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QUEER SOVEREIGNTIES
Re-imagining sexual citizenship from the Dutch
Caribbean
Wigbertson Julian Isenia

This chapter is a theoretical re-imagination of sexual citizenship through an engagement with
the cultural practices of the Curaçaoan-born theater-maker Fridi Martina. Traditionally the
concept of sexual citizenship outlines the sexual rights and duties of individuals relating to the
nation-state, encompassing legal disputes about same-sex marriage, among other things.
Throughout this chapter I discuss how Martina’s articulation of ideas about sexuality contribute to broader theoretical and collective political eﬀorts to radically re-imagine sexual
citizenship; that is, a critique of heteronormativity as well as an intersectional analysis that
brings into focus axes of sexuality, class, gender, and race.1 More importantly, I foreground a
re-imagination of sexual citizenship from below, which prioritizes minoritarian perspectives
and does so from the perspective of the fragmented sovereignty of the Dutch Caribbean.
Currently the Dutch Caribbean consists of the constituent countries Aruba, Curaçao and Sint
Maarten, and the special municipalities of Bonaire, Sint Eustatius, and Saba.2 The Kingdom
of the Netherlands includes the Dutch Caribbean and the European mainland Netherlands.
Being a Dutch Caribbean might mean at once being a citizen of one of the special municipalities or constituent countries within the Kingdom (living on one of the Caribbean islands);
a citizen of the European mainland Netherlands (born in the Caribbean and living in the
Netherlands); a European citizen (having a Dutch European passport by legal membership in
the Kingdom); and a Caribbean citizen (identify culturally with one of the islands). This
chapter underlines the longstanding, complex, and fragmented sovereignty of the Dutch
Caribbean islands, yet sees this political context as a unique entry point to devise social
transformations outside the idea of the nation-state and Euro-American centered scholarship.

Sexual citizenship as more than legal and state membership
This chapter oﬀers cultural practices of citizenship as a way to re-imagine a rights-based understanding of sexual citizenship. The notion of sexual citizenship emerged in the context of EuroAmerican legal discussions in the 1990s. The concept relates to the demands of sexual minorities
and transgender persons as political subjects to institutional rights ensured by the nation-state,
such as the right to marriage, the right to join the military, the right to choose a gender identity,
the right to essential health care beneﬁts, and protection against discrimination.
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However, gender and queer scholars have been critical of state inclusion and protection.
Lisa Duggan explains that the political and social recognition of gay individuals comes with
the condition that heterosexual and monogamous relationships continue to be upheld as the
societal norm. This, in turn, favors the already privileged and disregards subjects that fail to
meet this norm.3 Dean Spade, on the other hand, argues that a rights-based LGBT framework focused on legal recognition and equality claims is not a viable strategy to ensure the
safety and livelihood of transgender people. Instead, there should be a focus on practices and
processes in contrast to a symbolic endpoint.4 Rather than expanding the literature on rightsbased citizenship to the geopolitical setting of Curaçao, I turn to cultural practices aimed at
achieving social transformation without prioritizing state inclusion and protection. This
would bring about a kind of sexual citizenship that critiques not only the heterosexualization
and masculinization of the state but also considers how colonialism and imperialism, and their
eﬀects, dictate the socioeconomic lives of queer people.5
Subjects deemed as queer in the Dutch Caribbean seek to claim belonging in the local
cultural community of the non-independent Dutch Caribbean islands, while at the same time
exploring the advantages of belonging to the sovereign nation-state of the Netherlands.
Simultaneously, these actors also seek to mobilize themselves outside of the state or statecentered politics within public spaces or through cultural practices such as public appearances
or theater. Such an approach to “citizenship from below” highlights practices that foster
social change or reject dominant ideals of morality, respectability, and heteronormativity. As
Mimi Sheller argues, to study “citizenship from below” is to engage with popular culture
such as dance and performance, “which overﬂow beyond the political realm.”6 According to
Sheller, these practices are related to forms of material struggle within hegemonic systems and
direct us to more culturally shaped counter-hegemonic processes.7
To think citizenship from below, I situate Fridi Martina’s cultural practices within the
context of the fragmented sovereignty of the Dutch Caribbean. Neither independent nor
oﬃcially a colony, the Dutch Caribbean—much like other non-sovereign formations in the
British, French, and US Caribbean—represents a form of strategic and neo-colonial entanglement with the former metropolis. This particular political situation oﬀers rich terrain from
which to conceptualize what I term queer sovereignties. The Dutch Caribbean islands compel
us to rethink questions of sovereignty and political imaginations within movements for social
justice. I borrow Yarimar Bonilla’s idea of strategic entanglement to construct an understanding of queer sovereignties. Focusing on labor activists in the French Caribbean, Bonilla
argues that this particular form of national non-sovereignty produces what she calls strategic
entanglement: “a way of crafting and enacting autonomy within a system from which one is
unable to fully disentangle.”8 In this political praxis, the past, particularly the occupation of
indigenous land, the history of colonialism, displacement, and enslavement, is wielded in the
present. But also, how activists are “working within and against the constraints of postcolonial
sovereignty … as an eﬀort to break free from the epistemic binds of political modernity, even
while still being compelled to think through its normative categories.”9 Hence this chapter
asks what kind of queer politics this fragmented sovereignty might produce.
Through the concept of queer sovereignties I complicate the varied and complex ways in
which social, political, and economic structures shape queer Dutch Antillean intimacies. Thus
queer sovereignty in the context of the Dutch Caribbean implies subjects working within and
against the epistemology of sexual identity or working within and against the (neo)-colonial
construction of the Dutch Caribbean. It is taking a closer look at the diﬀerent Dutch Caribbean islands’ histories, needs, and demands and the need to consider the complexity of our
political world and to adopt various pragmatic strategies depending on the speciﬁc context.10
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For instance, queer, as is the case with queer of color critique, by no means only focuses on
sexuality, but is also attentive to the intersections of class, gender, race, and citizenship that
determine one’s position within political economy.11 At the same time, there is a realization
that race and sexuality operate in distinctive ways, which necessarily have implications for
how we address these intersections in our political and intellectual projects. The chapter
interweaves two diﬀerent materials. First, a critical analysis of interviews with Martina about
the diﬀerence between same-sex relationships and desires in Curaçao and the Netherlands.
Second, a close reading of Martina’s performance Siegu pa Kolo (Papiamentu, the creole language of Aruba, Curaçao, and Bonaire, for Colorblind, 1978). Through this material I join
cultural practices with broader social movements.

“I live and work with a woman, but don’t call that lesbianism”
Fridi Martina is known for her performances in the national theater of Curaçao and her
plays in neighborhood centers and on television and radio. When Martina was 22 years old
she migrated to the Netherlands from Curaçao and was admitted to the Academy of Dramatic Arts in Amsterdam. Martina gained fame with the play Colorblind (1978), a performance about colorism and racism that, depending on where she staged it, was performed in
either English, Dutch, or Papiamentu. In 1986, together with her then-partner Margareth
Adama (Madama), she opened Villa Baranka, an art salon for and by artists with a migrant
background in the Netherlands. She was appointed as a drama teacher and later as executive oﬃcer to promote intercultural studies of performing arts at the Utrecht School of the
Arts. After 25 years in the Netherlands, Martina moved back to Curaçao and lived there for
20 years. During this period she recorded four albums, co-produced a ﬁlm, and directed a
drama series for the local television station. In 2014 she died of the eﬀects of ALS/Lou
Gehrig’s disease.
In 1986 Martina spoke during the Lesbian Festival that was part of a broader commemoration
of the fortieth anniversary of the Dutch national LGBT+ organization COC. An audience
member asked how it was to be a person who identiﬁed as a lesbian in the Dutch theater
landscape and how she dealt with the theme of lesbianism in her theater practice. Martina
replied: “Well, I would like to ask other questions. So far, [the term] lesbian is not clear to
me. That is one. How it works in practice [makes a questioning gesture. You hear laughter
from the audience] … Furthermore, I think if you only approach being a lesbian from
[either] a social or a romantic perspective, it’s incredibly limited. … I live and work with a
woman, but don’t call that lesbianism.”12
A few months earlier there had been a public conversation between the writers Astrid
Roemer and Audre Lorde in Amsterdam. Roemer, who was born in Suriname, asked: “Why
is [it] necessary to declare oneself a lesbian[?] There are, after all, things which aren’t to be
given names—giving them names kills them … [W]e do have age-old rituals originating
from Africa by which women can make quite clear that special relations exist between
them.”13 The American-Barbadian Audre Lorde, who calls herself “a Black lesbian,” in
contrast asserted: “If you speak your name, you represent a threat to the powers that be,”
and, besides, other women “may see that it is possible to speak your name and to go on
living.”14 Instead of classifying one position as purely “political,” and the other as strictly
“personal” and a way of surviving,15 I argue that the views espoused by Roemer, Martina,
and Lorde set the foundation for a political and intellectual project that attends to a particular
Black female sexual liberation merged with racial justice and class. Roemer and Martina
extend this political and intellectual project by adopting a theorization from the margins; in
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this case, from the cultural practices of the former Dutch Caribbean colonies. Simultaneously,
this theorization from the Dutch Caribbean must be analyzed hand in hand with how the
European mainland Netherlands was and is deﬁned over and against subjects from the former
colonies, despite having the same Dutch citizenship. This means that an analysis of sexuality
should, at the same time, question the very idea of state membership and colonialism. Such
consideration does not dismiss the radical political potential of Black lesbianism. Instead, it
seeks to theorize an underexplored position, which I term queer sovereignties.
First, in a surprising and witty manner, Martina questions the self-evident and universal
meaning of the term “lesbian.” Like many other Caribbean thinkers, she questions this term in
the local context of the Dutch Caribbean. Martina even does so within the context of the diaspora in the Netherlands. These terms, mainly originating in a Euro-American context, are
devoid of any cultural and historical speciﬁcity to the Caribbean and contribute to the erasure of
local words and culture relating to gender and sexuality.16 However, Martina is not propelling a
homogenous and monolithic idea of the sexual cultures that exist in the Dutch Caribbean.
Actually, Martina repeatedly acknowledges the existence of Dutch Caribbean lesbians with
whom she partied at Villa Baranka.17 Indeed, as Madama, Martina’s ex-partner recounts in an
oral history interview I did with her in 2018, Martina met her in an LGBT bar in Amsterdam.18
This shows that although Martina rejected such sexual markers, she occasionally frequented socalled LGBT spaces. Nevertheless, Martina’s rejection of the category “lesbian” can be interpreted as a rejection of a global (read Euro-American) LGBT identity-based politics and instead
opens a possible way to de-center the focus on the Global North in theoretical understandings of
sexual citizenship.19
Other interviews show that Martina was fairly consistent in shunning identitarian markers or
categories of sexuality. Martina describes herself in another interview in a LGBT radio program
by stating: “It’s not that I feel the need [to have a relationship] right now. So, the moment I
do that, it is also with someone I feel something for. And then it makes no diﬀerence for me
whether it is a man or a woman. However, indeed, I often choose women [over men]
because I cannot muster the patience to be with men.”20 Martina describes her sexuality and
the motivations she has for entering into a relationship with a person. She continues in the
interview about an acquaintance:
I ﬁnd it incredibly diﬃcult the way of thinking here in the west where everything
should be put in a box … I have a friend who lives with another woman … Only
that it is [not visible] to the community. Because I did not know it myself for a long
time, I suspected it. However, oﬃcially, they shared a house. That was possible too.
Do you understand? … For the outside world, they are just two friends. They have
also adopted three children. So, they are also two parents.21
Second, Martina’s non-identitarian sexual praxis extends other erotic traditions in the Dutch
and broader Caribbean, suggesting the possibility of their survival and mobility. To be more
precise, we might situate Martina’s sexual practices within an old Afro-Curaçaoan social and
sexual institution called kambrada. Kambrada, as is the case with Suriname’s mati and EnglishCreole’s zami, is a non-identitarian practice of female same-sex relations and can imply an
erotic relationship, a platonic relationship, or an erotic desire.22 Despite the colonial maleand Western-centered early descriptions of women in kambrada relationships at the end of the
nineteenth century and the beginning of the twentieth, these accounts give a multidimensional perspective to the relationships these women have in which issues of race,
gender, sexuality, and colonialism collide.23 Martina’s answer documents that parts of this
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practice of kambrada may still have existed in the 1990s and might have even traveled from
the former (post)colony to the old metropolis. Martina points out what she considers to be a
limited way of looking at intimate female same-sex relationships, and also brings a material
component by emphasizing labor and co-dependence as necessary to her relationships: I live
and work with a woman.
Martina’s repeated refusal of the term “lesbian,” while also participating in a lesbian festival
or a LGBT radio program, is indicative of politics within queer sovereignty. It reverberates with
what Yarimar Bonilla terms strategic entanglement. In the case of Martina, one might participate
within and at the same time against the hegemonic seduction of traditional LGBT, perhaps
for material compensation or recognition, and also be questioning its very core. Queer sovereignty in this case is not a kind of gay nationalism or a territorial claim.24 It moves away from
big narratives of freedom and national sovereignty and seeks instead odd, unusual, or straño
(queer/odd in Papiamentu) sovereignties. For example, queer sovereignty is constituted by
queer people engaging in cultural practices and struggles for political subjectivity to improve
their collective lives. Sometimes these practices are not always visible to the law or the state;
and notions of “politics” may not relate solely to the nation-state or the government. Queer
sovereignty questions the legitimacy of Western models and incorporates analyses of race, class,
and gender in its consideration of cultural practices of sexuality, while at the same time being
vigilant not to seek a pure and uncontaminated “indigenous” sexuality. More importantly, it
re-imagines ways of being in the world without adding kambrada into the LGBTQIA+ mix
and stir; it does not, in other words, seek institutional legibility, but collective betterment.
Instead, queer sovereignties encourage us to think about how the cultural practices of Martina
can orient our political and intellectual project elsewhere.
Cathy Cohen directs us toward a political and intellectual project that shifts attention from
queer theory’s primary focus on sexuality to “the multiple and intersecting systems of power that
largely dictate our life chances.”25 Cohen critiques queer theory’s narrow focus on sexuality that
reinforces the binary logic between queerness and heterosexuality, instead of strategically challenging heteronormativity. According to Cohen, this might mean investing politically in the lives
of Black women who may belong to the category of heterosexual women but who are not
considered by the society as “normal, moral or worthy of state support.”26 In our case, this might
mean to ask whether the women who engaged in kambrada relationships (sometimes unmarried,
simultaneously or successively in relationships with men and raising children together or of other
families) would qualify in what some criticize as an understandable, legible, and apparent
LGBTQIA+, and thus deserving or able to claim various forms of state support. As the next
section documents, through a close reading of the performance Colorblind, Martina’s cultural
practices show that not only sexuality but also the intersections of race and citizenship play a role
in the re-imaging of sexual citizenship as queer sovereignty.

“You shouldn’t be here, ’cause you’re black”
Martina’s work is characterized as “the emotional state of mind of pain, sorrow, impotence”
of one individual in which the viewer experiences the performance as an “emotional roller
coaster.”27 The performance of Colorblind following this characterization consists of four
women’s monologues in four diﬀerent scenes or acts. Martina performs and sings the four
monologues while being accompanied musically by a conga player and a male singer. The
four monologues are about four women of diﬀerent ages and from diﬀerent economic
upbringings. The ﬁrst monologue chronicles a woman who wants to escape the small Caribbean-Dutch island of Curaçao for the social and economic beneﬁts of the Netherlands.
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Once she’s migrated she is confronted with problems such as racism and colorism. The
second monologue is about a woman who speaks about her ex-boyfriend, who was not
accepted by her parents because he is a touch darker than herself. The third monologue is
about the Black mother that puts her white child on a pedestal, to be scorned later by the
same child due to her blackness, and, ﬁnally, the fourth monologue is about a social worker
who got stuck in her color complexes.
Colorblind invites the viewer to reﬂect on the problem of colorism, which is inter-group
racism, in a racist, patriarchal, capitalist, and postcolonial society. Like Zora Neale Hurston’s
Color Struck (1926) ﬁve decades earlier, the play Colorblind “dramatizes the fact that color
prejudice takes many forms.”28 In both pieces by Martina and Hurston the protagonists discuss racism, colorism and the remnants of colonization and enslavement through the intimate, the personal, and the home. This features, for instance, in the second monologue in
Martina’s play on the disapproval of a romantic relationship due to colorism, or the third
monologue on the rejection of a Black mother by her lighter-skinned daughter. In Hurston’s
play, the main character is overtly ﬁxated on skin color and is only sexually attracted to
lighter-skin people. Yet Martina’s play also emphasizes the diﬀerentiation made by government oﬃcials from the 1960s on between Kingdom citizens originating in the European
Netherlands and the Dutch Caribbean, which I argue is entrenched with racism and colorism. For example, in the fourth monologue a social worker who functions as an intermediary
says: “If too many of us live in the same neighborhood, we are spread out all over [the
Netherlands]. Whether you like it or not.”29 Here the character possibly refers to the settlement and distribution policy in the Netherlands in the 1970s and 1980s to hinder the
housing of Surinamese, Dutch Caribbean, Moroccan, and Turkish people in the four big
cities. They were forced to disperse throughout the Netherlands as much as possible in order
to prevent any kind of “problems.” Through the cultural practice of theatre, Martina
expresses a social and political framework in which the postcolonial subjects with a Dutch
passport were situated.
Colorblind shows that racism and colorism are interwoven with citizenship. Since people
from the Dutch Caribbean and Suriname (until 1975) have a Dutch passport, they have free
movement between the Netherlands and the Caribbean. Politicians have repeatedly tried to
regulate these migration ﬂows. These attempts led to further administrative and legal divisions
in society between so-called allochtoon (emerging from another soil) and autochtoon (emerging
from this soil) within the Kingdom. In 1972, for example, European Dutch parliamentary
leaders suggested introducing a visa requirement for Surinamese and Antillean citizens.
A recent example is a bill from then minister Rita Verdonk in 2006 to send back so-called
Antillean “problem youths.” Both proposals were ultimately deemed unlawful because they
made a distinction between European Dutch and Caribbean Dutch citizens. In addition to
the legal dimensions, Martina’s play shows that these migrations also had social consequences
for people from the Dutch Caribbean in the Netherlands. After a year, the woman in the ﬁrst
monologue notices that her landlord is subjecting her to discriminatory treatment: “It’s the
way they look at you, … tells you … you shouldn’t be here, ’cause you’re black.”30 Here, in
this instance, refers to the European Netherlands, which, as Gloria Wekker suggests, is imagined “as homogenously white.”31 This myth of racial purity functions to trivialize the
Dutch colonial past and, in doing so, confuses national identity with race and ethnic identity.
Colorblind resists portraying Blackness as an ontology of victimization and precarity while
still being attuned to the aftermaths of chattel slavery. Instead, the play creates a space of
possibility. In this space Black people, in the words of Christina Sharpe, do “not simply or
only live in subjection and as the subjected” but are “politically and socially astute,”32 which
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is articulated most clearly at the end of the play: “that’s why I protest with all the others who
can see through [color].”33 Furthermore, the play proves how cultural practices such as theater
performances can act as an alternative archive of orality that counters the “discourse of shame”
of race and color in Curaçaoan society.34 Martina underscores this in an interview: “One must
rebel against the injustices that one faces by forming a unity and ﬁghting for your rights.”35
This form of camaraderie and radical coalition work through the discussion of colorism means
that we should combat racism and colorism independently and synchronously.
The last part of Colorblind emphasizes that colorism, next to racism, remains a tenacious
problem in our imaginations of freedom. Within these imaginations, people are often eager
to eradicate diﬀerences in order to build stronger coalitions. This racelessness, as Angela
Roe argues in the case of Curaçao, aids rather than dispels racial diﬀerence, because it
remains anchored in the very fabric of the state, its bureaucratization, and social interactions.36 Racelessness, following Roe, eliminates the vocabulary with which racial inequality
can be examined and addressed, and it hinders the historical and structural roots of racial
diﬀerence from being countered.37 Somehow Colorblind oﬀers to contribute to this vocabulary in the way that it articulates and showcases, in the words of Martina, how the
colonial past is “engraved in the present, how reﬁned [colonial prejudices] are reproduced
and educated, how we [as Black people] are set up against each other … and white people
against [Black people].”38

Conclusion
There has been a global eﬀort in recent years to revisit the histories of the intersectional
politics of the Black feminist movements, the radical queer movements, and the politics of
queer of color collectives. These studies challenge the presumption that intersectional politics
is a recent phenomenon and document that these multidimensional projects had diﬀerent
geopolitical origins and consequences. Others, such as Fatima El-Tayeb, examine queer of
color collectives outside of the United States of America to look at how, in the case of the
Netherlands, groups such as Strange Fruit from the 1990s refused to prioritize particular struggles over others. They rejected “the normativity of a white western model of homosexual
identity.”39 Through this chapter I hope to contribute to this global project to investigate how
the life and works of an individual—Fridi Martina, living and working both in the Netherlands
and Curaçao—can help us reﬂect on the intersections of colonialism, sexuality, nationalism, and
race within a left political project.

Notes
1 Cohen, “Punks, Bulldaggers, and Welfare Queens,” 440.
2 Suriname is also often considered part of the Dutch Caribbean because of its oﬃcial language and its
colonial past. But for this chapter I will mainly focus on the islands that currently still belong to the
Kingdom of the Netherlands.
3 Duggan, The Twilight of Equality?
4 Spade, Normal Life.
5 Alexander, “Not just (Any)Body can be a Citizen”; Kamugisha, “The Coloniality of Citizenship.”
6 Sheller, Citizenship from Below, 38.
7 Ibid., 33.
8 Bonilla, Non-Sovereign Futures, 43.
9 Ibid., 15. My emphasis.
10 I borrow this insight from Groenewoud, “Les Mobiliations Féminines dans les Antilles Néerlandaises.”
11 Ferguson, Aberrations in Black.
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Queer sovereignties
12 Registration on DVD of the Lesbian Festival (December 5 and 6, 1986) on the occasion of the 40th
anniversary of the COC, 5316 and 5440, IHLIA LGBT Heritage archives.
13 Wekker, “Mati-ism and Black Lesbianism,” 153–154.
14 Ibid., 153.
15 Ibid., 157.
16 Wekker, The Politics of Passion.
17 Registration of radio interview with Fridi Martina and Felix de Rooy (July 20, 1990), 657753, Beeld
en Geluid archives.
18 Margareth Adama, interview with the author, July 19, 2018.
19 Richardson, “Rethinking Sexual Citizenship,” 219.
20 Radio interview (my translation).
21 Ibid.
22 Wekker, Politics and Passion; Tinsley, Thieﬁng Sugar.
23 Isenia, “Looking for Kambrada.”
24 Lattas, “Queer Sovereignty.”
25 Cohen, “Punks, Bulldaggers and Welfare Queens,” 203.
26 Ibid., 205.
27 Echteld and Severing, “Over een Meertalige Bloemlezing,” 192–193.
28 Carpenter, “Addressing ‘The Complex-ities of Skin Color,’” 22.
29 Theatrical script of Colorblind (1978) by Fridi Martina and translated by Maryke Veugelers, LMA/
4463/C/09/05/004, Metropolitan Archives, 11.
30 Theatrical script, 2. My emphasis.
31 Wekker, White Innocence, 4.
32 Sharpe, In the Wake, 4.
33 Theatrical script, 56.
34 Roe, “The Sound of Silence,” 174.
35 van Dijs, “Fridi Martina,” 11.
36 Roe, “The Sound of Silence,” 246.
37 Ibid.
38 La Prensa, “Fridi Marina Sensashonal den Ciegu pa Kolo,” July 29, 1978. Mongui Maduro Library
archives.
39 El-Tayeb, European Others, xlv.
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