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I t is an honor and privilege to be here today in this multilateral forum 
to speak on the important topic of Citizen’s Democracy and even 

more importantly how to make our democracy more representative, by 
the full and equal inclusion of women as leaders and agents of change 
in our societies. 

It certainly is the case that political parties can and do have different 
ideologies and perspectives. They embody different attitudes about 
the role of government, the place of the citizen in society, the role of 
big business, the attitude toward the poor and the marginalized. The-
re are important differences on attitudes toward land ownership, the 
family, the justice system; and social, economic and political rights, 
such as housing, education, health and a right to work.  As such, the 
policies of formal political institutions, like political parties, particu-
larly those that have the opportunity to govern, can and do help shape 
a country’s approach to democracy and governance and the role of 
women in that process.
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Definitional boundaries

As always, there are troubling questions of definitional boundaries. In 
some ways the term “citizen rights”, though well known, is a new entry 
in our political lexicon. At first glance, the term “citizen rights” appears 
to mean much more than human rights as understood in our respective 
Constitutions. In other words, we are going beyond the orthodox 
definition of “rights” in our Constitutions. It includes those rights which 
our extant Constitutions may not necessarily confer on citizens. 

Broadly speaking, I include in my formulation, those rights which 
citizens require to live with dignity, to establish sustainable livelihoods, 
to participate in the decision making processes of the State, to access 
government services without discrimination, to secure employment 
and be remunerated without regard to gender or race or class.

Main challenges

The “citizen’s rights” of which I speak can only flourish in political 
systems that are plural and competitive; that champion a fundamental 
respect for human rights; that believe in economic fairness and 
equity; that allow unhindered access and participation in the political 
process; that encourage governance by consent and not by fear, force 
or violence. These in my view are essential preconditions for effective 
citizen participation and engagement. 

I am tasked with thinking about the challenges to progress in 
creating conditions for effective realization and protection of rights 
of women, alongside men, in the quest for equal and meaningful 
citizenship and good governance. For me, the three main challenges 
to this goal are:

1. The lack of economic sustainability - which has the effect of 
promoting women’s vulnerability on several levels;

2. Persistent cultural and social stereotypes which fail to appreciate 
women as authority figures; and
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3. The lack of appropriate mechanisms to accommodate women in 
their several and diverse social roles and responsibilities.

I intend to weave my discussion around the three challenges that I 
have identified. I speak from a platform of having had to attempt to do 
more than pay lip service to these ideals, but rather, to translate them 
into a concrete social, economic, political program. I have the honor 
to lead a political party that has long defined itself as a progressive 
party. The concepts of equality and equity are inherent in our defining 
philosophy of ‘Bread, Justice, Freedom’ for all (not the chosen few). It is 
a mantra that transcends race, religion, class and of course, gender. We 
understand and accept that if as a society, we stamp out discrimination 
in all of its forms; we enhance the development of the entire society.  

Similarly, when genuine progress is made for all in the society, women 
also benefit. We believe that a broad egalitarian approach; one that 
is grounded in both pragmatic and philosophical concerns of justice 
and freedom will empower women. We also accept that within that 
broad spectrum, specific attention must be paid to certain goals - such 
as the need to bring women into the forefront of our democracy and 
governance. Policies and state actions will therefore need to ensure 
and demonstrate that even with an egalitarian approach that men and 
women have different experiences which have to be given equal and 
equitable weight for the full utilization of our human resource capacity.

There is no question that a society can only move forward toward 
genuine development if women have an equal stake in it and are allowed 
to achieve their fullest potential. 

My own party in St. Lucia has persistently and consistently promoted 
the gender agenda in the public’s interest. While we have not yet gone 
the way of formal quotas for female politicians or representation, we 
have been mindful of the need for true representation and had begun 
the process to a more visible and viable female presence at the level 
of leadership. As a result, we were the first party to have two women 
Ministers and a female Governor General or Head of State. We can 
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also boast to having perhaps the most enlightened legislative policy on 
the issue of non-discrimination in the country and most of the region 
(possible with the exception of Guyana). Sadly, legislative change toward 
a policy of inclusion for women in the Commonwealth Caribbean as a 
whole has been lethargic.

social sterotyping – Women as authority figures

Notwithstanding a party, or government’s proactive stance in 
introducing more women to the formal vehicles of governance, there is 
still to be confronted, the prevailing social and cultural attitudes toward 
women in formal leadership positions, even by women themselves. Our 
societies are yet to come to terms with women as authority figures and 
decision-makers, notwithstanding the elevation of a small percentage 
of women to political office in recent times. These deficiencies in the 
social landscape can only be rectified by constant education and by 
example and mentorship. 

economic challenges to democracy and governability

In my view, we cannot deal with the concept of democracy and 
governance without confronting head on, the economic challenges 
that are posed in today’s context, because a gender bias still exists 
here also. It is an unfortunate fact that despite the considerable gains 
in providing education for women, women excelling in that arena 
and even, in our part of the world, surpassing men in the educational 
system, such gains have not translated proportionately in the political 
and economic spheres. This impressive educational achievement has 
not been matched by consequent and parallel successes of women at 
the workplace, in big business or, even within the hallowed corridors 
of government. 

It is evident, therefore, that women, by and large, are still somewhat 
curiously absent from the seats of real power in the society, whether we 
are speaking about public, or private enterprise. There is a disconnect 
between their educational successes and their ability to take their 
rightful places sitting side by side with men at the top – trapped behind 
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the so-called glass ceilings, beyond which women apparently are not 
expected to penetrate. 

True, things are changing, but progress is much too slow. 

To what extent is this anomaly due to the society continuing to view 
women as subordinate? Such attitudes may be deeply entrenched in 
the social psyche and need to be challenged constantly. 

increase women’s economic stability 

If women are to take their rightful place in our democracy and gover-
nance, then we must find ways to increase their economic sustainabi-
lity and decrease their dependency in the economic sphere. There are 
tangible things that we can do in this regard. This is one of the reasons 
why we need Equal Opportunity and Treatment in Employment and 
Occupation legislation, targeting both access to employment and pro-
tection in employment.

Clearly, therefore, equality and advancement for women also require a 
progressive legal agenda. This is particularly important in the world of 
work. Under this legislation, several forms of discrimination, including 
gender discrimination, are outlawed. This includes protection in relation 
to pregnancy, equal remuneration, sexual harassment and the like. 

However, promoting a decent work agenda in the name of equality 
requires more than this. It must also address structural inequities. For 
example, at the work place, low wages filter down and impact women 
more, because inevitably women are found in the worst paying jobs. 
They are also still, despite educational advancement, the last to be hired 
and the first to be fired, which makes their overall remuneration less 
than men’s. Often, as the main breadwinners in our societies, out of 
desperation, they take the jobs that the men just do not want.  Often, 
they are they are the ones who have prime responsibility for our families 
- as we witness the growing phenomenon of single parent home which 
invariably are headed by women. Women have to feed the children so 
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they take any job. Inevitably, this is a job with low earning power and 
low social power. These are not the kinds of employment that easily 
facilitate women’s entry into leadership positions. 

Women are also paid less because they will accept less – men will not. 
So – the market determines that their work is valued at less – in other 
words, exploiting their vulnerability.  This is neither equal opportunity 
nor justice! One mechanism to attempt to redress imbalances is to 
ensure that the minimum wage legislation and equal pay legislation are 
functioning and enforced.

Unfortunately, this is not only a problem in the developing world. Note 
that the first piece of legislation President Obama signed into law was 
an Equal Remuneration Act.

the modern workplace affects women disproportionately 

In addition, more and more the modern workplace is being organized 
in ways which are exploitative to workers. These work practices create 
and exacerbate the kinds of unequal environments in our society. 
For example, the modern work-place is characterized by informal 
labour, such as a greater degree of part-time work, shift work, 
seasonal work and repeated short term contracts, such that workers 
are never able to build up the kind of continuity of employment to 
qualify for any benefits.  Practices whereby employees who were 
working continuously for years are fired and then rehired, as so called 
‘free lance’ or independent contractors, doing exactly the same job 
as before, but without benefits, are inherently exploitative. What is 
instructive for us as we ponder on women’s rights is that in all of these 
unjust forms of the informal sector and less secure forms of work, it 
has been demonstrated that women are disproportionately affected, 
simply because they make up the large majority of the informal sector. 
Desperate for employment, women are therefore more often exposed 
to unsecured, unsafe and badly paid types of work. The end result 
is economic vulnerability, which deprives women of true democracy 
and opportunities for governance.
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health policy

Similarly, there are important dimensions in relation to health, which 
hinder the opportunity for women to participate fully in democracy and 
governance. Perhaps the most recent examples of this have to do with 
the gender variables at work in susceptibility to HIV among women, 
due to their often unequal status in society and consequent increased 
vulnerability to the disease.

Women’s roles in families need to be acknowledged and accommodated 
to encourage their full participation in democracy and governance

Further, the region has not embraced the notion that the society as 
a whole must accommodate women’s additional roles in the family. 
Particularly in our matriarchal societies, it is often the woman who 
not only nurtures the children, but is the family provider as well. We 
need to create avenues for such women to participate in governance 
without sacrificing such roles. In some countries, concepts like pa-
ternity leave (thereby encouraging men to play more active roles in 
family responsibilities); more generous maternity and child care op-
tions are some pragmatic routes to encouraging women to participate 
more actively in governance and work processes. As more and more 
women outstrip men in terms of qualifications etc., this element will 
become more important.

In the world of work, decent work and access to opportunities also 
mean that the workplace should not discriminate indirectly against 
women because of the family responsibilities, which often they must 
bear alone. She is the one who usually has to leave the workplace to 
collect the children from school or nurse them when they are ill, or 
attend PTA’s. Should women be unfairly condemned for this as not 
being as committed to the workplace? Should she be excluded from 
the ‘loyalty’ bonuses and generous overtime pay? When promotions 
are available, should she be passed over because of these other 
responsibilities? These are phenomena that the ILO has sought to 
address under its Convention on Family Responsibilities. When 
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the work place does not accommodate these societal functions, but 
instead punishes women indirectly, by denying them promotion or 
benefits, our democracies suffer.

link between poverty, gender and other forms of discrimination

A national strategy for governance and democracy based on equality, 
must also, I believe, take into account the link between poverty, 
gender and other forms of discrimination. These gender dimensions 
must be clearly understood. Given what I have said about women’s 
unequal status in the world of work, the implications for poverty 
are obvious. We cannot achieve true freedom, which leads to real 
development, if we do not have equal opportunities to advancement, 
whether it is education, or work, or political leadership, for both 
women as well as men. 

Let me explain further in colloquial idiom. This also means that the poor 
“girl child”, and the “girl child” from the country, should have the same 
opportunity as the wealthy “girl child”. Still today, many parents when 
faced with little resources, will choose to keep the “girl child” home and 
send the boy to school, or worse, marry off, or even sell the young girl 
child to make ends meet. 

If democracy is to be meaningful, every citizen should have an equal 
opportunity to develop, to move along the social ladder, and in so 
doing, the entire country is elevated. That is the path to true equality 
and progress. 

Demographic dimensions of poverty and gender 

I also believe that the gender dimensions of poverty must be assessed 
by taking into account a country’s geographic and demographic 
makeup.  By that I mean, we must revisit the attention that we pay to 
rural livelihoods and entrepreneurship. Some suggest that women are 
less likely to leave their rural environments and relocate to the towns. 
This means that our concept of democracy and governance must reach 
to this reality. Programs for poverty alleviation must not only take into 
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account the rural demographic index, but such programmes must also 
be gender sensitive.

the troubling issue of race

Given our troubled history, the Caribbean region can ill afford to consider 
any issue of social, political or economic progress, without touching on 
the inequities in our societies which were fuelled by racial imbalances. 
While some argue that today, social divisions are more about ‘class’, 
it is a truism that much of what we define as ‘class’ emerged out of 
race divisions. We must analyze how this historical paradigm plays out 
when the added dimension of gender is added. In our democracies, 
there is clearly the potential for women of certain ethnic groups to be 
in ‘double jeopardy’ so to speak, being disadvantaged both because of 
race and gender. 

Specifically, in terms of governance, cultural stereotypes with regard to 
race and gender also complicate matters, a stereotype that Prime Minister 
Kamla Persad Bissessar, has managed to overcome admirably, and with 
great aplomb. Nevertheless, for those women who are less gifted and 
courageous, obstacles to them taking the lead in governance, remain.

Distinguished Caribbean feminist, Dr. Rhoda Reddock, has noted also 
the relationships between race and gender violence. Increased racial 
tension has manifested itself in increased gender violence (including 
sexual violence) all across the world, whether it be in Eastern Europe or 
in the region. What are the implications of this for women’s increased 
participation in democracy and governance? While this may be less 
important for relatively homogenous societies such as St. Lucia, it is 
of huge import for countries like Trinidad and Tobago, Guyana and 
Suriname, where there are identifiable differentials based on race. 

As we speak, a debate is raging in Trinidad and Tobago on the 
question on race and employment opportunities in the security 
services. Given that gender is already an important component 
in employment opportunity and advancement, how much more 
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vulnerable are women when the issue of race is added? We must find 
ways of addressing these important obstacles to genuine democracy 
and enlightened governance.

tools of indirect discrimination

Some of the issues that I have raised, are examples of indirect forms 
of discrimination, a concept that is well established today. So, for 
example, if we provide for pension benefits based on a concept of 
continuous employment as traditionally understood, to exclude ma-
ternity leave or home work or other informal labour, and women are 
disproportionately disadvantaged, this is discriminatory, though on 
the face of it, it appears neutral. 

Similarly, if as a government we offer seed financing to would be en-
trepreneurs establishing businesses in the city and in so doing, inad-
vertently disadvantage women, who are less able to pack up and move 
to the city, or work in the city, then this is no less discriminatory than 
simply saying that only men are to have such financing.  Policies which 
attempt to bring women squarely into active participation of governan-
ce and full enjoyment of democracy therefore, must be able to address 
these hidden forms of inequities – we must begin to think less superfi-
cially about these issues. 

regional aspects toward democracy and governance

I would also like to say a few words about the regional aspects of 
democracy and governance. CARICOM is attempting to move forward 
with increased regional integration – both politically, economically 
(CSME) and socially (Human Rights Charter). However, not enough 
attention has been paid to the gender imperatives of this movement. 
For example, in confirming the free movement of certain categories 
of labour in the CSME, it is still a presumption that it is the man who 
will move across borders to another job. No adequate provision has 
been made for a woman moving, with a husband, or perhaps with 
her children (given women’s family responsibilities), who will need 
to be schooled.
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Even constitutions have such biases – Bahamas – makes it more difficult 
for citizens to exercise their inalienable rights to dignity etc, for example, 
in marriage and citizenship – While men who marry non-nationals can 
confer citizenship status, women cannot.

In closing, it is clear to see that the debate on women’s leadership and 
citizens’ democracy is an important one for the development and sus-
tainability of our societies. It is a conversation that we need to continue 
to have at the local, national, regional and international levels to better 
understand how to construct societies in which the full capacity of our 
citizenry is captured so that we may exponentially increase the fruits of 
our democracy.


