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Andaiye (September 11, 1942–May 31, 2019) was one of the Caribbean’s leading 
radical political figures, social and political thinkers, and public intellectuals. She 
spent all of her adult life in left and women’s politics in Guyana, the Caribbean 
and internationally. In Guyana, she was a member of the Working People’s Alliance 
(WPA), serving on the party executive and as party coordinator/editor, interna-
tional secretary and women’s secretary through the period of political turbulence 
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on June 13, 1980. Part of her political work was editing some of the last writing by 
Walter Rodney. From the mid-1980s Andaiye’s activism was largely with women in 
Guyana, the Caribbean, and globally. She was one of the founders of Red Thread, 
a women’s organization in Guyana, worked with the Women and Development 
Unit of the University of the West Indies, was attached very briefly to the regional 
integration organization (CARICOM) as Special Advisor to the Secretary General 
on Women & Gender, helping prepare Ministers of Women’s Affairs for the 1995 
Beijing Conference on Women, and was a member of the Regional Executive of 
the Caribbean Association for Feminist Research and Action (CAFRA) in the mid-
1990s. Internationally, she was associated with the Global Women’s Strike (GWS) 
and Women of Colour in the Global Women’s Strike. A cancer survivor herself 
twice over, Andaiye was a founder of the now defunct Guyana Cancer Society and 
Cancer Survivors Action Group. For many years, she wrote a weekly newspaper 
column titled “Woman’s Eye View,” and she has written and published articles and 
chapters on women in Guyana and the rest of the Caribbean. 
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Andaiye’s Radical Imagination—with 
Special Reference to Her Engagement 

with the Working People’s Alliance
Clem Seecharan

Andaiye was born in Georgetown, British Guiana on September 11, 1942. 
Her original name was Sandra Williams but she changed it in the mid-1970s, 
inspired by the Black Power movement in America and in the region. Of 
Swahili origin, Andaiye means “a daughter comes home.” Her change of name 
was a definitive statement affirming pride in her African antecedents. Perhaps 
it also reflected her intention to cast down her bucket in Guyana in pursuit of 
a radical transformation of the country of her birth. It has been an unfaltering 
resolve that led her to political activism in the Movement Against Oppression 
(MAO) in the 1960s; the Working People’s Alliance (WPA) from 1978 to the 
mid-1990s; and from 1986 until prevented by illness, as a champion of women’s 
rights through the Red Thread Women’s Organisation in Guyana. Regionally 
she was active in the Caribbean Association for Feminist Research and Action 
(CAFRA), and internationally in Women of Color in the Global Women’s Strike 
(WOC/GWS). Hers has been one of the most compelling contributions by a 
Guyanese in sustaining a culture of protest and change—animated by a radical 
imagination. Its magnitude is better appreciated when juxtaposed with the fact 
that Andaiye has been ferociously battling cancer since it was first diagnosed 30 
years ago. She is not just an inspirational and transformative figure in Guyana, 
but a regional and international champion of working class and women’s rights.

Her father, Dr. Frank Williams, was the personal physician of President 
Forbes Burnham, leader of the People’s National Congress (PNC), so I was 
curious to learn of her family’s reaction to her anti-PNC politics over several 
years. Andaiye responded thus: 

My parents remained close to Burnham until Walter was killed, but never 
cut relations with me. Indeed, WPA people (including Walter) remained 
welcome in their home. In a broader sense though, some of my blood relatives 
and almost all my non-blood family and old friends opposed my politics (or 
at least were afraid of how it could affect them) and broke relations.

Many Africans in Guyana would have disavowed Andaiye’s radical critique 
of the Burnham regime for racial reasons: for letting the side down. Others (as 
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she notes) were afraid of victimization and loss of security. This fear was exac-
erbated by the violence the Burnham state had unleashed on the WPA, defined 
as an instrument of subversion of a recalcitrant minority partly from within 
the African middle class. The regime had become increasingly dictatorial after 
Burnham’s PNC engaged in extensive rigging of the general elections of July 
1973. And given the closeness of the relationship between Andaiye’s father 
and Forbes Burnham, it must have taken an “aristocracy of will” (as George 
Lamming puts it) for a comparatively young woman like Andaiye to return to 
Guyana in 1978 (aged 36), a Marxist committed to radical change—the libera-
tion of the country from Burnham’s authoritarian rule.

What was the political environment that shaped young Andaiye and 
Walter Rodney (both born in 1942), as well as Rupert Roopnaraine (born in 
early1943)? When they were about 11 years old, the short-lived radical govern-
ment of the People’s Progressive Party (PPP), led by Cheddi Jagan (1918–1997) 
and Forbes Burnham (1923–1985), was elected to office and then ejected by 
the British government after 133 days, in October 1953, because of its alleged 
goal of establishing a communist state. It is arguable, therefore, that these 
young people absorbed the spirit of rebellion and triumph, as well as its speedy 
decline into ethnic bifurcation. The early nationalist movement though ambi-
tiously radical, was fragile on account of the deep-seated racial insecurities 
between the two principal segments of Guyanese society, African and Indian. 
The idealist Marxist strain of the movement was reflected in the politics of 
Cheddi and Janet Jagan (1920–2009), Sydney King (Eusi Kwayana; 1925–), 
Rory Westmaas (1926–2016) and Martin Carter (1927–1997). Indeed, Carter’s 
trenchant poetry of resistance was a seminal force that framed the political 
horizon of many young Guyanese. It did not necessarily lessen mutual ethnic 
incomprehension, but it bred a radical temperament discernibly more pro-
nounced than anywhere else in the British West Indies. (Forbes Burnham never 
did empathize with the Marxist wing of the original PPP.)

Andaiye observes that the rebel seed, paradoxically, was also planted by 
the biases in her colonial education. She recalls that even the sea battering the 
Georgetown coast, kept out by the sturdy sea-wall, though stained brown by 
virtue of the silt of the great Amazonian rivers disgorging into the Atlantic, was 
redefined by her primary school teacher as “blue”! She tells how she was made 
to see her black skin: 

I knew, very early, the use of the word “black” as disparagement (“Stay out of 
the sun, you want to turn more black?”: said especially to little black girls.) I 
didn’t understand yet what the injunction had to do with gender, but it did: 
blackness lowered your “market value.” It was not an asset in marrying up.
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Andaiye’s name change was a statement that Africanness was worthy of 
retrieval and celebration. It follows that this means of self-affirmation helped 
to fortify her own fight for working class rights and the rights of women to 
equality of opportunity. Later, inspired profoundly by Selma James, she also 
would champion the recognition of the invisible unwaged women in the home. 
I was impelled to go online to learn more about her name. What I discovered 
encapsulates her personality so immaculately that I feel as if this name were held 
in reserve, in racial memory, specifically for reclamation by Sandra Williams:

People with the name Andaiye have a deep inner need for quiet, and a desire 
to understand and analyse the world they live in, and to learn deeper truths 
… [They] are dynamic, visionary and versatile, able to make constructive 
use of freedom.

During the time that Andaiye and Rodney were students at the University 
(College) of the West Indies (UWI, Mona), colonial Guyana had descended into 
ethnic hatred: a virtual racial war between Africans and Indians. It was exacer-
bated by Anglo-American complicity in fomenting chaos in order to dislodge 
Jagan (the perceived communist) and install the “moderate” Burnham, before 
independence. British Guiana was immersed in the Cold War. Home-based 
scholars and public intellectuals struggled to conceive a progressive alternative 
that might rescue Guyana from its bedeviling racial futility. Contributors to 
New World Quarterly and New World Fortnightly provoked nuanced scholarly 
perspectives on the plantation societies of the British West Indies, towards 
the end of empire. This was instrumental in the making of Andaiye’s radical 
temperament.

Andaiye’s intellectual growth was enriched by her experience in the United 
States (between 1972 and 1977) where she lectured in a program for “disadvan-
taged students” (SEEK) at Queens College, New York. This was enhanced by 
political support for the civil rights, black power consciousness, anti-apartheid 
and Latin American anti-dictatorial movements. She sees enlightened activism 
as the medium for subverting orthodoxies and oppressive structures. This is 
always allied with her critical evaluation of contemporary society, impelled by 
a passion for change. Walter Rodney was obviously a seminal example.

But it is arguable that her exemplar of political engagement is the apostle of 
self-sacrifice, Eusi Kwayana—eschewing material security for the often elusive 
and precarious idealism of political and social transformation. Eusi is clearly 
pivotal to her own political vocation which offered minimal financial protec-
tion: working unwaged as coordinator of the WPA from 1978 to 1986, and 
within Red Thread from 1986 to 1989 and from the mid-1990s to 2006. Listing 
several people who’d assisted him with his last book, A History of the Guyanese 
Working People, 1881–1905 (nearing completion when he was assassinated in 
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June 1980) and outlining what he would acknowledge each for, Rodney ended, 
tersely but powerfully: “and [to] Eusi Kwayana for [the] example.”

Andaiye concurred entirely:

[Eusi] was and is an example of a will to engage, a willingness to change 
when he saw he was wrong … [He showed] a willingness to apologise, and he 
did so, publicly. In 1978, in a talk to the Guyana Sociological Society called 
“Racial Insecurity and the Political System,” he apologised for dealing with 
race in 1961 in an insensitive way.

She was, of course, alluding to Eusi’s advocacy of partition of the colony if 
power-sharing constitutional arrangements, between Africans and Indians, 
were not devised before independence was granted. And Eusi did express 
remorse for his modus operandi on the question of racial insecurity in the early 
1960s, acknowledging the “abrasive manner in which I raised the racial issue … 
in language reflecting the grossness of the times.”

The range of writings in this book reflects Andaiye’s life of challenge, conflict, 
despair, serious illness but also empathy, courage, resilience and an inviolable 
sense of possibilities—something to hold on to. It is infused with an uncon-
querable feminist strand that had not hitherto been conceived in Guyana in the 
manner Andaiye did. Her writings are indispensable to the history of women’s 
fight for equality and the reclaiming of their humanity in Guyana. To compre-
hend these diverse articles is to enter into a universe of scholarship and activism 
that most people in the region rarely encounter. This collection is a benchmark 
for the study of the Caribbean radical imagination. And it is permeated by her 
fortitude and magnanimity in daring to seek to change entrenched attitudes 
against the disadvantaged. Moreover, her commitment is always guided by 
what drew her initially to the WPA in 1978: “a daughter comes home” because 
of “the possibility of multiracialness.”

Andaiye’s version of the WPA’s part in seeking to undermine the dictato-
rial Burnham state corroborates Walter Rodney’s, in his writings as well as his 
speeches at mass street meetings in mid- to late 1979. The latter took place 
in the context of “the civil rebellion” after he, Roopnaraine and Omowale 
were charged with the burning down of the building housing the Office of 
the General Secretary of the PNC and the Ministry of National Development, 
on July 11, 1979. Shortly thereafter the WPA declared itself a political party, 
and though not officially the leader, Rodney was generally recognised as such. 
And, even then, it was also widely assumed that, without Rodney, the incipient 
movement had little chance of becoming a credible political alternative to the 
Burnham dictatorship.

Yet, strangely, Andaiye suggests that the leadership of the WPA—even in this 
period of their most robust challenge to the Burnham regime (1979–80)—had 
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no strategy for the acquisition of political power. They manifested no definitive 
conception of the realities of gaining power and its daunting responsibilities, 
despite the declaration that it was a political party committed to eliminating 
Burnham’s authoritarian rule “by any means necessary.”

David Scott [in Small Axe]: So as the WPA is solidifying as a political party, 
the project as you all are discussing it, has as its objective the overthrow of 
Burnham. That’s the talk then. That what is required is the revolutionary 
overthrow of the Burnham regime.
Andaiye: Yes … The reason for the hesitation is because it was couched in 
the language of “Burnham must go, and he must go by any means necessary.” 
But the WPA functioned a lot, not only pre-party but afterwards … very 
much on a need-to-know basis. And therefore there would not be general 
talk in the WPA about “overthrow” [emphasis added].

Given what she says about functioning on a “need-to-know” basis, Andaiye 
could have been unaware of the specifics of the insurrectionary plan to which 
Rupert Roopnaraine refers when he says that shortly before Rodney’s assassina-
tion, the WPA was doing more than talking about freedom or liberation from 
the Burnham dictatorship. They were allegedly preparing for a violent assault 
on the regime. This is what Rupert told Clairmont Chung:

We were at the time attempting to equip ourselves, essentially ready ourselves, 
and ready the masses for an insurrectionary attack on the state. I make no 
excuses about that … But we were at the time attempting to put ourselves in a 
state of readiness to make an assault on the state. It’s no secret we were accu-
mulating weapons. We were accumulating equipment of various kinds, and 
a certain amount of that was coming from the military … [But] Burnham 
had penetrated so much of the WPA … it was a very dangerous game we 
were playing. In point of fact, we found ourselves at all hours of the night, in 
strange places, doing dangerous things because those were the things it was 
necessary to do, it seemed to us at the time. The miracle is that more of us 
didn’t get killed. (Chung 2013: 112–113)

On the question of race, Andaiye is critical and self-critical of the fact that not 
long after the creation of the WPA, the WPA leadership allowed the “withering 
away” of the two race-based cultural organizations, the African Society for 
Cultural Relations with Independent Africa (ASCRIA, led by Eusi Kwayana) 
and the Indian Progressive Revolutionary Associates (IPRA, led by Moses 
Bhagwan), which had joined forces with other organizations in the formation 
of the WPA in 1974. She contends that it was a mistake to terminate or pre-
maturely lessen their crucial grassroots initiatives in the promotion of ethnic 
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security as a prelude to the formidable project of national reconciliation. There 
had been an earlier and equally fatal precedent: the failure of the original PPP, a 
coalition of anti-colonial nationalists of diverse ethnic and ideological strains, 
to tackle the fundamental problem of ethnic incomprehension, the source of 
chronic ethnic insecurity.

Andaiye reflects on Rodney’s initial views on organizing in this ethnically 
diverse society with entrenched suspicions. For him, this required, in the short 
run, the sustaining of organizations that would address the peculiar cultural 
needs and fears and aspirations of each segment. He considered this a prerequi-
site to the ultimate goal of realizing a robust Guyanese national culture. Rodney 
conceded that this could be counter-productive: “If you organize separately, 
this may well be construed by each group as something exclusive and hostile.” 
Therefore, in order to negate the probability of further polarization because of 
such ethnic organizations, it was essential to devise integrative mechanisms, to 
“act in the kind of fashion and use the kind of language which makes it clear to 
the other group what the national aims are.”

This lofty proposition was far from fruition when Rodney returned to 
Guyana and joined in forming the WPA in 1974. But Andaiye thinks that like 
others, he saw the WPA as the instrument to accelerate the process of national 
cohesion, so that with its formation, race-based organizations were no longer 
required. In retrospect, she acknowledges that the problem of ethnic insecurity 
had not been “irreversibly changed” and consequently, it should have continued 
to receive the concentrated focus originally provided by ASCRIA and IPRA, 
while synchronizing their peculiar cultural agenda with the wider political 
objectives of the WPA. She observes that even during the “civil rebellion” of 
1979, the problem of racial insecurity remained unresolved (see Essay 6).

She notes that shortly before the assassination of Rodney, on June 13, 1980, 
he had written thus: “the firmest unity is unity in struggle.” This prompts 
Andaiye to pose the fundamental question of how does one sustain that unity 
when the chronic ethnic insecurity still simmers, when the “struggle” has lost 
its momentum.

Andaiye makes a compelling critique of a lacuna in the WPA agenda remi-
niscent of the original PPP. What she does not say, however, is that parties like 
the WPA, rooted in Marxism-Leninism, are inclined to treat the ethnic issue 
as “epiphenomenal”—at a secondary level, subordinate to the paramount issue, 
the class question:

Looking back, I believe that IPRA and ASCRIA should have continued as 
autonomous organizations inside the WPA because the conditions they 
had fought to change before the WPA came into being had not irreversibly 
changed with the formation of the WPA. In my view, if ASCRIA and IPRA 
had remained alive as autonomous political organizations within the WPA, 
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they would not only have been positioned to help work against the renewed 
descent into race violence and the further entrenching of opposing race nar-
ratives (after the PPP was elected in 1992), but to ensuring that the WPA 
remained a force in touch with and representing the separate and shared 
interests of Africans and Indians, well beyond the time it lost that strength.

Rodney, in his speeches and in his booklet People’s Power, No Dictator (published 
by the WPA during “the civil rebellion” of July–November 1979), was clear that 
they were in pursuit of the termination of Burnham’s rule. Burnham was antag-
onized by the WPA’s attack on the regime, and its threat to seek to remove it 
“by any means possible.” Besides, as Andaiye points out, Burnham was deeply 
“angered” by Rodney’s characterization of him as “King Kong,” imbued with a 
peculiar kind of “Midas touch,” the obverse of its conventional connotation.

Burnham denounced the WPA as the “worst possible alternative”; moreover, 
he rebuked the leadership of the WPA (he refused to accord Rodney any 
validity by using his name) that his “steel was sharper” than theirs; and that 
they should therefore make their wills. The subsequent assassination of two 
activists of the WPA, Ohene Koama and Edward Dublin, in November 1979 
and February 1980 respectively, was widely interpreted as a prelude to further 
violence targeted clinically and ferociously at the WPA leadership. Burnham 
could handle Jagan’s Indian-based, largely moribund, “communist” opposition; 
in fact, it was perceived as pivotal to the longevity of his rule. But for a young 
African-Guyanese like Walter Rodney to mount such irreverent resistance to 
his regime, meant that drastic violent measures were necessary and totally 
defensible.

Rodney had endeavored to undermine the mystique of omnipotence that 
Burnham had assiduously cultivated over many years in power. In People’s 
Power, No Dictator, he speaks of the vulgarity of the dictatorship warranting 
language that mirrors its crudity:

Our language must express not only ridicule but anger and disgust. The dic-
tatorship has reduced us to such a level that the situation can be described 
only in terms befitting filth, pollution and excrement. Even our deep-seated 
sense of modesty cannot stand in the way of rough words to describe the 
nation’s shame. That is why the WPA repeats the legend of King Midas who 
was said to have been able to touch anything and turn it into gold. That was 
called the “Midas Touch”. Now Guyana has seen the “Burnham Touch”—
anything he touches turns to shit!

On June 6, 1980, one week before he was assassinated, Rodney made his last 
speech, in Georgetown. He did not spare Burnham on this occasion either:
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To speak of freedom in these days, the enemies of the people of Guyana are 
threatening to charge us with treason … If they say it is treason to plot to 
overthrow the King, then we are all treasonable [sic] … They call themselves 
the Kabaka [a reference to Burnham]—a feudal, backward word. They talk 
about their reign. Now they talk about treason. But we understand where 
they are going. What they do not understand is where we are going!

A Commission of Inquiry (COI) into the death of Rodney did not materialize 
until 34 years after his death, in 2014. Yet, strangely, it did not call Rupert Roop-
naraine as a witness although he was still living in Guyana; neither did he submit 
a memorandum to them, as far as I know. He attended the hearings on the day 
Eusi Kwayana was a witness before the Commission. If his statement quoted 
earlier is accurate, then with the WPA infiltrated by the Burnham regime, the 
latter would have construed the WPA as being in a state of war against them. 
Therefore any violence unleashed against the WPA could be rationalized as 
defensive, a case of apprehended insurrection to protect the nation. However, 
the COI concluded that Rodney’s assassin was Gregory Smith (an electronics 
expert formerly in the Guyana Defence Force), who had befriended Rodney; 
that he had constructed the deadly device that killed Rodney; moreover, that 
Burnham was fully aware of, and connived in, the plot to kill Rodney. Yet Roop-
naraine and Clive Thomas had never met Gregory Smith (neither had virtually 
all of the other leaders of the WPA).

The report of the COI was completed in February 2016, but the president of 
Guyana (the leader of the party of Burnham) refused to grant it the official seal 
by publishing it. It is obvious why he took that decision:

We accept that Gregory Smith was encouraged in providing that device [that 
killed Rodney] by prominent members of State agencies …

We have no hesitation in holding that Gregory Smith was responsible for 
the death on 13 June 1980, and that in so doing he was acting as an agent 
of the State having been aided and abetted so to do, by individuals holding 
positions of leadership in State agencies and committed to carrying out the 
wishes of the People’s National Congress administration. …

We conclude that Prime Minister Burnham knew of the plan and was part 
of the conspiracy to assassinate Walter Rodney.

* * *

There are many imponderable questions thrown up by Andaiye’s critical 
account of her work in the WPA, at a contentious juncture in Guyana’s post-in-
dependence political history. Scholars will be provoked into reassessing the 
diverse strands of the complex politics of the time, as a consequence of loose 
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ends that emerge from some of these very fine, provocative essays. There are 
limits as to what is knowable because much of Guyana’s post-independence 
documents are irretrievable—shredded or hidden away. But this book goes 
far beyond the labyrinthine politics. It is the story of a brave woman who has 
refused to be silenced. She has never recoiled from speaking truth to power.

I give the final word to Andaiye. It captures the indefatigable spirit of this 
Guyanese hero:

As late as 1989 when I was diagnosed people still didn’t say the word cancer; 
they said “the big C.” With very few exceptions, friends and family who 
were told of my illness initially responded with such fear that it fell to me 
to console them, and often, I was the only one who would name the disease. 
When I was first in hospital in Barbados, my aunt came into the room on 
tiptoe although she could see I was awake, and whispered when she spoke, as 
decent people did in the presence of death.

POSTSCRIPT

Andaiye died in Georgetown on May 31, 2019. Moses Bhagwan, her former 
colleague in the WPA, sent me his tribute. He speaks for me and many more:

Her death is not a surrender. She has simply relocated into an eminent 
domain of our country’s history as one of the most exemplary, most gifted 
and the bravest. She is … permanently there, as a beacon for those who want 
to fight against diseases of the mind and of the body, for a higher quality of 
life and for a decent country to live in.

Walk good, Andaiye!
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