. It's sort of like they're 
saying, ‘You can't get too comfortable here. You have to adjust yourself in ways that we 
like’, and it's all under the guise of safety, but back home (read: in the Caribbean), I don't 
see those same precautions taking place.” 

This participant mirrors much of the scholarly research on Caribana that aptly situates Caribana’s 

fences and route changes within Black dispossession and surveillance history. Comparing 

Caribana’s geography to back home reveals how differing spatial politics govern how safety and 

security are understood. In Barbados, for instance, masqueraders are separated from spectators 
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by a lone rope that helps up along the way by band marshals. In my experience, spectators 

respect de Mas by not infiltrating this boundary; meanwhile, masqueraders can enter and exit the 

rope as they please. In a Caribana future, can this be adopted? 

“Overall, I do not find the fencing effective. Being fenced in can feel really alienating 
despite being surrounded by so many people in the parade. Not only are participants 
fenced in, but along many parts of the route, there are additional barriers (designated 
seating areas like bleachers are even further back). If there was a better way of creating 
boundaries over barriers (as well as a better method of organization when necessary), 
fencing would not be necessary, and it could have positive results… I'm not a fan of the 
route changes at all. I don't think that Caribana should be used as a profit generator for 
the city and these route changes with certain areas relegated for those who "pay" vs. those 
who do not, to me, is just too blatant of a cash grab.” 

The fence cannot be discussed without acknowledging the paradoxes presented by stormers. 

Stormers literally disrupt the spatial politics of the parade (as an enclosed or fenced in site) to 

extend this geography past its structural limits. The subversiveness in transgressing the physical 

boundaries that delineate both literally and metaphorically belonging can be neither ignored nor 

oversimplified. Storming has been normalized, as some account, whereby we struggle to imagine 

a Caribana without it. Others much rather see stormers clear out so that paying patrons, whether 

masqueraders or spectators, can enjoy the festivities.  

 Storming is made to be a hypervisible mode of resistance that may invite further 

subjugation (Allen, 2011; Browne, 2015). Considering the discourses that surround fencing at 

Caribana, it is a means for Afro-Caribbean women to negotiate the ongoing violence they are 

forced to contend with living within this whitened nation-state. The transgressing of the fence 

names the limits of Canadian multiculturalism and signals longstanding practices of resisting 

oppression. This resistance—jumping or refashioning enclosures, for example—can be linked to 

ancestral memory, possibility, and transformative politics. Centring the malleability of the space 

for various participants disrupts the transparency of Caribana. At the same time, as this spatial 
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negotiation is juxtaposed against that of Afro-Caribbean women as on “display,” storming can be 

understood as grappling with this gendered process that is often positioned/understood through 

women’s bodies to legitimize their hypersexualization. 

Education and Carnival History  

There is no question that Caribana is one of the most prominent displays and celebrations 

of Caribbean culture in North America. As one survey participant describes, Caribana represents 

“family, culture, food, good energy, laughter, and memories.” Recognizing that the parade 

affords Afro-Caribbeans the space to display and enjoy their culture, another participant noted: 

“Yes, [Caribana] is the only opportunity to dress in costume and dance in the streets in the name 

of culture.” Yet still, Caribana also conjures many critiques from parade-goers and the wider 

Canadian community (Blades, 2015a). The first interview respondent reminded me that one of 

the main differences between Caribana in Toronto, Canada, and Carnival in Trinidad is that the 

whole island shuts down in the latter case whilst it’s business as usual in Toronto apart from a 

few major road closures (most notably Lakeshore Boulevard). This truth positions Caribana as an 

ancillary geography within Canada. It is evident that Caribana is a paradoxical space riddled with 

(im)possibilities especially considering its relation to the City of Toronto and Canada more 

broadly. The changing attitudes towards the parade are best understood by the participants when 

asked whether Caribana was important to them:  

“At a time, it was yes. It was a day of self-expression, enjoyment, and celebrating and 
experiencing some of my heritage and culture. It was also at a time, quite fun and no 
other event or activity compared to it.” 

Similarly, another participant expressed that “participating used to be very important to me. 

However, my views about the parade have changed based on my experiences.” Here, we can 

speculate that both participants have a different relationship to Caribana, rendering its 
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importance an experience of the past. Taking both responses together, we can assume that 

something about the parade has changed over the years. This may be attributed to the ways that 

the parade must exist within metropolitan Toronto similar to this participant’s account, who 

reflects on how the festival has changed over time:  

“Inclusivity is something that seemingly is pushed more today. However, as seen in the 
media, this push towards inclusivity can feel like elements of Caribana need to be 
palatable or simplified to reach and be accepted by broader audiences.” 

The respondent raises a compelling point: though Caribana is arguably the most prominent 

manifestation of multiculturalism in promoting cultural difference and exchange, can inclusivity 

become detrimental to cultural practitioners and the Caribbean community at large?  

 Many of the responses throughout the questionnaire allude to the misrepresentation of 

Caribbean culture, the economic and cultural capital that the City of Toronto gains from the 

parade, and the stereotypical representation of Black people, so it makes sense that this 

respondent sees the importance of palatability within the parade. Like much the print media on 

Caribana, articles in the Toronto Star, the Toronto Sun, and similar newspapers never fail to 

illuminate the sights, sounds, and smells of Caribana. This is not to say these themes are 

incorrectly identified—the somatic elements of Caribana are obvious—but its historical 

meanings are often lost in the immediate sensory experience. 

 For instance, NOW Toronto and Fashion Magazine, present the 2017 Caribana parade 

through a collection of photos displaying the colourfully costumed masqueraders either posing 

for or dancing in front of the camera (Engelking, 2017; Chung, 2017). These photographs are 

accompanied by a summary of the event that gestures to the richness of Caribbean culture by 

way of food, music, and other events that span the festival’s calendar. In addition to detailing 

how Caribbean culture is consumed or its economic, social, and cultural benefits, when coverage 
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of Caribana does make mention of its history, news outlets often fixate on ongoing financial 

challenges and discontent amongst festival organizers (Cheung & Baksh, 2017; Mihevc, 2017). 

Cheung and Baksh (2017) who do in fact mention Caribana’s connection to Carnival and its 

colonial history, do so briefly, and quickly pivot back to Caribana’s “chaotic” coming-of-age 

story (2017). Aligning with multiculturalism policy’s rendering of non-white communities as 

recent arrivals within Canadian history (discussed in the previous chapter), mainstream 

reportings of Caribana’s absent the parade’s history beyond its inception, further erasing the 

legacies of resistance and cultural importance of the festival for the Afro-Caribbean community.  

Coinciding with the ideas of palatability, another respondent explains:  

“I think most apparently, it has become to reflect less of Toronto's version of Carnival, to 
an experience that is often in competition with other mainland carnivals (i.e., Miami, 
New York), and even in competition with itself - competing against earlier years, and of 
course the drama within each band, designers against other designers (both local, and 
international designers). I believe it has deviated in the audience as well; there's many 
who come for the spectacle (as they see it) of women with intentions to storm, drink on 
the road, etc., versus being onlooker participating in the sidelines. The respect has 
dwindled. Additionally, it seems to be in competition with urban culture as events that 
cater to urban music are taking over and bleeding into these primarily Caribbean-themed 
events. OVO fest has aided in this given the crowd it draws.” 

This participant eloquently explains the ongoing competition between Caribana and other 

cultural events, diasporic parades elsewhere, and with itself. I am compelled by the usage of 

“Toronto’s version of Carnival” and question what the participant means here. What is 

Caribana’s place within the metropolis, or the metropolis’ place within Caribana? Does the space 

(Caribana) reinscribe the place (Toronto)?  

 Frequently Caribana is understood through mainstream media reports that locate 

Caribana within Canada’s recent migratory history. Notwithstanding its emergence coincides 

with 100 years since Canada’s Confederation, Caribana is a diasporic Caribbean event that 
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derives its energy, purpose, and meaning from its predecessor: Trinidad’s Carnival. Caribana, 

therefore, is a continuation of the Black diaspora’s maintenance of cultural expression and 

humanity.  

 When asked to describe Caribana to someone unfamiliar with the parade, many 

participants gave a rendition that spoke specifically to the sociospatial specificities of “Toronto’s 

Caribana,” centring a celebration of culture, Toronto’s economic benefit from the parade, 

costuming, and other culturally specific expressions, tourism and spectatorship, women’s 

participation, and most importantly, historical linkages to narratives of liberation. Some of those 

descriptions are as follows:  

“Caribana is an annual period of celebration that was originally gifted to Canada in 1967 
as a gift from the growing Caribbean community. It is a diasporic iteration of Trinidad's 
Carnival, and it's more than the one-day street parade. It's more than the "sexy women." 
It's a contemporary version of an experience rooted in Caribbean colonial history that has 
since changed to be more commercialized.” 

“Caribana is a festival to celebrate the end of slavery. It is more than just a party it is 
about people coming together from different cultures, different races and enjoying the 
Caribbean culture and all the wonderful contributes they bring to make Toronto such a 
mix melting pot.” 

“It is a carnival-like festival and parade that celebrates the culture of those from or 
descended from the west indies and Caribbean - where costumes are displayed by 
masqueraders, and culturally specific music is played.” 

“Caribana was a gift given to the City of Toronto by the Caribbean community 50 years 
ago. It is a celebration of the cultures of the Caribbean that culminates in a competition 
for Band of the Year.” 

“I would describe it as a weeklong party attraction that brings money into the Toronto 
economy.” 

“The parade is equal parts street party and performance. Soca music is infectious, and as 
each float makes their way down the route, those clustered on the sidelines can't help but 
get swept up into the spirit of things and find themselves dancing. The ornate costumes 
worn by the masqueraders are also a big draw as many like to marvel at their design.” 

This metaphor that Caribana is infectiously taken in conjunction with the imagery of being swept 

up in the last response is quite compelling. Here, Caribbean culture is considered to have a 
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consumptive effect on spectators who cannot resist being welcomed into—better yet, ushered 

into—the Caribbean. Spectatorship is at the heart of Caribana, which makes sense as its purpose 

is twofold: it exists as a diasporic parade connecting Caribbeans and non-Caribbeans alike back 

to the Caribbean while generating tourism and economic benefits for Canada.  

 Interestingly, the Caribbean generates this consumptive orientation while simultaneously 

being superficially consumed by tourists, non-Caribbeans, and the City of Toronto at large. The 

dichotomy is illustrative of the complexity contained within Caribana’s unwritten promise:  

“Caribana is a space where Caribbean culture, history, talent, and bodies come together to 
celebrate their identities and share it with Toronto. From an outsider’s point of view, the 
costumes are the main attraction. However, seeing Afro-Caribbean women specifically 
celebrate their bodies, each other, who they are, and where they come from evokes an 
overwhelming sense of joy and community.” 

Acknowledgement is given to the privilege that non-Caribbeans have in experiencing Black and 

Caribbean culture when the respondent states that Caribbeans come together to share their 

culture. The respondent demystifies the understanding that the costumes, and by extension the 

people performing in costume, are the parade's main attraction. In contrast, the experience of 

celebrating one’s heritage and bodies (specifically for women) is much more noteworthy. In 

speaking about Caribana, the participants dispelled many misconceptions that exist. 

Dance and Sexuality 

 Many of the misconceptions about Caribana speak to women’s participation and their 

bodies. This has many implications for Afro-Caribbean women who participate, considering the 

long history of racial and gendered violence we have endured. These legacies have trickled down 

into the ways that costuming and dance, liberatory artistic expressions in any other space, are 

misunderstood. Remarkably, the accessibility of women’s bodies is assumed, whereby sexual 

violence is dismissed as “part of the culture.” The reduction of Caribana to “wuk ups, drinks, 
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girls”17 decontextualizes Caribana’s proper foundation: liberation. Many participants gesture to 

Caribana being more, but that more is rarely defined: 

“First of all, people think Carnival is for everybody and, full offence; it isn't. It's been 
marketed that way to fit Canada/Toronto's diverse narrative story, and it deserves more 
than that. As well, many people believe that it's just about the jumping and costumes 
when it means SO much more than that.” 

This response illuminates the role multiculturalism plays within spatial politics and how people 

engage with the parade. Moreover:  

“I find that playing 'Mas' has been unfairly sexualized by some. I recall the first time my 
mother saw me in my costume; she was NOT pleased. There's no denying that Caribana 
costumes are ... revealing, and I think her coming from a conservative, very Christian 
household in St. Vincent, it was jarring for her to see me so unabashedly confident and 
comfortable with my own body. Black women often have complicated relationships with 
their own bodies because the messages they receive both from internal and external 
sources are so conflicting. People tend to have a difficult time separating sex from 
beauty, and I think for some, it's impossible to see Black women, in particular, 
celebrating Mas and not think of it more as an expression of sexuality rather than an 
expression of culture. When I'm playing Mas and am surrounded by thousands of these 
beautiful Black, all body types, varying shades, it feels powerful. It feels euphoric, and at 
no point does it feel sexual.”  

Not only is sexuality misread, but participation within the parade is voided of its liberatory 

possibilities. Sex(uality) and performance are often conceived together, which is not the 

experience of this respondent. For her, participation in the parade is an expression of power and 

comfort with herself. Much like the connection made to Christian values, which influence how 

Caribana costumes and wining is perceived, one respondent links these assumptions regarding 

(hyper)sexuality to respectability politics and patriarchy:  

“People [assume] that they have access to our bodies without consent which I associate 
with deep-rooted ideologies of respectability in patriarchal societies. Often times the 
disturbing assumption that women who are less covered up are ‘asking for it’ is so 
harmful towards some participants who may experience harassment or assault but are told 
to accept it as ‘a part of the culture’ or their own fault, which are both extremely false.” 

 
17 Here, I reference the song “wuck up behind this truck”: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=56IPGAPBlMA 
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These methods of territorializing the body through mainstream discourses of hypersexuality are 

known to participants as they reflect on the misconceptions about Caribana. These superficial 

readings of masquerader and dancing emerge and, unfortunately, governs the meaning of 

Caribana. In this way, Black women are made to remain in place and are deemed knowable, 

much like the violent processes that inform how Blackness is constructed in opposition to 

whiteness. 

Therefore, wining on anything defies the spatial conventions of respectability, calling out 

the markers of Afro-Caribbean difference albeit, the fence, the road, or even the presence of 

police. Fixed geographic elements like the road and fence for instance, become a canvas of 

expression that extend the performance stage. Pairing this with the soundscape, the call and 

response tradition helps to verbalize these struggles. Take Lil Rick’s 2013 song “Behave Pun It,” 

for instance.18  The song begins with Lil Rick asking if “You want disciplinin’?” warning any 

woman they must watch how they wine and grind on him, that they are “looking for lashes.” Lil 

Rick continues by telling the woman he sings to “bring that bam here and wuk it” and to “behave 

pun it.” This juxtaposition of “wukking up” and Lil Rick’s version of respectability invert 

normative respectability politics.19  For Lil Rick, behaviour is measured by how well a woman 

can dance in front of him and if she fails, she will be disciplined. Here, women are invited and 

expected to express the full extent of their “slackness” by bending over and dropping it in the 

middle of the road…like a real expert. Many songs mirror this sentiment since soca and its 

attendant spaces necessitate performance. As Respondent two notes:  

“And sometimes we can dance very provocative. Sometimes we can dance very dainty, 
sometimes we can dance in a sloppy manner. But what she was saying is that it is just a 

 
18 Lil Rick’s song “Behave pun it” can be found here: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0hEJd1MjSkU  
19 Refer to footnote 9.  
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way of gyrating the hips, it might look like a sexual manner. But that's just the way of our 
movement of dance. And we don't mean anything sexual by it.  

She continues: 

And because it might have been done with a woman in a long skirt, or grass skirt or 
something, but you're seeing it done in a swimsuit. You might say oh my God, look at 
how she dances. But it's the same dance to do with clothes on that you don't realize. So, 
you have to be you know, you have to educate people on how they look at it.” 

Thus, “slackness represents ‘a radical, underground confrontation with the patriarchal gender 

ideology and the pious morality of fundamentalist…society’” (Barnes, 2006, p. 166). Slackness 

in this example, and wining on anything in general, is subversive within the confines of 

Caribana’s geography. As Christa Davis Acampora explains: “creating poetic expression is 

described as “authorizing”—drawing on senses of both being an author (‘authoring’) and 

granting or grounding legitimacy (‘authorizing’). Being a creator is simultaneously granting 

power, sanctioning, and providing sufficient grounds for the values and worldviews it 

establishes.” (2007, p. 69). This spatiality presented through authorizing and wining on anything 

shape Afro-Caribbean women’s self-making practices while, at the same time, helping us to 

think through the (im)possibilities of Caribana. 

Freedom/Liberation 

 If liberation is based on an embodied spatial politics, or more simply how “freely” one 

can move through space, how might we think about Caribana, a diasporic cultural product amidst 

Black Atlantic history whereby we are the heirs to placelessness? Can liberation be 

conceptualized beyond space, or is it rooted in place? Earlier in this thesis I outlined how wining 

on anything is a deliberate act that disrupts the kinetics of the body and space, producing a 

“transcendent politic and erotics” (Allen, 2011, p. 95). Wining on anything is a way for Afro-

Caribbean women to reject the constraining impossibilities of Caribana to forge tangible 

possibilities. Many survey respondents and one interviewee discuss that playing Mas means 
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freedom and liberation. Caribana provides a space where one respondent stresses, “I truly, truly, 

truly felt free.” Mary, the third interviewee, similarly voiced a unique expression of what 

Caribana offers. Highlighting the feeling of crossing the stage, she explains:  

“It's the equivalent to you breaking the shackles of any type of oppressor, any type of 
thing that's trying to hold you down as a Black woman, as a Black man, as any anything 
that you identify with. Whomever you are at that moment, you're free.” 

Furthermore:  

“…I am fully embedding myself into this. I am a new character. I am a new persona. I am 
in the Caribbean. I am every country that's ever faced any type of oppression. I am them. 
I am them. And I'm wearing feathers, I’m wearing whatever I need to show the power 
that I have within me, and that's who I am when I'm in Caribana.” 

Later in the interview, she continues:  

“I felt like I was able to be a sexual being, as I am legal as I am. In all its glory. And I can 
live, and I can look back, and I can take videos, and I can do whatever, I was just being a 
woman. Everything that's a part of a woman, my sexuality, my gender, who I identify 
with what I love, that was like a moment of liberation for me.” 

Lastly: 

“And when you ask someone to show me what freedom feels like, if you were to ask me, 
I would show up in my costume. If you asked me to give you a physical representation of 
freedom, that's what I will do. I'll go in my closet. And I'll find as many pieces of my 
costume that I have left, and I will put it on, and I would stand in front of you.” 

This interviewee beautifully narrates her experience of Caribana’s liberatory possibilities that 

call upon spatial temporalities, connecting the history of resistance to current iterations of a 

continued effort to capture, embody, and experience freedom. For this interviewee, she explains 

that liberation/freedom is the sum of her whole experience of herself. She can just be a woman, 

something that other respondents have also noted, which is relevant in a world where Black 

women cannot always claim their sexual autonomy.  
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 Another aspect of Mary’s testimony worth highlighting is the theatrical element involved 

with playing Mas when stating: “I am a new character. I am a new persona.” This negotiation of 

identity illustrates the ways that Caribana encourages a kind of abandonment of one’s everyday 

self. Respondent one also discussed this and had the following to say: “I always remember my 

parents saying […] you forget who you are, and you become what you are on that day.” Urging 

me to remember that “Carnival is theater. Carnival is theater”, the first interview respondent 

continues: 

“You let go of all your - what society may place you in, or whatever it is that you are on 
carnival day, you are just that one person like the other person next to you. And because 
of that, people are comfortable. People relax. In other words, they take that cloak off. 
They just be free. It's a sort of freedom in a way. And it comes out of freedom, right? 
Mmhmm. The Birth of it comes out of that. So, they have held on to that free spirit at 
Carnival time.” 

The interviewee explains that Carnival in Trinidad emerges from French creole traditions during 

the Lenten season. At the time, a masquerade ball was put on as a final celebratory act before 

Lent. As such, slaves, who witnessed the festivities, would put on their own version of the 

masquerade to which Trinidad Carnival was born. 

 Considering these narratives, it is crucial to correlate the Black woman’s body to the 

earth as provider and giver of life/sustenance. Here, the work of Kariamu Welsh Asante (1994) is 

of great importance as she situates this ancestral knowledge in traditional African dance, 

highlighting how Black women’s bodies are centralized and valued. These practices actively 

challenge western colonial ideologies in that: “[the body] was not an enemy, or sinful, nor born 

out of sin. The body was an affirmation of the life force since it was the body that facilitated all 

manifestations of life itself. It was functional” (Welsh Asante, 1994, p. 17). According to 

Indigenous African teachings, this rendering of the body presents a counter-hegemonic 

understanding of Black women/womanhood in society and in the greater cosmos. These 



 
 

86 
 

considerations are transformative in that if we apply them to Caribana, the provision ground 

ideology and the ancestral remnant that appear in dance present a constructive way to envision 

how community- and self-making can happen despite brutality and exploitation. Though the 

provision ground was a space given to the enslaved by the slaveholder, ancestral pieces of 

knowledge and belief systems survived the atrocities of the middle passage to facilitate 

intergenerational self-/communal preservation tactics that manifest in multiple ways. Browne 

(2015) notes that,   

out of the provision grounds came the cultivation of ceremonial practices, including 
dance, that were, as Wynter tells us, ‘The cultural guerrilla resistance against the Market 
economy.’ For Wynter, dance is one form of ceremonial observance by which the black 
subject ‘rehumanizes Nature and helped to save his own humanity against the constant 
onslaught of the plantation system by the creation of a folklore and a folk-culture.’ Here 
we see the centrality of folk practices, including dance, to the ‘emancipatory breaching’ 
necessary for a liberatory remaking of humanness. (p. 82) 

The body is the conduit that connects earth and ancestry. Here, dance enables Black people to 

ground their humanity on the earth amidst the atrocities of enslavement and in post-slave 

contexts. The resilience of the Black diaspora to maintain these self-making, community-

building practices is evident. From the plantocracy to segregation and in the current moment, 

Black people continue to actively challenge and reject the ongoing dehumanization they are 

victimized by. This redefining of belonging illustrates Allen’s assertion that “for black folks, 

resistance always takes place in a field already constrained by the lingering questions of black 

abjection concerning subjecthood” (2011, p. 82). 

 Attempts to limit the experience of liberation through surveillance, containment, and 

regulation are not enough to restrict movement and its meaning for Afro-Caribbean women. As 

such, the respondents' narratives complicate notions of liberation that rely on a tangible 
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experience of freedom, unlike the indescribable, somatic expression of freedom that is discussed. 

The following response best illuminates these paradoxes:  

“I think it would be naive of me to say that Carnival hasn't visually changed from its 
original form. In its modernization, it's been commercialized, and sex sells. I know that is 
the appeal to a lot of people who have no ties to the Caribbean's reason for wanting to 
play Mas. However, I think it's important to ask who is doing the oversexualizing? I 
know my purposes and intentions for wanting to occupy carnival's space in the manner 
that I do, and if it looks sexy, that doesn't change the value behind the costume, it's 
history or why I'm celebrating. For me, it's roots are in liberation and resistance, and I can 
see how it changed over time, specifically in the Caribbean, where post-colonial 
economies benefit from selling, and consequently, making aspects of their culture sexier 
in exchange for money.” 

For this participant, liberation and resistance are at the heart of Caribana. The commercialization 

of this Caribbean cultural product only demonstrates the changes within Carnival that coincide 

with global economic demands and tourism and do not reflect a diminishing of its liberatory 

value. Similarly, another participant had this to say about participating in Caribana:  

“I will always discuss and view Caribana as a space of liberation/resistance, especially 
when it comes to women's participation in Mas. To see women do so much of the work 
and also being able to be the faces of that labour and to represent this aspect of our 
culture(s) is something to be recognized and celebrated.” 

This participant suggests that understanding Black women’s participation within Caribana is 

cultural and acknowledges that outsiders to this cultural expression, albeit costuming and 

dancing, are no privy to the psychic and spiritual meaning that emerge. For instance, M. 

NourbeSe Philip (1997) writes about the transcendent euphoria that resonates with a 

transgenerational expression of momentous freedom (as discussed in previous sections of this 

thesis). Philip reveals how movement is not only intrinsic to the Black struggle but our liberation 

as well. As Philip’s fictional characters transgress restrictive racialized spaces, their 

transgressions also mark a metaphoric crossing into freedom, even if this experience was or is 

short-lived and riddled with paradox. 
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Situated within erotic autonomy, dark-sousveillance, and erotic resistances, wining is a 

process of radical self-making, both individually and communally, and helps to makes visible the 

agency of the masqueraders and cultural producers who participate in Caribana. When wining is 

reduced to discourses of sexual difference, it undermines the transformative potential of 

“belonging to oneself” (Allen, 2011). It diminishes the potentiality of liberation that operates 

within such a paradoxical space. M Nourbese Philip (1997) speaks to the power of wining in her 

creative work “Poetics of Moving,” whereby wining on anything (but a man) is indicative of the 

liberatory relationship Afro-Caribbean women who play Mas can have to Caribana’s parade. The 

ability to move uncontrolled amidst the confines of Caribana reveals the failed promise of 

freedom of movement in the New World. The Black diaspora is people of movement (Philip, 

1997), but this movement was regulated, controlled, and restricted through displacement. Thus, 

much like the dancing within Caribana, Maisie's wining is a meaningful movement within the 

limits of Caribana’s geography that cannot be ignored no matter how contentious it is.  

 To borrow from Rinaldo Walcott (2001), Black liberation is a site of contestation. This 

statement highlights both the possibilities and problems of belonging. If liberation is based on an 

embodied spatial politics, or more simply how “freely” one can move through space, how might 

we think about Caribana, a diasporic cultural product amidst Black Atlantic history whereby we 

are the heirs to placelessness? Can liberation be conceptualized beyond prevailing colonial 

conceptualizations of space? Or is liberation a rooted state of being? Central to the concept of 

liberation are considerations of self-authorship, creation, and body memory. The unapologetic 

resilience to maintain movement despite Caribana’s fraught spatial politics articulates the 

continued effort of Afro-Caribbeans to grapple with the contestability of Blackness. More 
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specifically, what this means for Afro-Caribbean women is that therein lies the possibility of 

forging erotic resistance and erotic autonomy practices.  
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Conclusion: Imagining Caribana’s Future 

 This thesis provides a counterhegemonic reading of the spatial transgressions of Afro-

Caribbeans who participate within Caribana. Using the fence as a symbolic and material analytic, 

I think through how geographic barriers can be connected to ideological demarcations; belonging 

and citizenship within Canada situate Afro-Caribbean women and other Black communities as 

integral to, but simultaneously outside, the whitened nation-state. The fence, I argue, not only 

does the work of legitimizing white settler benevolence and claims to the nation—in similar 

ways that the Multiculturalism Act institutionalizes superficial forms of inclusion and 

belonging—it also produces whiteness, an invisible, unnamed geography that nonwhite 

communities enter and/or interrupt. At the same time, the materiality of the fence, to regulate and 

secure the parade, also renders Caribana seemingly transparent. The allusions to containment, 

which are indicative of Black diasporic history, produce this space and its participants as 

knowable. This is done through, what I term, the raced/sexed/gendered/classed logics of the 

fence. With the fences prioritizing the spectator, Caribana becomes a site of consumption.  

Amidst these dynamics exist practices of subversion and reinscription. Attempts to limit 

the experience of liberation (storming, wining, and erotic autonomy) through surveillance, 

containment, and regulation are not enough to restrict the movement and its meaning for Afro-

Caribbeans. As such, the processes that I have outlined provide a means to complicate the project 

of multiculturalism that so often upholds Canada’s commitment to the continuous legitimization 

of whiteness. Whether through wining on anything (but a man) or storming, these erotic politics 

articulate a self-making praxis that is indicative of the paradoxes of Blackness. For instance, the 

conflation of wining and lewdness decontextualizes the significance of wining as a form of body 

memory, as I have argued, and points to the survival of ancestral knowledge and resistance. As 
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Afro-Caribbean women participate in Caribana, we observe the “spatialization of Black 

femininity” whereby “geography remains a struggle for Black women because racist-sexist 

schemas are also recyclable, lasting, and spatially rigorous” (McKittrick, 2006, p. 50). Hence, 

my theorization of Afro-Caribbean sexual/spatial autonomy is imbued with notions of belonging. 

Philip’s (1997) “Poetics of Moving” and Sylvia Wynter’s (1970) provision ground ideology 

complement and help work out how the complexities of Black mobility across time and space 

through an articulation of Black plight/resistance within/through/against colonial violence. Both 

theorists provide a geographic understanding of the spatial negotiations of Afro-Caribbean 

people through dance and are necessary for understanding the (im)possibilities of Caribana. 

Though this thesis complicates Afro-Caribbean belonging within the metropole, my aim 

is not to write Afro-Caribbeans into Canadian nationalism, but rather, I hope to articulate the 

ways that we exist with our own articulations of citizenship and humanity that, whether outside, 

against or next to that of what it means to be Canadian, is always in conversation with these 

messy histories. Centring the history of Afro-Caribbean cultural products and belonging allows 

us to move away from the violent and surfaced understandings and interpretations of Black 

culture/resistance/self-making that have come to define Caribana. What I am not offering is a 

formulaic dissociation of the violence that produces the conditions under which these 

spaces/cultural forms manifest; instead, I hope that this counterhegemonic reading re-centres the 

strategic negotiations that Afro-Caribbeans employ to grapple with the ever-changing spatiality 

of Caribana in the whitened nation-state. For this reason, I conclude by opening up. My thesis 

provides only slice of historical, experiential, and geographic processes that underpin Caribana 

that are indebted to Black feminist and Caribbean feminist geographic knowledges. Further 

research could extend and elaborate the experiences of Black men, Black queers and Black trans 
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folks, as well as how other sites of Carnival spatialize the knotted connections between the 

nation-state, Black performance, and the gendered paradoxes creative and erotic resistance.  
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Appendix 

 
Figure 1: Photo of the 2015 Scotiabank Toronto Caribbean Carnival parade route taken from 
https://toronto.citynews.ca/2015/07/31/toronto-caribbean-parade-need-to-know-road-closures-
transit-route-map/ 
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Figure 2: Photo of the 2017 Peeks Toronto Caribbean Carnival parade route taken from 
https://www.cp24.com/features/peeks-toronto-caribbean-carnival-2017/map 
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Figure 3: Illustration of the most frequently used words in the Multiculturalism Act. 
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Figure 4: GREB ethics approval. 
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Figure 5: Interview script and questions for the Caribana organizer (interviewee one). 

Interview Script and Questions 

(Caribana organizer) 

Hello, my name is Celine Gibbons-Taylor. I would like to thank you for willingness participating in my interview 
concerning Afro-Caribbean women’s participation in Caribana. I will ask you a series of questions concerning your 
experiences as an organizer for Caribana and your thoughts about the parade. Please note that if at any time, if you 
wish to withdraw from the interview, you may do so without explanation or penalty. If there are any questions that 
you do not want to answer, you do not have to and can skip them. Your privacy and confidentiality is of utmost 
importance to me and I will assure you that I will take all measures to ensure that what is disclosed in this interview 
will not identify you. As such, I will remove any names, dates, places, affiliations and so forth from the transcript 
and the excerpts used within the writing and then publication of my thesis.  Once again, I would like to thank you 
for participating.  

Questions:  

1. To begin, can you tell me about your first experience(s) at Caribana? 
2. What is your fondest memory of Caribana before becoming the Executive Director (1986-1993)? 
3. What made you decide to join the production team (Caribana)? 
4. What is your fondest memory working as the Executive Director of Caribana? 
5. Is Caribana important to you? 
6. What were some of the challenges of being an Executive director for Caribana? 
7. Reflecting on the past 50 years of this festival, is there anything that you would have done differently in 

your time as an Executive Director or through your affiliation to the festival? 
8. Have you participated in Caribana in any other capacity—i.e. as a masquerader, designer, vendor? 
9. Is participating in Caribana more than just an activity you do every year? How so? 
10. Through your extensive experience as a cultural producer and participant in Caribana, how would you 

describe Caribana to someone who is unfamiliar with the parade and Caribbean culture more generally? 
11. With your experience, has Caribana changed over time? How do you feel about this? 
12. What are your thoughts on the ways that Caribana is represented in the media? 
13. In a blog post on caribana.ca dated November 8th, 2016, an author writes: “The pioneers dreams and 

aspirations just faded away. It is now down to just jump and wine. The new generation knows nothing 
about the dreams and aspirations of the pioneers and I am not sure they care”. How do you feel about this 
statement? 

14. (Considering the last question) How do you feel about the direction that Caribana is going in now? (I ask 
this because in my research on the parade, there are discussions around securitization, costuming/women’s 
participation, revenue, etc.) 

15. One thing that is often discussed in the media and among festival-goers is the parade route—specifically 
the fences. What do you think about the organization of the parade route? 

16. Caribana is said to be the largest Caribbean Carnival in North America, generating upwards of $500 million 
for the city. What do you think about this? 

17. How would you define the city of Toronto’s role in the operation of Caribana? 
18. Do you think Caribana is an important event for Toronto? Why or why not? 
19. Is there anything you would change anything about Caribana for the next 50 years? 
20. Is there anything else you would like to discuss that I haven’t asked? 

Thank you again for your participation. I greatly appreciate it. 
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Figure 6: Interview script and questions for the costume designer (interviewee two). 

  

Interview Script and Questions 

(Costume Designer) 

Hello, my name is Celine Gibbons-Taylor. I would like to thank you for willingness participating in my 
interview concerning Afro-Caribbean women’s participation in Caribana. I will ask you a series of 
questions concerning your experiences as a costume designer for Caribana and your thoughts about the 
parade. Please note that if at any time, if you wish to withdraw from the interview, you may do so at any 
time without explanation or penalty. If there are any questions that you do not want to answer, you do not 
have to and can skip them.  Once again, I would like to thank you for participating.  

Questions:  

1. Tell me about your first experience(s) at Caribana. 
2. What is your fondest memory of Caribana? 
3. What made you decide to join a mas camp? 
4. How long have you been involved with [name of band]? 
5. What is the process of organizing a band from start to getting on the road? 
6. What is your fondest memory about working with this band? 
7. Is Caribana important to you? 
8. What is your favourite part about being a costume designer? 
9. What is your favourite part about Caribana? 
10. What are some of the challenges of being a costume designer? 
11. Is there anything you dislike about costume designing? 
12. How is participating in Caribana more than just an activity you do every year? 
13. How would you describe Caribana to someone who is unfamiliar with the parade and the culture? 
14. What are your thoughts on the ways that Caribana is represented in the media? 
15. With your experience, has Caribana changed over time? How do you feel about this? 
16. One thing that is often discussed in the media is the parade route and the fences. What do you 

think about the organization of the parade route? 
17. Caribana is said to be the largest Caribbean Carnival in North America, generating upwards of 

$400 million for the city. What do you think about this? 
18. How would you define the city’s role in the operation of Caribana? 
19. Do you think Caribana is an important event for Toronto? Why or why not? 
20. Is there anything you would change anything about Caribana? 
21. Is there anything you would like to add that was not mentioned previously?  
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Figure 7: Interview script and questions for the masquerader (Mary, interviewee three). 

  

Interview Script and Questions 

(Masquerader) 

Hello, my name is Celine Gibbons-Taylor. I would like to thank you for willingness participating in my 
interview concerning Afro-Caribbean women’s participation in Caribana. I will ask you a series of 
questions concerning your experiences as a masquerader in Caribana and your thoughts about the parade. 
Please note that if at any time, if you wish to withdraw from the interview, you may do so at any time 
without explanation or penalty. If there are any questions that you do not want to answer, you do not have 
to and can skip them.  Once again, I would like to thank you for participating.  

Questions:  

1. How long have you been participating in or going to Caribana? 
2. Tell me about your first experience(s) at Caribana. 

a. What made you decide to participate in Caribana? 
3. Did you go to this year’s parade? 

a. Can you describe your experiences here?  
b. How did this parade compare to other years? 

4. Considering all your experiences at Caribana, what would you say is your fondest memory of 
Caribana? 

5. What is the process for preparing to go to Caribana?  
6. Is Caribana important to you? 
7. What is your favourite part about being a masquerader? 
8. What is your favourite part of Caribana? 
9. What are some of the challenges of being a masquerader/playing mas? 
10. Is there anything you dislike about playing mas? 
11. How would you describe Caribana to someone who is unfamiliar with the parade and Caribbean 

culture? 
12. What are your thoughts on the ways that Caribana is represented in the media? 

a. Are there any misconceptions about the parade or those that participate?  
13. With your experience, has Caribana changed over time? How do you feel about this? 
14. One thing that is often discussed in the media is the parade route and the fences. What do you 

think about the organization of the parade route? 
15. In my preliminary research on Caribana, there is a growing discourse about “storming” (i.e., the 

process of transgressing the fence to participate within the parade enroute). How do you feel 
about this activity? 

a. Have you ever participated within the parade without a costume (i.e., stormed)? If so, 
what was your experience? 

16. Caribana is said to be the largest Caribbean Carnival in North America, generating upwards of 
$400 million for the city. What do you think about this? 

17. How would you define the city’s role in the operation of Caribana? 
18. Do you think Caribana is an important event for Toronto? Why or why not? 
19. If you were in charge of the parade, is there anything you would change about Caribana? 
20. Is there anything you would like to add that was not mentioned previously?  
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Figure 8: Online survey questionnaire distributed using https://docs.google.com/forms/. The full 
list of survey questions is continued on the two pages that follow.  

 

 

Online Survey Questionnaire 
 

SECTION 1 OF 4: 

Greetings!  

My name is Celine Gibbons-Taylor, and I am a master's student at Queen's University in the 
Department of Gender Studies. I would like to thank you for your interest in my research. As I 
have mentioned, my thesis project is interested in looking at the ways in which self-identified 
Afro-Caribbean women understand their participation in or going to Caribana and your thoughts 
on its meanings for both the Caribbean community in the Greater Toronto Area (GTA) and the 
wider Canadian society. You will be asked several questions in the form of an online 
questionnaire about Caribana: why you participate, your experiences at the parade as a 
masquerader (and spectator, if applicable), and your opinion about the organization of the parade 
itself.  

If there are any questions you do not wish to answer, you may skip them. Also, if at any point 
while completing the questionnaire you wish to withdraw, you may do so. After completing the 
questionnaire, should you wish to withdraw your participation from this project, you have up to 
two (2) months to do so. After this time, withdrawal will not be possible. 

The questionnaire will take approximately 30-45 minutes to complete depending on the depth of 
your responses. I encourage you to write as much as you would like. 

Lastly, your privacy is of utmost importance to me. I am the only person with access to this 
questionnaire. Your responses will be kept confidential; I will not be using any information that 
will easily identify you such as your name, specific locations should you mention them, etc. 

Again, thank you for your participation; it is greatly appreciated. 

 

*** 

 

Please state your FIRST name: 

PLEASE NOTE: This question is only meant for organizational purposes. Rest assured that NO 
personal information you provide (i.e., your name nor any information that may identify you) 
will be included in this thesis project. As outlined in the letter of information and consent form, 
you will be given a pseudonym whenever your responses are quoted in the thesis. 
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SECTION 2 OF 4 

Part 1: What follows is a series of questions about your experiences participating in or going to 
Caribana. 

1. How long have you been participating in or going to Caribana? 
2. To the best of your memory, please describe your very first experience at Caribana. 
3. Is participating in or going to Caribana important to you? Explain. 
4. Are you planning on participating/going this year?  

a. YES, I am playing Mas. 
b. YES, I am spectating. 
c. NO, I am not going to Caribana. 
d. Other 

5. If you answered yes to the previous question: how would you describe your experience at 
this year’s Caribana parade?  

6. If you answered no: why did you decide not to go to this year’s Caribana parade? 

SECTION 3 OF 4:  

Part 2: In this section, you will be asked a series of questions about your opinions on Caribana. 

7. How would you describe Caribana to someone who is unfamiliar with the parade?  
8. Are there any misconceptions about Caribana or those who participate? Explain. 
9. What is your opinion of the route changes and the fence within the Caribana parade?  
10. What do you think about how Caribana is represented within the media (television news, 

print, radio, etc.)? 
11. Has Caribana changed over time? Explain.  
12. In recent years, there has been growing discussion about people who enter the fence 

along the Caribana parade route (i.e., stormers). What are your thoughts on this matter?  
13. When it comes to women's participation in Mas, literature on Caribana (and Carnival 

parades in general) discusses this space as either one of liberation/resistance or one that is 
overly sexualized. These conversations are usually in relation to dancing and costumes. 
How do you feel about these two opposing discussions? 

14. As an Afro-Caribbean woman, what does playing Mas mean to you? 
15. Caribana is said to be the largest Caribbean carnival in North America, generating over 

$500 million for the city of Toronto. What do you think about this?  
16. Do you think that Caribana is an important event for Toronto? Explain.  
17. This year marks 50 years of Caribana. If you were in control of Caribana, is there 

anything that you would change about the parade going forward? Please explain.  
18. Is there anything else you would like to discuss that was not asked?  
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SECTION 4 OF 4: 

Demographic Details: These questions are simply meant to give a range of the answers provided 
and will not be linked to your specific answers. 

1. How old are you? 
a. 19-24 
b. 24-29 
c. 30-34 
d. 35-39 
e. 40-44 
f. 45-49 
g. 50-54 
h. 55-59 
i. 60+ 

2. What city/town do you live in? 
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