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Fractal Repair: Queer Histories of Modern Jamaica. By Matthew 

Chin. Duke University Press, 2024. Pp. 227. $102.95 (cloth); 

$26.95 (paper). 

 

In Fractal Repair Matthew Chin presents a wide-ranging analysis 

of Jamaica’s queer histories and frames historical scholarship 

as a conduit for restitution and equity--what he terms “repair.” 

The concept of fractals is central to Chin’s theoretical lens. 

Geometrical fractals, with their repetitive yet unique patterns, 

serve as a lens through which to examine Jamaica’s queer 

history. This method recognizes differences and ruptures within 

seemingly repetitive historical patterns and thereby offers a 

framework for understanding queer experiences and identities. 

Because “fractal” refers to patterns that repeat at different 

scales but never precisely in the same way, Chin is able to 

emphasize history’s nonlinear and recursive nature and its 

potential to reveal unrecognized differences. 

 The first chapter, “Queer Jamaica” provides a historical 

overview of queer lives and movements up to the present day, 

exploring how same-gender-loving people have navigated the 

island’s culture of compulsory heterosexuality. It shows how 

struggles for same-gender intimacy occur at multiple sites and 

extends to popular cultural forms such as dancehall music. It 

examines the disruption caused by queerness within recurring 



patterns of gender and sexual relations and stresses the 

contingent nature of what constitutes “Jamaica” and “queerness” 

over time. The analysis spans the colonial period and shows how 

economic and racial dynamics influenced gender relations, to 

modern times, when these patterns persist in new forms. 

 Part 1, “Archival Continuities,” consists of two chapters 

on academic knowledge production in the social sciences and 

responses to HIV and AIDS. The chapter “Knowledge” focuses on 

the repair of knowledge within the context of empire. It 

investigates mid-twentieth-century efforts to reclaim and 

validate Black intimacies, drawing attention to the tensions 

between colonial narratives of sexual deviance and local 

counterefforts. It begins with the controversial remarks of Lady 

Foot, wife of Sir Hugh Foot, the British governor of Jamaica, 

whose comments on illegitimacy sparked public debate just before 

independence. The chapter also examines the role of early 

Caribbean social scientists in challenging these stigmas through 

kinship studies. Despite these efforts, archival inequities, 

especially regarding queerness, highlight persistent biases in 

historical knowledge production. This chapter explores literary 

works, such as Sylvia Wynter’s The Hills of Hebron, and Afro-

Creole religious practices, such as Pukumina, which reveal 

nonnormative gender expressions and intimacies. 



 The chapter “The Body” examines the outbreak of HIV and 

AIDS, first reported in Jamaica in 1982. Chin highlights how the 

disease brought same-gender desire into the national spotlight, 

and as a result, confronted existing stigmas and reshaping 

public health strategies. Utilizing a variety of sources, 

including Patricia Powell’s novel A Small Gathering of Bones, 

the chapter highlights the essential contributions of frontline 

health workers and the challenges of archiving intimate 

knowledge, such as the importance of maintaining privacy and 

confidentiality, the impact of stigma and discrimination, the 

need for building trust and rapport, and the challenges of 

selective documentation. 

 The book’s second part, “Narrative Ruptures,” also contains 

two chapters. “Performance” centers on Jamaica’s National Dance 

Theatre Company (NDTC) and underscores the critical role of the 

NDTC in forging a unique Jamaican dance vocabulary that blends 

local and global influences. Established in 1962, coinciding 

with Jamaica’s independence, the NDTC became a cultural beacon, 

fostering national identity through dance. “Politics” explores 

the intersection of queerness and decolonization through the 

lens of Jamaica’s Gay Freedom Movement (GFM) and underscores its 

role in addressing local and transnational disparities. Through 

extensive archival research and oral history interviews, Chin 

illuminates how the GFM challenged colonial legacies and 



advocated for sexual freedom as part of Jamaica’s broader 

struggle for radical transformation and international 

leadership. 

 The concept of “queer fractal” merges geometrical fractal 

with queer theory to analyze history. By adopting fractals as a 

guiding metaphor, Chin explores historical and social patterns 

that repeat with variations, thereby exposing deeper layers of 

detail and complexity. This approach demonstrates how ruptures 

and repetitions of gender and sexual violence--and resistance--

unfold across different scales of Jamaica’s colonial and 

postcolonial history. Fractals emerge both in the repetition of 

queer violence and in the prospect for redress and change, where 

each iteration presents a reinterpreting of past acts of 

violence through new modes of kinship and solidarity. 

 I have two critiques of this otherwise excellent book. 

First, while the initial chapter, “Queer Jamaica,” is essential 

for providing foundational context, it tends to be overly dense, 

reading more like a list of facts. This density may undermine 

its intended purpose for readers unfamiliar with Jamaica’s queer 

histories outside dominant geographical contexts such as the 

United States and Europe. As scholars from and studying the 

Caribbean, what if we released the urge to educate a presumed 

naïve reader? Instead of beginning at a baseline of zero 

understanding, what if we simply stated what we wanted to say? 



What would we write then? This “we” is not simply rhetorical but 

represents a self-reflexive question, one that I have yet to 

answer or resolve satisfactorily. Second, if we understand queer 

fractals as circular repetitions that repeat with variations and 

that emphasize nonlinear and dynamic historical narratives over 

time, how do we account for movements within such circular 

repetitions? Might the idea of a moving circle made up of many 

smaller, interconnected circles alongside fractals that evolve 

over time better convey the layered patterns and shifting 

relationships within specific, synchronic queer histories and 

identities? 

 The book challenges traditional views of race, class, 

gender, and sexuality as separate and monolithic. Chin 

demonstrates how queer Jamaicans have developed survival and 

flourishing strategies within a heteropatriarchal society, and 

in doing so, offers insights into the politics of resistance and 

self-making in marginalized communities. Additionally, it places 

Jamaican queerness in a transnational context and shows how 

global power relations have influenced the experiences of same-

gender-loving Jamaicans and how Jamaica has contributed to 

global understandings of sexuality and gender. Through its 

interdisciplinary analysis, Fractal Repair makes vital 

contributions to Caribbean studies and queer studies. 

Wigbertson Julian Isenia 
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