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ABSTRACT
Women’s political representation has been traditionally explained in terms of their
formal representation. The core assumption has been that descriptive representation
generally translates into women’s substantive representation. However, feminist scholars
have criticised this approach on a number of grounds, arguing that it limits women’s
substantive representation to one category of actors, location and approach to
representation which take place only at the level of parliament; and assumes homogeneity
of women’s interests. This research expands on this notion and seeks to redefine and
expand the ways in which “political representation” has been traditionally conceived in
malestream politics by looking at the various actors, sites and ways and methods that
inform the different practices of substantive representation through a case study on the
island of Mauritius, which also hosts a multi-ethnic society. Through interviews conducted
with women at the levels of the State, in State Structures and at community level, the
thesis demonstrates that the substantive representation of women does not necessarily
require a “critical mass” of women in formal politics- rather, there are a multitude of ways in
which women perform their roles as political actors at these different levels to seek to
address their practical and strategic needs in light of their intersectionality. The research
subsequently argues that agency can be conceptualised through a different perspective
that encompasses different modes of representation through non-institutional politics.
Furthermore the findings reveal that in order for effective substantive representation and
women’s empowerment to take place, there needs to be a non-linear collaborative process
of interaction between actors at the State level, in State Structures and at grass-roots
levels.
Key words: Women, Activism, Mauritius, Politics, Representation, Intersectional Feminism
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Preface
I am a fifth generation Hindu Mauritian and my upbringing and intersectional
gendered identity has been largely influenced by the indo-Mauritian way of life and its
cultural aspects. I left Mauritius when I was eighteen and studied in Australia in the field
of women’s studies, after which I worked for different entities of the United Nations in
policy planning and project implementation to address women’s empowerment and
gender equality. Following ten years of fieldwork, I decided to pursue a PhD in the
Discipline of Women’s Studies. My interest in studying within this academic discipline
resides in the fact that I have been actively working in the field of gender and
development in Mauritius and on the African continent. However, I find that every time
the topic of “women in politics” was being raised at the level of Government, whether it
was in Mauritius or on the Continent, “politics” referred to formal, institutionalised
politics. The actions of women1 at the grass-roots level seem to be rendered invisible in
reporting to international human rights bodies such as the Commission on the Status of
Women in the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination (CEDAW)
Periodic Country Reports or to the South African Development Community (SADC)
Reports. Moreover, gender equality remains an integral part of discourses towards
democracy and sustainable development in Mauritius as stipulated in the various
Government Programmes from 2005-2012 during the period that I was working in
Mauritius. These include women’s political, economic and social empowerment. Yet,
women’s descriptive representation has remained low at the level of Parliament, while

1

The thesis by no means seeks to homogenise women’s interests, rather the term “women” has been used in the different sections
to relate what the majority of women, irrespective of their intersectionalities have stated, for the purpose of the analysis.
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there are around 1500 registered women’s associations in Mauritius. The fact that there
is a low descriptive representation of women, while there is a high number of women’s
associations has led me to rethink the way that “politics” has been traditionally
conceived, in terms of institutional politics, creating an opportunity to examine the other
sites and modes of representation where women exercise their sense of agency as
political subjects despite their different subjectivities.

4

CHAPTER ONE

INTRODUCTION
LOCATING THE RESEARCH:
A QUALITATIVE INTERSECTIONAL FEMINIST APPROACH

5

“… I am a woman, I am a mother, I am a Wife, I am a Hindu, I am an activist...I am a
2

Councillor”

Women’s political representation has been traditionally explained in terms of their formal
representation. The core assumption has been that descriptive representation (in terms
of the number of women at parliamentary level) generally translates into women’s
substantive representation. However, feminist scholars have criticised this approach on
a number of grounds, arguing that it limits women’s substantive representation to one
set of actors, one site and mode of representation which takes place only at the level of
parliament; and assumes homogeneity of women’s interests.
My research seeks to redefine and expand the ways in which “political
representation” has been traditionally conceived in malestream politics3, by looking at
the various actors, locations and proceses that inform the different processes of
substantive representation through my study on the island of Mauritius4. Through my
chapters, I look at the political, legislative and institutional reforms brought by different
governments coupled by the intentions on the part of successive governments to
empower women and enhance their status; whilst further arguing that existing socioethnic, institutional, political and socio-economic constrictions contribute to reproduce
systemic inequalities in a former colony.
The aim of my research is to also look into how the substantive representation of
women’s interests undertaken in Mauritius. In the process, it seeks to gain an
understanding into the multi-dimensionality of Mauritian women’s interpretation of their
2

Interview with Woman Councillor, 4 December 2013, Flacq
Youngs G., 2004, “Feminist International Relations: a Contradiction in terms? Or: why women and gender are essential to
understanding the world “we” live in” in International Affairs, Vol. 80(1), pg. 74
4
See Map 1 – Map of Mauritius showing different Districts where Interviews were carried out
3
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practical (PGN) and strategic needs (SGN)5 as well as how these are being
substantially represented through critical actors at different strategic levels, namely in
the community based associations, at the State level and Parliamentary Level. I further
aim to see whether there is a non-linear approach to representation of these interests
and potentially any policy changes or other systems that may need redress to better
address women’s interests.
Given the multi-ethnic character of Mauritian society with 48.5 per cent of people
of Indian origin6 as well as the ethnic heterogeneous nature of some parts of the island,
I am also mindful not to focus my research on this single-axis framework (of
race/ethnicity) looking at the most dominant group in Mauritian society, so as not to
provide a distorted analysis, whilst also acknowledging the fact that the operative
conception of race/ethnicity are not the only categories at play when women formulate
their interests, but there is rather a much wider complex phenomenon that enables the
formulation and representation of women’s interests. In the subsequent chapters I will
provide insights into the different issues of interests portrayed by key informants and will
reveal that issues are further divided by informants intersectionality, including, ethnicity,
class and age7. However, in this Chapter, I seek to consider how the different feminist
perspectives relate to or even differ from my proposed methodology.
Based on my chosen methodology, I reveal that in a multi-ethnic post-colonial
society like Mauritius, an in-depth understanding of the practical and strategic gender
interest requires a methodology that is sensitive to women’s intersectionality and
5

The concept of “practical and strategic needs” are adopted from Molyneux’s work on interests and acquired by Moser Molyneux
M., 1985, Mobilization without Emancipation? Women's Interests, State and Revolution in Nicaragua, Feminist Studies, 11(2)
6
Statistics Mauritius, Resident population by religion and sex" , Statistics Mauritius. pg. 68.
7
Not all participants revealed their class
Only 4 participants were of the age of 16-21 and the latter were regrouped in a Youth Network.
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specific markers of identity. I conducted a series of individual interviews in the nine
districts of the island with women in community centres and at the grass-roots level; I
further interviewed representatives of the Women’s Policy Agency and Gender Focal
Points at the State Level; followed by one-on-one interviews with three women at the
level of Parliament, as per Table 1.
My interview questions were designed with the view of gathering sensitive and
useful data and were conducted with the strict level of confidentiality required following
a strict code of ethic. The ultimate aim of the data gathered was to gain a better
understanding of the different processes of representation, uncover issues of interests
that were perhaps being ignored by actors at the decision making level; and potentially
provide recommendations on how to redefine the politics of substantive representation
of women in a plural Mauritius. My interviews were carried out in a manner to make my
participants feel that they were being treated with a level of respect, compassion and
interest, whilst my findings have been analysed from a feminist lens using a combined
methodology borrowed from feminist research practices, phenomenology and
intersectionality.
Through my interviews8 with some 76 women (some of whom invited me to hold
focus group discussions to have a broader understanding of the way their associations
operated, and some who invited me to their activities such as “Celebrating International
day of the Elderly” and “International Volunteer Day”, I am able to show that the
substantive representation of women does not necessarily require a female “critical

8

Interviews were held with around 76 women, some of whom invited me to hold focus group discussions to have a broader
understanding of the way their associations operated, and some who invited me to their activities such as “Celebrating International
day of the Elderly” and “International Volunteer Day”,
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mass” in formal politics. Rather, I analyse the multitude of ways in which women as
“critical actors” at different levels including grass-roots, State structures and the
Parliament seek to address their practical and strategic needsinterests, in light of their
intersectionality. Through my other findings, I maintain that for effective substantive
representation and women’s empowerment to take place, there needs to be a nonlinear process of interaction by women at these three levels, based on the
decriminalization of abortion (2012) case study in Mauritius. I thus conclude by stating
that both formal and informal institutional politics contribute to organise a conducive
environment that enable and influence gender sensitive policy processes and
outcomes.
In order to conduct my research in Mauritius, I developed a methodology
underpinned by qualitative research and obtained approval by the University Ethics
Committee, following which I undertook field research in Mauritius from August 2013 to
January 2014. Field research was critical to me, given the gap in knowledge and to give
a space for women’s voices to be heard. Women were my primary key informants
through oral testimonies and I was guided by Audre Lorde’s statement:
…I have come to believe over and over again that what is most important to me must be
spoken, made verbal and shared…
-Audre Lorde, The Transformation of Silence into Language and Action

My research is two-fold, looking at the issues that remain important to women, and
whether these are being substantially represented. However, throughout my interviews,
I came to the realisation that intersectionality impacts on what women see as being of
interest to them. These markers of identity were manifested through the age, ethnicity

9

and class of the participants and impacted on their pathways they embarked upon to
gain entry into informal politics. Hence, amongst the other questions I investigate, this
further leads me to question how women organise themselves to exercise their sense of
agency in light of their intersectionalities.
In order to frame my chapter, I have chosen to divide it into different sections,
namely, to discuss my qualitative approach and its relevance to my study; the research
design and demographics of participants; the interview processes; the processes and
considerations that I adhered to and provide a preliminary presentation of findings in the
research processes. I briefly look at the methodological challenges identified in the
literature in terms of undertaking intersectional analysis in light of the “status” and
number of social categories and then look into analysing women’s lived experiences
and narratives to gain a better understanding of how their issues of interest have been
and are being shaped, as well as how they have participated in diverse forms of politics.
The underlying reasons that brought me to choose the field of women and
politics is that in Mauritius, as well as in different parts of the world, the number of
women who are in formal politics is low (22.1 percent)9, and I wanted to find out how, in
a deeply patriarchal society, women transgress from the private to the public sphere,
under what conditions and in what ways they perform these critical political act. There is
also a deep concern that women’s interests are not being substantively represented at
the uppermost echelons of decision making. Yet, despite this lack in descriptive
representation, there have been positive changes in the status of women in Mauritius,
for example, girls seem to perform better than men in the educational sector.
9

IPU, 2014, Women in Parliament: 20 years in Review, Available online at http://archive.ipu.org/pdf/publications/WIP20Y-en.pdf,
Last Accessed 3 August 2017
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Nevertheless, in the context of a democratic Mauritius where the State has signed and
ratified a number of international and regional human rights instruments to further the
status of women and empower them in the social, political and economic spheres, the
fact remains that there is a very low percentage of women in the Parliament, which in
turn questions the state of Democracy and good governance in Mauritius. In the same
vein, it remains essential to analyse the ways that women are systematically
underrepresented in Parliament. At the same time, Mauritius is taken to be a “super
civil” society10, hence, the possibility of organizing at the community level remains an
avenue of opportunity to have women’s interests represented, through activism and a
bottom-up approach to decision-making.
Concurrently, Mauritius is a pluri-ethnic society as a result of the successive
wave of immigrants who were brought to the island from Europe, Africa and Asia, which
entails that women are divided by their intersectionalities, based on, their ethnicities and
class. The dividedness of the population on multiple issues based on their ethnicities
and communalism is also flagrant given the fact that there was an ethnic conflict in the
struggle towards national independence in 1968 and subsequently in 1999. Likewise in
present day politics, communalism plays a major role in the way that candidates are
given electoral tickets and in the way that they are placed in their respective and
winnable constituencies. The social and political dynamics of the country makes it an
interesting case study- more so when women decide to enter the formal political sphere.
As I started delving in the topic of women in politics in Mauritius, it appeared to
me that the actions and stories of women were glaringly missing in the history of the
10

Miles, William F.S., 1999, "The Mauritius Enigma," Journal of Democracy, 10(2), April, 91-104.
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making of Mauritius, apart from very few women figures. The few books that were
available provided an androcentric view and spoke of the male political figures and their
actions towards the independence of the nation. At the same time, the few stories that
were retold in books revolved around the status of women as being the wives of these
political figures, nothing more. Nevertheless in Mauritius, Governments had put in place
policies and have adopted laws to empower women, more specifically, decriminalizing
abortion, which remains a crucial issue related to women’s choice. There is now also an
affirmative action law that requires for a 30 per cent representation for women at the
Local Governmental Level which has significantly increased the number of women in
politics at that level.
I thus became enthusiastic to carry out more in-depth research to see how these
laws have come into place and investigate whether women’s organizing has played an
integral part in terms of framing such claims and how these laws have been debated in
Parliament, thus looking at the actions of critical actors and their roles in this process.
To that effect, in order to frame my research, I had to go back to the roots of women’s
organisations in Mauritius, to examine whether Mauritius has a history of women’s
political movement and analyse their gains and challenges in terms of addressing
women’s interests. However, due to the lack of academic research in the field of women
in politics in Mauritius, I depended on a few primary sources that did not provide a
historical and contemporary analysis per se on the women’s movement, nor address the
barriers and conditions which affected women’s move from the private to the public
sphere. Women’s voices and stories did not seem to resonate through the analysis. The
few publications that I managed to obtain from Australia merely provided statistics on

12

women’s representation in Parliament and company boardrooms, while it appeared that
the women’s action group (or women’s movement) in Mauritius is dormant despite the
fact that the National Women’s Council (women’s umbrella organisation) had an
affiliation of around 1500 women’s associations. The actions of small women’s
associations were obscenely completely invisible. The actions of these women at the
grass-roots remained to be analysed to look at the type of organising that they are
doing, and whether they are able to bring their issues up to the level of State structures,
the failure of which would result in having organs of the State unaware of the needs and
interests of women at the community level, and issues of importance and concern to
women (women’s interests) remaining at the periphery of development.
Thus, this research led me back to my home country to encapsulate women’s
voices and close the gap in knowledge and academic research on the field of women
and political agency in Mauritius. The way that I have looked at politics has been to
redefine its traditional androcentric definition. By enlarging the notion of “politics”, the
ways that other form of non-institutional forms of politics becomes visible. To bridge this
gap in research, my main questions have revolved around how women have regrouped
themselves and in what circumstances and what types of issues of interests have they
addressed in the past, and how women are presently addressing their needs in present
day Mauritius. To make my analysis more complete, I also look at the role and
capabilities of women in formal political institutions and examine whether they are able
to navigate through an essentially male dominated sphere and investigate whether
there is a channel of communication between women at the top levels of decision
making and at the bottom/ receiving end of policies and programmes. The intermediate
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structure is further questioned by looking at the role, capability, coordinating structures
and programs of the State agency for women’s empowerment and gender equality that
is the Ministry of Gender Equality, Child Development and Family Welfare.
My research aim was not to quantify my data, but to gain insights into what are
women’s issues in Mauritius, and how these were being addressed through women
organising in formal and non-institutional politics. A qualitative methodology was
undeniably fitting in order to explore the multifarious dimensions of the participant’s lived
experiences, the meanings derived from those experiences that in turn shaped the way
in which they framed issues of concern11. The qualitative method design enabled me to
gain an in-depth understanding of the participant’s lives, understand the differences
amongst women as well as a contextual variation given the multi-ethnic aspect of
Mauritian society. It further enabled me to understand the commonalities in issues of
interest amongst women as well as any patterns or emerging issues in Mauritius.

Feminist Methodology as a Central and Mainstreaming theme
Methods in themselves are not inherently gendered, the research has ensured that
“feminist questions” infuse all parts of the research process, and mainstreamed the
standpoints and experiences of women. There are different positions with respect to
what makes research feminist in nature 12 and the idea that there is a particular form of

11

D'cruz H. & Jones M., 2004, Social work research: Ethical and political contexts, Sage, pg. 3-16
Wheaton B., Watson B., Mansfield L., Caudwell J., 2018, Feminist Epistemologies, Methodologies and Method. In:
Mansfield L., Caudwell J., Wheaton B., Watson B. (eds) The Palgrave Handbook of Feminism and Sport, Leisure and
Physical Education. Palgrave Macmillan, London, pg. 203-208
12
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feminist research is agreed upon in the literature 13. Feminist research in this thesis is
defined by the values and process that underpin that research14. Based on the multistranded political ideologies of the women’s movement of the seventies, feminist
research recognizes women’s lived experiences as a legitimate source of knowledge.
Hence, the feminist methodology in this research has sought to eradicate sexism and
bias, based on essentialism and privilege, to capture women’s voices that remain
consistent with feminist ideals. In line with the existing literature, this research has
sought to reduce the hierarchical relationship between myself as a researcher and the
participants to facilitate trust and has sought to recognise and reflect on the
emotionality and lived experiences of women interviewed. Thus, there is a widely
agreed commitment to creating social change and critiquing the prevailing methods of
knowing15. Moreover, in order to have a feminist approach, the research process has
incorporated a gender sensitive lens and feminist approach to the way that the
research and interviews are conducted, the techniques used and the epistemology,
namely, in the ways of creating knowledge.
The research is further seen as having adopted a feminist methodology in the
sense that it has sought to highlight the meanings that women have given to their
experiences, narratives and their livelihoods, whilst acknowledging that the research is
being undertaken in institutions that still remain patriarchal in nature in Mauritius. The
principles of different types of feminism have been used to inform all stages of the

13

Maynard, M. (1994). Methods, practice and epistemology: The debate about feminism and research. In M. Maynard & J.
Purvis (Eds.), Researching womens’s lives from a feminist perspective , Oxon: Taylor and Francis, pg. 10, pg 11-26
14
Campbell J., Wasco S.M., 2000, “Feminist Approaches to Social Science: Epistemological and Methodological Tenets” in
American Journal of Community Psychology, 28(6)., pg 773-791
15
Kelly, L., Burton, S., & Regan, L. (1994). Researching women’s lives or studying womens’ oppression? Reflections on what
constitutes feminist research. In M. Maynard & J. Purvis (Eds.), Researching womens’s lives from a feminist perspective (pp.
27–48). Oxon: Taylor and Francis.
Michelle O., Tremblay M., 2000, Questionnements Feministes et Methodologie de la Recherche, Montreal et Paris: L'Harmattan
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research process, starting from the title, to the interview process to the analysis of the
data16. Given that the category of women is not a homogenous group, this research is
also characterised by its diversity and using intersectionality as a feminist method, as
well as its interdisciplinary focus (politics and feminist). It has further used different
methodologies to reflect the diversity and concerns of women from different
backgrounds and perspectives, in the context of a post-colonial and multi-ethnic society,
in line with Greaves et al17. who state that the actual context of research should
underpin the choice of methodology, instead of finding the most appropriate method for
every context. Hence, the research has adopted a variety of methods.
The literature identifies five basic principles in epistemology that renders a
research feminist in nature, namely, taking women and gender as the core of analysis;
the critical dimension of consciousness raising; rejecting the “subject” and “object” by
according a high level of value to the expert knowledge of the participant (mostly
females), and conceding that objective research will reflect a particular social and
historical standpoint. Lastly, the research ultimately seeks to empower women and
redress unequal gendered power relations by identifying the ways that substantive
representation is taking place (or not), identifying the gaps and providing
recommendations on how to redress existing gaps18. Whilst this research has
endeavored to achieve an ideal feminist research process and methodology, there are

16

Ralph, D. (1988). "Researching from the Bottom: Lesson of Participatory Research for Feminists". In From the Margins to the
Centre: Selected Essays in Women's Studies Research, edited by Dawn Currie, Saskatchewan: The Women's Studies Research
Unit, University of Saskatchewan, pg. 134-141
Robbins, W., 1996, "Dollars and Sense, or, Reflections and Projections of a Feminist Researcher," in Memories and Visions:
Celebrating 20 Years of Feminist Research with CRIAW/ICREF, 1976-1996. Ed. Linda Clippingdale. Ottawa: CRIAW/ICREF,
pg.170-77
17
Greaves, L., Wylie, A., and the Staff of the Battered Women's Advocacy Centre: C. Champagne, L. Karch, R. Lapp, J. Lee & B.
Osthoff, 1995, "Women and Violence: Feminist Practice and Quantitative Method". In Changing Methods: Feminists Transforming
Practice, Sandra Burt and Lorraine Code (Eds.), Ontario: Broadview Press, pg. 334.
18
Cook, J. and Fonow, M. M., 1986, "Knowledge and Women's Interests: Issues of Epistemology and Methodology" in Feminist
Sociological Research". Sociological Inquiry, 56 (4), pg. 2-29
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nevertheless the limitations of having outside forces impacting on the choices and
decisions being made thereon, for example, the individuals interviewed who have an
investment in the outcome of the data analysis and may gear their answers in a
particular way19. It is acknowledged that the findings of this research can definitely not
speak for or be representative of all women in Mauritius, but rather it has strived to
provide a new form of knowledge as grounded in the realities of the women and
stakeholders who have been interviewed.

Mainstreaming Feminist Methodology and Intersectionality
Feminism in itself is multidimensional in nature and draws on a multifarious range of
standpoints, methods and techniques to carry out enquiry. At the beginning of the
process of conceptualising my own understanding of feminism, I hesitated with respect
to my own position or what kind of feminism I espoused and whether I was a radical
feminist at heart. I sought to find an answer to the aim of feminism itself, or whether to
me the ultimate goal of feminism was gender equality and equity in access to power and
resources. Despite this initial convoluted task of self-reflexivity, which in a way, is still
being negotiated, I have acknowledged that I have a feminist existence, and reminded
myself of two notions, that of women being valuable human beings with equal human

19

Ralph D. presents a power pyramid which shows how different levels of power inform the decision making process. In the
pyramid, the feminist researcher remains on the bottom of the structure as it is stated that the latter has a high level of difficulty in
controlling the choices being made by the different outside factors.
Ralph, D., 1988, "Researching from the Bottom: Lesson of Participatory Research for Feminists". In From the Margins to the Centre:
Selected Essays in Women's Studies Research, Dawn Currie (Ed.), Saskatchewan: The Women's Studies Research Unit,
University of Saskatchewan, pg. 140.
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rights and needs, and the “need for social change if women are to lead secure and
satisfying lives”20.
At the core of my thinking, I am a feminist and throughout this thesis, I advocate
for substantial change in the way that women’s human rights and needs are
conceptualised, and all while embodying ideas that support elemental changes in the
way that women’s needs and interests are represented, and ultimately, to achieve
gender equality and equity. Feminism and its values of equity and equality, and its
humane sympathetic face have shaped and informed the way that my ethical and
rational thoughts have operated since I started my first course of study at Flinders
University. Subsequently, it has guided my work in developmental agencies and is now
underpinning the formulation of my research methodology, including research
questions, the recruitment of participants, data collection technical, analytical processes
and being sensitive to the multiple lived experiences of women, especially in a plural
society bearing on women’s intersectionality.
Intersectional analysis was deemed crucial in order to have a holistic
understanding of what women viewed as being of interest to them as these were
directly impacted upon by their race, class and age, amongst other markers of identity. I
also aim to demonstrate that through an in-depth analysis of women’s lived
experiences, I was able to have a reliable starting point to understand how women’s
intersectionality was important in framing their issues. Adopting an intersectional
methodology has deemed critical in looking at the differences between categories of
women in the research design of my study but it also had its implications in analysing
20

Crawford M. & Unger R. K., 2004, Women and Gender : A Feminist Psychology, McGraw-Hill: Boston, pg.8
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narratives of participants in Mauritius, their origins and routes they undertook to enter
institutional politics and further to look at how women have constructed their social
boundaries according to their intersectionality. I see intersectionality as a framework for
analysis to look at the interplay of different categories that set how the way that women
are positioned in society and how they position themselves affects the way that they
frame issues that are relevant to them. I see intersectionality as addressing a crucial
theoretical and normative concern in feminism linked to difference 21, capturing the
multidimensional nature and complexity of women’s individual and collective
experiences and interests. Moreover, I do not wish to reach a representational dilemma
that is exclusionary; but hold true to decentring woman as a collective subject22 and
believe that intersectionality offers an opportunity in that regard. My findings are
relevant in that they uncover invisibilities constituted through the multiple social
positioning of women..
In Mauritius, I find that these categories of intersectionality relate to gender 23
class, ethnicity and age, and these categories seem to resemble markers in the existing
literature24. It is written that an intersectional approach is based on how various social
“classifications” are formed and reinforce each other into an overall system of social
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differentiation or oppression25 resulting in sets of identities that reciprocally constitute
each other26. At the same time, I do not want to reduce intersectionality to the
“race/class/gender/age” at the risk of categorising intersectionality into a “quadrilogy”. I
see intersectionality as both difference between women by deconstructing the category
of gender, whilst at the same time looking at the simultaneous interplay of different
categories of inequality.
Scholars such as Hornschied, have stated that the intersectionality framework of
analyses may ignore some types of feminist knowledge that do not look at
intersectionality for example, earlier forms of black feminist writings are seen as an
unfinished agenda. Hornschied and other scholars further argue that intersectionality
focuses on social categories but overlooks “categorisation” as a process 27. Inspired by
these arguments, I see the need in my research to look at intersectionality as a process
and power being relational, especially when women in Mauritius have been divided
across ethnicity through colonialism; class boundaries as Mauritius underwent
economic restructuring in the late eighties; as well as a new form of younger women’s
activism in the country. My dynamic and evolving process-centred approach seems to
resonate with the work of a few scholars such as Choo and Feree 28 who write in terms
of “racialization, more than races, economic exploitation rather than classes, gendering
25
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and gender performance rather than genders”. Likewise, Squires 29 cautions against the
ontological differences between categories, stating the “distinctive nature of each
inequality strand”, as gender identity operates differently from class identity and the
latter operates differently from ethnic identity. My research thus agrees with scholars
who support the notion that forms of differentiation such as gender/race/class affect
individuals differently on both an identity formation and structural level. Furthermore, I
see my research fitting along the idea that notions of differentiation are shaped by
power relations and, in turn, shape power relations30. I also do not see some forms of
differentiation as superseding or being more powerful than others, for example, I do not
see race as being the dominant form of oppression, but rather mutually constitutive.
Concurrently, Lutz identifies fourteen categories in intersectional analysis 31. I am
mindful of an interminable list of categories and intersectionality being a “chimerical
concept”32, but have resorted to narrowing and framing33 my analysis based on the
historical and contextual conditions of the island, and have pinned down anchorage
points for my analysis to render it context and history specific. Also mindful of the fact
that including standpoints of men as members of society would make my analysis richer
in contributing to knowledge about how the substantive representation of women’s
interests is being (or not) undertaken34. Including some voices of men was important to
me as the voices of the more powerful and privileged also position the voices of those
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viewed as less privileged, creating nuanced differences in understanding what are
perceived as being women’s interests in Mauritius.
In order to enrich and validate an intersectional approach, I also look at the
importance of women narrating their life-stories. Narration is not new in the literature,
however, is vital in my research as women have told their lived experiences in relation
to their intersectional identities and I have seen a trend emerging in terms of how
women have recounted their stories based on their social categories (age/class/ethnicity
and religion). This aspect has also been emphasised in the literature35. Women have
told their stories speaking from different intersectional positions that Buitelaar refers to
as the “dialogical self”36.
My research is also anchored in a particular locality, and Mauritius has a colonial
past. Slaves were brought from Africa to work the land, Traders were brought from
China, Indentured Labourers from India and White colonists from Europe. I have looked
at the roots of the women participants and how their historical backgrounds have
shaped and continue to shape their intersecting identities and issues of interest. These
historical differentiations are still present in contemporary Mauritian society and impact
on the social and class positioning of women and men. For example, one of my female
participants belonging to the category of “Person of African Descent” sees class as an
economic notion, but also sees class as a social and educational matter in the way that
she was not able to finish primary school and cannot obtain better paid jobs, and hence
sees herself as lower class based on her ethnicity. On the same issue, one female
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participant from an Indian background saw class as being a caste issue and was only
allowed to marry a partner of the same caste. Focusing on differences within dissimilar
ethnic groups

37

further proved fruitful given the underlying caste system in Mauritius.

This notion of historical belonging proved to be a common thread throughout my
interviews and shaped women’s perceptions of issues that are important to them.
Focusing on the every-day lives of the participants as a methodological
framework was essential in my intersectional analysis as the latter framed their interests
in light of their lived experiences. For my analysis, the experience of everyday life has
been fruitful, as it has enabled me to look at categories of class/ethnicity in an indirect
manner, and not directly ask participants whether the issue they have put forward is
related to their class, thus discerning social categories without an a priori construction of
such categories in my own mind. Similarly, asking about “class” to a participant may be
sensitive, without me giving projecting a negative connotation; and with the same line of
reasoning, not “othering” ethnic minorities as women of African descent. As much as
possible, I have sought to show a level of respectability towards minority women. I have,
to the extent that was possible to me, addressed Bourdieu’s38 argument of not looking
down on minority women as well as their behaviour and culture as I was mindful that my
research findings would bear cleavages within and between different ethnic groups in
Mauritius. Likewise, I noticed that women within the same ethnic groups constructed
boundaries between themselves. For example, one woman from a minority group talked
37
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about motherhood and parenthood as being an important issue of interest to her and
passing on her culture, whilst she mentioned the fact that other women from the same
locality did not take as much time to witness and value their children’s development.
She mentioned that she distanced herself from the other women in terms of what she
believed was a discrepancy in “proper parenthood”. Looking at every-day stories such
as the latter showed to me that taking lived experiences as a starting point to
understand women’s interests also reveals how their intersecting categories are
inextricably joined to frame their interests. It has further enabled me to look at the intra
and inter-categorical differences in conceptualisation of women’s interests in terms of
looking at discursive differences in interests within and between ethnic groups 39.
Lastly, I have looked at intersectionality also in terms of power relations and dynamics.
For example, looking at the history of women’s political agency in Mauritius, I have
observed that different “categories” of women in the colonial days were hostile amongst
each other, but also cooperated with each other in some instances. They also overcame
class differences in some instances, but at the same time, there are testimonies of
some categories of women to secure their privileges in the hierarches through exclusion
in certain processes.

Introducing Fragments of Phenomenology in my Qualitative Research
Given that I have asked women to elaborate on their lived experiences to frame the way
that they have conducted political acts and addressed their interests, I find it apt to
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introduce elements of phenomenology in my research, as a philosophical and
qualitative method of inquiry on experience40 which enables a rich analysis on lived
experiences, as consciously experienced by subjects41. In this case,Sartre developed
the notion of “nothingness” to assert that things that are absent and invisible remain as
vital to analysis as those that are present and being said42, with an underlying
assumption that the self-conscious is engaging individuals into a process of “becoming”.
In the same vein, Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) examines
subjective experiences as per the status quo. Mainstreaming an IPA approach proves
fruitful in my analysis of women’s formulation of their interest as it provides a framework
to look at women’s lived experiences and how their interests have been framed
accordingly, as well as how the individual has a defined meaning of her lived
experience43. It further enables me to understand a “first person” from a “third person”
perspective44 and focus on the participant’s own perception, not running the risk of
reducing their narratives to predefined categories. I adopted the three stages of IPA,
namely, by understanding the subject matter before-hand, interrogating the responses
and reflecting on the responses and doing self-reflection. Whilst designing my research
questions for my interview schedules, I had presumed that the Government would
formulate policies based on existing research of what constituted issues of importance
40
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to women. Hence, I reviewed the existing literature on what constituted practical and
strategic issues to women in Mauritius, that is, what Mauritian women perceived to be
important to them, however, there was no available research that had been undertaken
in that respect, apart from the international reports submitted to the Commission on the
Status of Women (CSW) and to the South African Development Community (SADC) 45. I
then pondered on how the Government formulated their policies, based on what? Were
women being involved in policy formulation and implementation processes? How would
the Government know what policies/programs to design if there was no research on
what women perceived as being issues of interests to them. I hence proceeded in a
pathway of designing specific questions in my interview schedules to learn from women
and their experiences, what issues affected their daily livelihoods or what they wanted
to be addressed on the agenda. The different units of analysis, including the stories, my
field reflections, the conversations all contributed to the narrative inquiry and gathering
data for my analysis.
In light of the inductive approach of IPA, I appreciated the fact that it gave me
room to manoeuvre, to look at emergent themes during the interview process enriching
my analysis and my own experience of being a researcher in my own country and in a
field that I have studied and practised in for almost 10-15 years since being an
undergraduate student. The attractiveness of the IPA method being interrogative and its
close linkage with the social sciences further meant that I had space to probe for new
sources of information and also include aspects of narrative analysis. I was able to
45
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engage with my participants in a constructive dialogue, sharing stories and even relating
to events. Therefore, I believe that having an interdisciplinary approach combining
feminism, intersectionality IPA and phenomenology provides me with a framework for a
richer analysis of my data.

An

Integrative

Approach-

Mainstreaming

Feminism,

Intersectionality

and

Phenomenology?
I am of the firm conviction that feminist methodology benefits from phenomenology and
vice versa, and incorporating intersectional analysis further enriches my analysis
pertaining to a multi-ethic society. The maxim by Simone de Beauvoir 46 immediately
came to my mind, “One is not born, but, rather, becomes a woman”. In the same way, I
thought, issues that are important to women (issues of interest) are just not “innate”, but
are constitutively and performatively “produced” through lived experiences in an attempt
to redress inequality and inequity and enhance livelihoods. Concurrently, as Butler 47
mentioned, gender identity is also performative. Hence, this led me to think, interests
would vary according to gender identity/identities, which are inherently engrained with
women’s intersectionalities. A link with feminist research practice, intersectionality and
phenomenology to me was immediate to enable me to assess these complex interplays.
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Over the past thirty plus years, there seems to be a thriving literature on
feminism and phenomenology48, which provides a leeway to understanding in a valid
manner women’s interpretation of their own lived experiences through a feminist lens.
As a research practice, feminist researchers seek to understand how the human
experience is embodied, and interwoven into a cultural and personal maze, which gives
significance to the research. Using a phenomenological and feminist research
methodology approach, I have sought to enrich my analysis through a system of
“double stock-taking” by acknowledging the responses of my interviewees, but also
uncovering any silences that may have structured her discourses, all while bearing in
mind the engrained power structures that have served to strengthen the patriarchal
status quo. I have engaged in reflexivity to be more sensitive to my own prejudices and
have embraced the fact that I am a Mauritian female doing research with and for
Mauritian women. I believe this is a critical point as it enabled me to acknowledge my
inter-subjectivity with my participants which I am convinced gave me an avenue to
understand women’s voices in a more genuine manner.
I felt that the analysis would be richer with phenomenology and interpretations of
narratives. Phenomenology (almost an interdisciplinary use of phenomenology with a
feminist lens) has been important in this context in terms of looking at consciousnessraising of women (female and feminist) through the stories that they have narrated
during the interviews and analyse their lived experience pushing past the assumption
that I would tend to bring to experience, so that the experiences that women have
described are not seen as neutral, and challenging the universal subject of experience
48
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which may be white/middleclass. Thus we can discern between the two forms of
consciousness. In light of the specific context of a plurality of ethnicities in Mauritius,
phenomenology would prove critical to analyse the layers of living experiences.

Moreover, using feminist phenomenology facilitates a broader structural analysis
of the situation within which the experience of the participant was unfolding.. Although
the stories of the participants have not been quoted in the chapters, the narratives have
proved essential. The point of the thesis was not to retrace the life-stories of
participants, rather provide an analysis of the narratives, The limitations of adopting the
feminist phenomenology method is that the participants should be able to articulate their
thoughts about the experience they were narrating, and in some cases, it was felt that it
was difficult for the older women to express themselves fully due to cognition or
embarrassment. Moreover, it may be worthy to note that phenomenology has required
for me to make interpretations, however, it is felt that care and rigour has been
observed to reduce biases and my own preconceived ideas about an experience or how
particular events have been recounted in history texts or are “common knowledge.
In the same vein, I acknowledge that my own identity and positioning vis-à-vis
the participants in this research may create some limitations, however, I am under the
impression that through our open dialogues, and being myself from the country,
participants felt that they would be more comfortable to talk about their experiences. At
times when the formal and official English language did not provide the right words to
convey a specific meaning, participants switched to Creole which is the widely spoken
language. At the level of Ministries, participants used English more often. Yet, as in any
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qualitative research, responses are subjective, and it may be argued that interviewees
have the latitude to always control their responses. However, I have endeavoured to
produce a reliable analysis through the methodology that I have adopted. At the same
time, I have to admit that my concerns may have, to a certain extent, been expressed in
this research work. I have been concerned with the possibilities for building up
horizontal relationships between State and non-State actors and the thesis has been
geared in this way to answer some of my research questions to make the case for a
collaborative approach towards substantive representation.
Intersectionality is coined as “the most important contribution that women’s
studies has made so far”49. As described by Davis, intersectionality recognises the fact
that there are differences amongst categories of women and addresses exclusion within
white feminist theorising50. Intersectionality, being multidimensional provides a way to
understand the “interlocking systems of oppression” or “matrix of domination” put forth
by Collins or the combined effects of various structures and relations of oppression put
forth by Beale51. Other scholars have also found it hard to separate women’s
intersectionalities (class, race and gender) from sexual oppression 52. In short,
intersectionality provides the means to analyse difference between women and
categories of women53. Whilst I see intersectionality as an important methodological
tool in my research, it has also been the object of theoretical debates. Some theorists
have argued on which and how many categories are deemed sufficient for intersectional
49
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analysis54. I have deemed it important for my analysis to present a compromise on race,
class, gender, ethnicity as a baseline for my analysis55, however, I see that at the same
time, there are other intersections that have cropped up which have impacted on
women’s issue framing, for example, a sense of national belonging. McCall 56 further
looks at “critical categorisation”, whilst Crenshaw57 states a “vulgar constructionist”
approach to deconstruct categories in the name of anti-essentialism.Crenshaw argues
that identity politics should not be overlooked, however, needs to acknowledge the fact
that there are multiplicity of identities, and calls on the need to look at the sites in which
these categories intersect. In my research, I view intersectionality as a way to ground
women’s issues based on the socio-cultural, historical and political context in which they
live.
In extending my analysis further based on the interviews carried out, as well as
looking at the existing literature on colonialism in Mauritius, I have noted that poststructuralism has been beneficial to understanding “social categories”. I put this point
forward due to the fact that in Mauritius, it appears to me that identity categories such
as gender, race, class, ethnicity cannot be understood in an essentialist way, but,
rather, these are inscribed in the historical context and social terms that overlap and
54
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create a foundation for the establishment of unequal social relationships and in turn
inform the way that women frame their interests. I tend to relate this “anti-categorical”
approach to Mohanty and Spivak, as well as Hall’s notion of “decentred positioning” 58.
The latter argue that the subject has a temporary character, framing my argument that
the intersectionality approach to how women frame their interests in Mauritius is related
to the different social positioning of women and their relation to men, and allows me to
reflect on ways in which women engage with their surroundings to voice their interests.

Clearly, the strength of an interdisciplinary approach of feminism, phenomenology and
intersectionality has proved beneficial to my case study to look at difference and
diversity in a plural society. I am aware of the debates around intersectionality as being
too “open” to categories or even the idea of “categorisation” has been contested,
however, I see this as a positive. The strength of mainstreaming intersectionality is that
there is an emphasis on identity politics which is specific to the historical and sociocultural context of Mauritius. It further makes visible the effects of intersectionality in the
way that women have expressed their issues of interests and participate in formal or
non-institutional politics. Intersectionality essentially being post-structural in nature
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deconstructs the universal identity of woman, and provides a different way for me to
explore power dynamics, resonating with the ideas of scholars in this field59.

Using a Case Study Method
“The Case Study method60 used in this research to look at the decriminalisation of
abortion provides an avenue to study a particular event to substantiate the point being
made in the thesis about how effective substantive representation has been carried out
in Mauritius, in the absence of other examples in a relatively new independent state.
The case study has further substantiated the different claims made by the participants
who have stated in general that there is a lack of channel of collaboration between the
grass-roots and the higher levels of decision-making and their aspiration for an
enhanced collaboration to enrich representation. Using the case study method provides
a detailed level of understanding of a distinct topic being researched as per Geertz’s
notion of ‘thick description’, that provides an opportunity to carry out a thorough analysis
of the multifaceted and precise nature of an event61. A case study method has been
used in the light of its context-specific and holistic account that this method has to offer,
and its contribution to theory-building but, to a lesser extent, theory-testing62.The case
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study used has been situated within a broader, pluralistic mixed-method qualitative
research strategy.
Nonetheless, the limitation of the case-study method needs to be acknowledged in the
sense that a poor case selection may otherwise lead to an over-generalisation and/or
dangerous and significant misunderstandings of the relationship between the processes
and topic being studied63. Whilst looking at the decriminalisation of abortion, the case
study has revealed that with a good level of collaboration (bottom-up/ top-down), an
issue of women’s concern has been brought to the political agenda and subsequently,
the thesis has made a parallel with another example where the SADC Protocol on
Gender and Development has not been fully ratified by Mauritius in light of the low level
of mobilisation of all stakeholders and collaboration through a bottom-up and top-down
approach.”

Recruiting of Qualitative Sample
Mauritius had seen a sharp decrease from 18.2 per cent of women in parliament in
2010 to 11.6 per cent in 2014. In contrast, following a reform in the Local Government
Act (2011), the percentage of women councillors at local governmental level rose from
6.4 per cent to 26.2 per cent in 2014. Concurrently, there are approximately some 1500
women’s associations registered under the National Women’s Council representing the
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umbrella organisation under the aegis of the Ministry of Gender Equality, Child
Development and Family Welfare64.
From an intersectional researcher point of view, the issue of difference and
diversity is important to me, as well as the discursive nature of identities grounded in
specific contexts. The specificity of Mauritius is that it is composed of people from
different ethnic backgrounds from Africa, Asia and Europe each with their distinct
identities. For my research, I had to ensure that I captured this diversity both in culture
and perspectives, yet at the same time, because the Hindu population makes up a large
percentage of the population, there were more participants from the Hindu population.
Concurrently, I had to make sure that I reached out to women and other critical actors at
different levels of society, namely, at the grass-roots level, State and Parliamentary
levels. At no point in time, did I expect, however, to be able to interview the Secretaries/
Presidents of all the Women’s Associations, nor is it my intention to make
generalisations, however, I expected to find commonalities and divergence in issues
important to women65 as well as the ways in which women exercised their sense of
agency.
The opportunity that was available to me in contacting and reaching out to my
proposed sample was that I had been previously working in Mauritius, and hence had
prior knowledge of the existence of larger organisations, or at least, their names and
how they could be contacted. Using purposive sampling, I sent out the Information
Sheet approved by the Ethics Committee (SBREC Approval 6202) to women
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participants identified in Table 1 and according to the Information Sheets and
Questionnaire in Appendix 1.

Power Dynamics, Communication and Language
I had reservations going into the field in Mauritius given the fact that in Mauritian culture
there is an aspect of hierarchy and relations of power between younger individuals and
Elders as well as between women in ranks of power and decision-making. However, I
found that once women MPs and other participants were given the assurance of
confidentiality, they spoke in an honest and open manner addressing the questions that
were being asked, identifying factors that they believed had led to their subordination.
With regard to the older women in women’s associations, they extended a warm joyful
welcome, inviting me to their next activities and referring me to other women’s
associations. The fact that I was a Mauritian who spoke the three common languages
also made the interview process easier. Mauritius being a multi-linguist country meant
that participants conversed in three different languages at times, using all three
languages in one sentence during the interviews. Being multi-lingual myself and being a
native, there was no communication barrier, however, translating the very specific
meanings of some words into English required some dexterity. Most women at the level
of associations spoke creole, whilst women in State Structures and women MPs and
Politicians replied in English or French or sometimes a combination of both, coupled by
Creole. Some words and phrases that were spoken in creole by participants had to be
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given meaning within in the socio-cultural and political context of the story being told, or
in the irony of the situation.

Serendipity
During the course of my interviews with a couple of women members of one of the
bigger women’s organisation, it was brought to my attention that my grandmother had
been amongst the group of women who had been actively engaged in non-institutional
politics in the seventies through to the early nineties. My grandmother is now 93 years
old. She had been part of the first wave of the women’s movement in Mauritius,
engaging in political activities such as walking from door to door to educate women
about their sexuality, their right to contraceptives and encouraging women to get out of
the domestic sphere and join Women Centres across the island. She had been a
resource person at one of the Women Centres to build the capacity of women to
engage in income-generating activities. She was also actively engaged in the women’s
political wing of one of the major political parties canvassing women to do their civic
duties- creating feminist consciousness. Moreover, she was engaged in fund-raising
activities with the assistance of my late grand-father to enhance the services being
extended by one of the formal women’s NGOs (Mauritius Alliance of Women). She had
been considered to be included in the Mauritian delegation to participate in the Fourth
World Conference on Women, however, due to the big lobby that was going on, in
terms of many women wanting to attend the Conference, she was not able to attend the
Conference. My grandmother was also sitting on various consultative committees
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established by the Government in the eighties and nineties where she represented the
NGO that she was a member of, raising women’s concerns with members of the state
structure. At the beginning of the fieldwork, I was unaware of her political engagement
as she had sparingly told me her life story, however, given the richness of her
experience, I decided to interview her over a period of days, which in turn provided to be
invaluable in terms of contextualizing the first wave of the women’s movement. She
then referred me to another member of the NGO (who was in her eighties and has now
unfortunately passed away) who had worked alongside her performing similar political
acts during that period. The richness of information generated by both women has to be
formally acknowledged in this thesis. I am grateful that such knowledge has been
captured in this thesis and the experiences of what I consider to be silent pioneer
activists documented.

Overview of Chapters
Chapter one has located the context of the research and provided an overview of the
methodology that has been adopted to conduct the research and conclude on the
findings. Chapter two is presented in the form of a literature review to establish the
various theoretical frameworks that have been adopted and extended upon throughout
the thesis to make the claim towards a redefinition of the politics of substantive
representation of women. By employing the theoretical framework set out in the
literature review chapter, this thesis then takes shape by weaving together a critique of
the existing literature, addressing the gap in women’s political representation in
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Mauritius. Chapter two builds upon Pitkin’s (1967) seminal work on “representation”.
Pitkin looks at “representation” as rendering subjects present again, therefore, representing their perspectives and interests in public making processes. Pitkin presents
four dimensions to representation including descriptive and substantive representation.
Descriptive representation, in this regard examines the extent to which the
representative resembles the individuals being represented, whether they have
common interests or share a level of shared experience; whilst substantive
representation resonates with the activities and actions being taken on behalf of, and in
the interests of the constituents, as well as whether the representative in fact advances
their policy preferences. Subsequently, the Chapter provides a critique of Pitkin’s
theorising arguing that women are not a homogenous category and instead calls upon
the politics of ideas and argues that there is a need to expand the original concept of
representation to the notion of participatory democracy to understand representation as
not only the legitimacy of democratic institutions of the State but also other sites of
representation. This shift and expansion then becomes a way of understanding how
public policies are being framed and interests represented. This idea then makes it
possible to understand how associational life (through social movements and
community based associations) can be recognised as part of an array of forms of
democratic representation, as put forth by Mansbridge. Political representation is then
not viewed as a monolithic process, rather as a two-way interaction of associations with
the State and vice-versa. In the same vein, Young sees representation as a dynamic
process. The literature review then provides an overview of women’s engagement in
movement politics looking at women’s activities to address the different needs and
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interests. I also provide a very brief overview of the Case study on Mauritius, looking at
the few available literature on women’s involvement in politics through their
associational life. However, the Chapter also posits that there is a gap in the literature
on women’s engagement in this extended sphere of politics in Mauritius.
Chapter three subsequently attempts to fill this gap by looking at the political
engagement of women around the period leading up to Independence and postindependence in Mauritius to make the claim that there is a rich history of women’s
activism in Mauritius, despite their invisibility in formal political institutions and in
historical accounts. Looking at their different types of organising sets the tone for this
thesis as it subsequently argues that there are essentially different waves of the
women’s movement in Mauritius each addressing the different interests of women, in
light of their intersectionalities. In this respect, women’s gendered identities and
interests in Mauritius have been formulated in light of women’s intersectionalities based
on their ethnicity, gender and class. It subsequently informs the study about how
women are performing substantive representation in different sites in Mauritius despite
the low descriptive representation of women in Parliament.
Chapter four argues that without identifying women’s interests in contemporary
Mauritius, substantive representation cannot be effectively carried out. Therefore, based
on the findings from the field work, the different types of issues that women have
identified as being of importance to them (or issues of women’s interests) are
presented.
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Chapter five then looks at how representation is being undertaken at the level of the
State and State structures and questions whether the substantive representation of
women, based on the interests that they have framed at the grass-roots level, is being
effectively undertaken. In so doing, it looks at the way that women parliamentarians are
able to act for an on behalf Mauritian women, and looks at the factors at play that
enhance or impeded this process. It further looks at the role of the State Structure in
place to address women’s interests and further gender equality, and further analysis
whether there is an effective channel of collaboration between the Women’s Policy
Agency and women at the grass-roots level
Chapter six subsequently looks at other sites of representation, arguing that there is a
common ground for women’s political organising in Mauritius which remains grass-roots
activism. Furthermore, it states that women’s organising is a result of a multiplicity of
expressions and intersectional gendered identities; and, in a number of smaller
women’s associations, the activism being carried out further reflects the divisions across
ethnic, social and class lines. Lastly, the Conclusion provides a summary of the findings
of the different chapters and completes the research by providing elements of areas of
recommendation to improve women’s substantive representation in a multi-ethnic
society such as Mauritius.
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CHAPTER TWO

REDEFINING
WOMEN’S POLITICAL ENGAGEMENT
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Within the gender and politics lexicon, it is established that women’s participation in all
aspects of democracy is vital to the quality of democracy66, and women’s underrepresentation in politics represents a democratic deficit67.

Furthermore, empirical

research68 on women’s substantive representation in politics has often established a
causal link between the number of women in institutional politics and gender sensitive
outcomes. However, the nature of this link has been investigated by focusing on
representation in formal parliamentary and institutionalised structures, within which
women have been categorised as a homogeneous group with shared interests.
This Chapter however, asserts that rethinking women’s political engagement and
substantive representation in politics necessitates a further look at representation
through extra-parliamentary structures in the different new spaces as well as more
traditional areas outside formal politics where women participate as political actors via a
kaleidoscope of actions, portray the power of their collective actions, but also articulate
different interests. Through institutional or non-institutional politics, and in different sites
of power, women as “critical actors”69 have portrayed nuanced forms of agency in
addressing a diversity of issues that affect their livelihoods and practical and strategic

66

Craske N., 1999, Women and Politics in Latin America, Rutgers University: New Brunswick, pg. 1
Lovenduski J., Baudino C., Guadagnini M., Meier P. & Sainsbury D., 2005, State Feminism and Political Representation,
Cambridge University Press, pg. 2 Following the 1995 UN Beijing Platform for Actions, donor agencies have been quick to include
programmes on “women in politics” as part of good governance.
Sawer M., Tremblay M. T. & Trimble L. J., 2006, Representing Women in Parliament: A Comparative Study, Routledge: New York,
pg. 1
68
Lovenduski J., 2005, Feminizing Politics, Polity Press: Cambridge
Mateo Diaz M., 2005, Representing Women? Female Legislators in West European Parliaments, ECPR Press: Colchester
69
Kanter (1977) and Dahlerup (1988) write about critical mass theory (Grey, 2006). Childs (2008: xxvi) proposes instead the
concept of “critical actors” referring those individuals who spearhead reforms or mobilise others to bring changes to policies. By
evoking the term “critical actors”, it renders it possible to look at women’s substantive representation that is taking place in the
absence of a large number of women.
67

43

needs not necessarily reducible to the family or gender70 creating change in subtle or
obtrusive ways71 in response to various forces72 thus confirming their political identity. In
so doing, it adopts an inductive approach73 to examine how and why women’s
substantive representation occurs and the broader processes of substantive
representation by multiple actors at different levels. It subsequently seeks to inform the
case study on women’s substantive representation in Mauritius, which will look at
where, why and how representation occurs.
This inductive approach has also been adopted in the gender mainstreaming
literature which looks at the way in which gender is integrated in all stages of policy
planning and implementation through inputs from different stakeholders74. The
aforementioned approach also finds its place in a body of literature on the study of
women’s substantive representation echoing recent conceptual development in the field
of political theory and feminism that formulate representation as representative claims-
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making; and what Squires refers to as the “constitutive representation of gender”75
which, she argues, complements substantive representation. Women’s substantive
representation is seen therein as a dynamic process. This concept further argues that
women’s interests are constructed through claims, instead of being merely a societal
construct. Indeed, the concept of “women’s interests” has been problematised in the
literature76, where it has been argued that “women’s interests” have been frequently
viewed in terms of essentialism77 or normative views of women as a group; or where it
has either been reduced to the agenda of women’s groups78, homogenising women; or
where selecting gender specific issues leaves invisible other types of representative
acts and actors79.
Subsequently addressing women’s substantive representation of women in a
holistic manner requires an exploration of the literature on representation, and
competing conceptions of women’s/ feminist “interests” to answer the question of who
acts for women. The literature on different sites of power for women is also explored as
well as the institutional mechanisms to answer the question of where substantive
representation takes place. In a bid to look at how substantive representation occurs,
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interventions by the State and non-State actors at various levels are investigated.
Answering the question of why women’s representation is attempted by critical actors
remains complex. Thus, this chapter goes beyond considering the numbers of women in
formal politics to look at women as critical actors in terms of the different sites of power
and actions that they are engaged in, which contribute to their substantive
representation. Simultaneously, it acknowledges that more women in higher instances
of decision- making contribute towards a more inclusive development agenda where
gender equality and women’s empowerment is mainstreamed into policy and
programmatic processes80. The political is thus reconstructed to include multiple
activities where women participate in and are able to exert agency over structures of the
State and policy formulation and implementation81. The Chapter also highlights women’s
sense of agency through their activism in different sites of power in democracies.
Finally, this section seeks to explore women’s engagement in formal and informal
politics within the Mauritian context, which will further inform the scope and constraints
of the connection, if any, between descriptive and substantive representation of women.

Point of Reference- Feminism as a Political Paradigm

The term feminism is difficult to analyse as a single rubric as it has no common agenda
for all women. Similarly, the thesis uses the term “feminism”, not as a “women’s rights”
focus, but rather as having a political definition and philosophy. The study of “women in
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politics” has traditionally been equated with the institutional aspect of politics and linked
to power, the exercise of power and collective action in institutions. Conventional
literature on politics has subsequently treated the political as encompassing formal
State apparatus and government, or put simply- what concerns the State. This
perspective hence distinguished between the public arena and the private sphere, and
further distinguished between the political and the personal82. Dating back to ancient
Greece, this system of democracy built on the public/private divide provided a
Universalist model of citizenship that often excludes difference83 has rather served the
interests of men.
Feminist theorising has criticised this construction of the public/private divide
arguing that it has served to hide and perpetuate women’s oppression84, and instead
contested with the slogan that “the personal is political” suggesting that politics is being
enacted everywhere, in different spaces through different critical acts ”85. The adoption of
this maxim provided an avenue to deconstruct the state/market/family aspects of the
public/ private divide. Subsequently, social relations that were otherwise viewed as
personal or private as well as issues of importance to women that had been previously
relegated to the private sphere and had a disparate impact on women were politicised.
This shift provided an impetus for feminism and women’s associations and
organisations to mobilise and advocate for equal rights. The public/private dichotomy
82
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was, therefore, seen as one of the crucial frameworks for feminist law reform efforts and
activism.

A number of feminist analyses, however, critique the universality of the
public/private dichotomy’s conceptualisation of women’s subordination, in terms of its
construction around family ideologies of capitalist societies. They have also remarked
that this construction of the public/private divide (State versus family) blocks further
analysis on how it functions in relation to race, sexuality, culture and class, across time
and location. It has thus been argued that the public/private divide should not be taken
as a determinate division. The public/private dichotomy takes gender as the basis for
women’s oppression, examining how these other identities intersect with gender is
rendered difficult. Similarly, it is argued that not all households are structured on the
model of Pateman’s “sexual contract”86 . Subsequently, some studies demonstrate that
States’ intervention reinforce gendered roles and relations87. Principles relating to
private familial life based on the idea of a patriarchal family have tended to inform law
and social policy. For example, Boyd88 explains that in the Canadian context, a
preconceived notion of women as caregivers and a normative model of motherhood
underpins social policy regulations relating to work and the family.

Boyd 89 further

mentions that as the State cuts back on health care, or child support, the family is called
upon to assume such responsibilities. In Mauritius, it may be argued that western
feminist theory has successfully rendered the personal into the political. The recognition
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that women’s issues in the private sphere remain public issues constituted by gendered
systems of oppression has provided the foundation for feminist theorising and gender
research. In the same vein, whilst it has to be acknowledged that western feminist
theory has had an impact on rendering issues that have been previously relegated to
the private sphere into public discourse, as reflected in the adoption of the Protection
from Domestic Violence Act (1997), at the same time, the policies put forth by the State
have also sought to support women’s reproductive role, such as maternity. Under the
Employment Rights Act (2008, Article 30)90, a female worker is entitled a full-pay 12
weeks’ maternity leave for the 3 months immediately preceding the beginning of leave
and she has produced a medical certificate. However, Article 31 of the Act legitimates
the rights of a father of a new born child to take only five continuous days off work
following the birth of his child, thus reinforcing women’s reproductive role.
Subsequently, the use of a feminist lens, compels an analysis of the public/private not
as two separate spheres, but in fact calls for an analysis of their inter-connectedness.
The private sphere can thus be termed as a site of both power and struggle and it
proves useful to understand this connection to examine the ways in which women
negotiate within this site of power/struggle through various critical acts91.
Feminist post-colonial theory remains a point of reference in the thesis in the light
of Mauritius being a pluri-ethnic society with an ethnic majority. Post-colonial feminists
are concerned with the representation and experiences of non-western/white women in
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countries that were under colonial rule. According to Weedon92postcolonial feminism
accounts for how racism as well as the political, economic and cultural regime of
colonialism have repercussions on non-white, non-western woman subjects in the
postcolonial world. Feminist post-colonial theory proves to be useful to analyse ethnic
priviledge and the conceptualisation of women’s interests in Mauritius and recognise
that there are differences amongst women based on their ethnic locations. Feminist
post colonial theory has sought to bring in the racial discourse into western/white
mainstreaming feminist theorising and to include feminist concerns into colonialism and
postcolonialism writings and challege ethno-centrism.

Anti-racism feminist politics arose from the recognition of that there are
differences between women as a category and imperialistic writings of first and thirdworld women. Anti-racist feminism provides an important background to the women’s
movement and their recognition that gender remains permanently racialised. The
second wave of white western feminists had built on the experiences and theorising of
their experiences resulting in the global sisterhood motto, postulating that white
concerns remained the concerns of all women. Such essentialism resulted in silencing
or rendering invisible the concerns of non-white middle class women, nor that of the
developing world. For example, Mills and Lewis93 elaborate on how the the right to
sexual liberation of the 1960s were considered by Muslim feminists to degrade women’s
sexualitu and represented an erroneous definition of women’s freedom towards the
interests of men. Following the critique by Black and “third world” feminist writings on
the over-generalisation of white women’s concerns, the category of gender itself was
92
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rethought. Gender was initially seen to be a social construction, but the term “gender”
itself rendered it challenging to speak about women as a homogenous group as soon as
the different values and interests of women in different cultures were taken into account.
This aspect of the “dividedness” of women made it difficult to create allegiances in
struggles at the international level94, for there is not a common oppression for woman95.
Arguments on the intertwined nature of gender and race were also made visible through
Black feminist writings relating to racial-sexual oppression96. The adoption of a postcolonial feminist approach remains crucial in this thesis as arguments of the interlocking
nature of race and gender will prove critical to understanding how women define their
identities in Mauritius and how these are linked to the way that their interests are
conceptualised.
Furthermore, Mohanty97 discusses the prominence of Postcolonial Feminism
within feminism with a critique of “Eurocentric” feminism and the tendency to
homogenise and systematise the experiences of different categories of women in the
non-western world which has the power to make invisible the smaller acts of resistance.
Instead, Mohanty calls upon respecting differences, and representing these differences.
The stereotypical depiction of the “veiled” woman or “chaste virgin” is seen as a
“universal, ahistorical splendor”. It is hence posited that this universalisation has a
power in the way that thirld world women are represented through a colonial discourse
and defines and mainstains the first world and third world relations. Thus, Mohanty
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argues that this universalisation remains problematic especially in the context that all
groups do not share a similar history or societal and cultural values. In this sense,
postcolonial feminists tend to validate their experiences irrespective of other discourses
posited by the different types of feminism. Likewise, Bulbeck98 challenges western
feminism to study “the other woman” in a different light, regardless of stereotypical
representation by the media. By restructuring the discourse of feminism to acknowledge
differences and be more inclusive, post-colonial feminism provides an avenue to study
women’s identities in Mauritius and the way that their intersectionalities shapes their
interests and for substantive representation to take place to address these specific
interests. Using a post-colonial feminist approach, it then becomes easier to assert that
there is more than one category of women defined by class or ethnicity, and even
sexual preference, with a focus on the historical, cultural and social perspectives of
women within their respective society and culture. In this sense, post-colonial feminism
remains an early form of theorising on intersectionality within feminism.

The concept

of intersectional feminism has been explored in feminism as multiple points of
inequalities

experienced

by

women

in

the

mainstream.

Collins99

explains

intersectionality as a “matrix of oppression”. This perspective is especially important in a
multi-ethnic society that will be analysed as part of the case study in Mauritius to
highlight women’s diversity.

Additionally, it enables an analysis of voice and

representation in terms of what types of claims are made and how these are framed by
different types of women’s associations and grass-roots movements as well as the
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particular interests and strategies adopted100. It may further inform any analysis of the
interplay of institutions and political discourses and whether these may be reframed to
address this matrix of oppression, and any opportunity for alliances between different
associations.

Another key concept remains the redefinition of substantive representation that
looks at the role of different critical actors in addressing a diversity of issues of concern
to women, their issues of interest and feminist demands. The “exact” definition of the
substantive representation of women, as well as what that entails and how it is
performed remains open in the literature.

Yet, it is generally asserted that the

introduction of women’s interests or perspectives at all stages of deliberations is critical
in rendering subjects or certain standpoints politically acceptable101. Likewise, in a major
part of the literature reviewed, the substantive representation of women entails
examining the extent to which women in formal politics act in favour of women’s
interests or feminist demands102; or who are the actors outside the formal political
sphere that perform “critical acts”103 in favour of women and what strategies they are
using104 to render the interests of women as female citizens central to the representative
process in a democracy.

Women’s Empowerment and Agency
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The concept of “empowerment” of women has been widely cited in the literature,
however, the meanings associated with the terminology vary widely, as well as the
conceptualisation and methods of systematically and empirically measuring women’s
empowerment105. According to the World Bank106, “empowerment” in its wider
appreciation is the “expansion of freedom of choice and action”. Women’s
empowerment bears other specificities, whereby women’s reproductive role and
gendered social relations should be reflected in specific policy actions to address their
practical and strategic interests, including through institutional transformation, and
institutions that support patriarchal attitudes and structures. The concept of women’s
empowerment can be distinguished from “female autonomy”, “women’s status” and
“gender equality” by two specific features, namely that of processes of change towards
a greater freedom of choice and equality, and agency. Agency is seen as the process
in which women are significant agents in these processes of change rather than the
beneficiary of the change107. Kabeer108 provides an important start to conceptualise
women’s empowerment through addressing the elements of process and agency, and
differentiates “power” from empowerment. Thus, according to Kabeer, empowerment
refers to broadening an individual’s ability to undertake “strategic life choices” in a
context where this ability was previously not given to them. Resources are seen as an
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important catalyst and conducive factor for empowerment109. In the context of
Mauritius, resources are seen as an important enabling factor and catalyst for the
formulation

and

implementation

of

policies

and

programmes

for

women’s

empowerment, as is revealed through an analysis of the limited budget of the Ministry
of Gender Equality, Child Development and Family Welfare.
Concurrently, agency remains a core element in the conceptualisation of
empowerment in the literature, and as the essence of women’s empowerment. Agency
in the thesis relates to the ability of women to make strategic choices and be able to
control the resources and be part of the dialogue on the decisions that affect their
livelihoods. Whilst speaking of empowerment, the importance of agency implies a
rejection of a top down approach to development, and therefore, a participatory and
inclusive approach to development. Yet, have a sense of agency does not mean that
all improvements in the status of women should be brought about by women
themselves, nor is it their individual responsibility to empower themselves. Government
and international human rights organisations have put in place a number of legal and
institutional frameworks to give women an increased access to resources, however,
not all these actions may essentially lead to women’s empowerment110.
Feminist and Female Consciousness
Feminist consciousness refers to the political consciousness of women seeking to
challenge patriarchy, marked by women’s mobilisation and organizing. It can thus be
described as a self-realisation and political consciousness by women that they form part
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of a subordinate group who have been oppressed through patriarchal attitudes and
structures, and the realisation that this oppression is determined by the society they live
in and cultural norms thereof. Moreover, through feminist consciousness, women as a
collective can shape a society where both women and men are autonomous. The
literature reveals that feminist consciousness is related to a resistance by women of
patriarchal ideas. Concurrently, there needs to make a distinction that all women’s
groups are not homogenous; differing in terms of ethnicity, class, and an attempt at
generalising these different groups has its pitfalls111. Kaplan112 explains that female
consciousness is linked to the recognition of the gendered expectations of a society in a
given time and culture, and creates a platform for women’s organising. It is stated that
women possessing a female consciousness accept the gendered system of the society
and historical period they live in, and their political consciousness emanates from the
sexual division of labour which provides for women’s reproductive roles. Women with a
female consciousness submit to these gendered roles, yet demand their rights that
these obligations entail. Corcoran-Nantes113 sees female consciousness as having been
developed around strategic gender interests in Brazil.

Understanding Women’s Political Participation and Organising
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The principles of justice, difference114, equity and representation115 lie at the heart
of debates on women’s participation in politics116.

Understanding the concept of

representation is key to appreciate women’s activism in different sites of power; and to
the extent that women’s presence and participation in institutional/ parliamentary and
non-institutional/non-parliamentary structures should lead to the adoption and
implementation of more women-friendly and gender-sensitive policies/programmes and
benefit women’s interests117. However, it is to be noted that at the context of
representation and participation of women in politics also remains primordial to avoid
over-generalisation and can also impact on how conclusions are being made. In order
to provide the framework for representation, Pitkin’s seminal four-part typology in her
“Concept of Representation”118 provides a conceptual framework for analysis. It defines
representation as “acting for” (descriptive/symbolic), “and “standing for” (substantive) phrases that are subject to scrutiny in feminism119. Thus, another important conceptual
framework put forward by Phillips, in response to Pitkin’s ideas, that of the “Politics of
Presence”, which informs many political studies on women globally. Phillips writes that:
There are particular needs, interests, and concerns that arise from women's
experience and these will be inadequately addressed in a politics that is
114
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dominated by men. Equal rights to a vote have not proved strong enough to
deal with this problem; there must also be equality among those elected to
office120.

Indeed, there are strong arguments towards why women’s representation is
fundamental both in institutional and non-institutional politics. Descriptive representation
is explained as the number of women elected to national parliaments and substantive
representation is explained as the effects of women's presence in parliament. The
theory of the politics of presence expects a link between descriptive and substantive
representation. This also resonates with Young’s and Mansbridge’s arguments that
women bring a different perspective to the quality of deliberations as part of deliberative
democracy121. Yet, empirical support towards the theory for the politics of presence is
mixed. However, several studies testing for a wide set of indicators on the importance of
gender in parliamentary processes indicate that female politicians do contribute in a
positive manner to strengthening the position of women's interests122. Research on
women’s substantive representation has, nevertheless, been studied quantitatively and
qualitatively by focussing on women Members of Parliament, overshadowing the other
types of representatives, and their political acts and contexts of representation; and
limiting or failing to consider a wider formulation of women’s interests and forms of
political expression123.
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Conversely, part of the literature also claims a positive link between descriptive
and substantive representation as set forth in the politics of presence is “probabilistic
rather

than

deterministic”124.

The

link

between

descriptive

and

substantive

representation is seen as probabilistic in terms of the different barriers women in formal
politics face; for example, the deeply embedded culture of masculinity in political
institutions; gender biases in personnel and in the policy of political organizations; party
ideology and political position of the female politician125 remain the greatest hurdles for
women and determine whether they can make an impact126. Additionally, Beckwith127
asserts that numbers and “newness/experience” should be taken into consideration
when looking at gender in formal institutions. Hence, despite having their descriptive
representation, women may still not able to work towards substantively representing
women’s interests.
Thus, if analysed using this perspective, the question that remains is how does
women’s substantive representation occur when descriptive representation is low or
absent. It also leads to an exploration of how critical actors enhance women’s
substantive representation in the absence of descriptive representation or a critical
mass of women in parliamentary structures. Hence the substantive representation of
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women is possible even in the absence of descriptive representation. Subsequently this
shift beyond numbers is necessary for women’s substantive representation and it may
be argued that women in formal politics may bring an added-value to the quality of
deliberations if they have both a “horizontal” and “vertical” connection to their
constituents128, through interaction with community- based and women’s political
organising that remain crucial to guide both a top-down and bottom-up approach to
women’s substantive representation. It also offers a shift from studying what women at
the macro level of institutional politics achieve to offering an insight into the activism of
women as political actors in extra-parliamentary structures, at the micro level, as well as
their interaction, across these levels. It further looks at the importance of “resistance” as
reflecting power129 and the varying sources of power in any situation, inclusive of
institutional, cultural and power of the individual.
In the more practical sense, substantive representation may be linked to
achieving Molyneux’s concept of practical and strategic gender interest, where
gendered interests are formulated considering the social and economic and political
status and positioning of women and impact differently on women’s subjectivity 130.
Women’s political acts are often linked to addressing subordination due to gender
inequality based on an ascribed gender division of labour, shaped by class and
ethnicity. Molyneux further argues that practical gender interests need to be addressed
in the formulation of strategic gender interests given that “the politicisation of these
practical interests and their transformation into strategic interests which constitutes a
128
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central aspect of feminist practice”131. Scholars posit that identifying and working
towards achieving their practical gender interests across class and ethnic barriers has
underscored women’s political participation in non-institutional politics132, in the light of
more prescients and urgent concerns in women’s lives, especially women living in the
non-western world.
Considering the different perspectives on what comprises women’s interests and
the substantive representation of women, combining the above perspectives into a
three-fold approach seems appropriate to look at women’s interests for the purpose of
this study. In this respect, Wangnerud133 poses that women’s substantive representation
is underpinned by firstly, the recognition of gendered power imbalance; secondly,
appreciating women as a social category; and thirdly the aspiration to implement
policies to enhance women’s autonomy. Empirical research on the issue of women’s
substantive representation has seemingly adopted these three features to women’s
interests and representation. For example, a review of related studies 134 operationalize
women’s interests in terms of firstly, their relation to the private sphere; secondly,
women’s position in the public sphere and welfare state, which Molyneux135 has termed
as practical gender interests136; and thirdly having a feminist strategy to surmount
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discrimination and have equal rights and be autonomous either in the private or similarly
in the public sphere, which Molyneux137 has termed as strategic gender interests.
Research has usually combined practical and strategic gender interests to measure the
substantive representation of women, for example, in looking at women’s rights bills;
voting behaviour on laws or policies pertaining to women such as abortion, breast
cancer, domestic violence138; salary protection, social policy139, however, has often
concluded that support towards these interests is often dependent on activities and
characteristics of various women’s State mechanisms (such as a Ministry/ Department/
Unit), women’s organising, political consciousness, and the policy environment,
amongst others.
Redefining the substantive representation of women in politics subsequently
entails supporting the heterogeneous characteristic of women’s interests through a
diversity of approaches and the actions of critical actors in different contexts 140. In this
line of thought, it is possible to look at women’s substantive representation using a
broader feminist framework embracing the history of the changed nature of politics in
the public and private domains, through the reformulation of "the political" in practice,
ideology, and political theory.
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Concurrently, many countries have witnessed the opening up of new democratic
spaces through civil society organising, social movements141, or the institutionalisation of
participatory governance mechanisms which have paved the way for women to enter
other forms of political spaces beyond formal politics. This is best captured by
Bystydzienski’s description of the strategies adopted and activities performed by women
in this broader definition of politics where:
…interpersonal networking, grass-root economic development projects, protests
of many kinds, and use of traditional women’s activities in the cause of national
liberation, and involvement in nongovernmental and informal women’s groups
and organisations…politics includes people’s everyday experiences of
oppressive conditions, the recognition of the injustice of power relationships at all
societal levels.142

The literature reveals the inherently political nature of women’s movements
which also have a variety of flexible strategies143 comprised of different alliances and
actions over a multitude of political venues and sites of power which merit additional
exploration. Within this outlook, one is able to differentiate between the different forms
of politics that women are involved in. Thus, in many instances, women’s issues have
been seen within the parameters of a larger struggle for liberation, transition144, human
rights, social and development and democracy, amongst others. Similarly, women at
different levels have advocated for issues of particular interest to their livelihoods,
survival or their practical and strategic needs through different means and ways, even
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though a mainstream understanding of politics continues to be limited to the formal
public arena.
Consequently, to understand women’s substantive representation through their
organising as active agents of change operating in non-institutional settings, it is crucial,
to look at their political engagement in other sites of power at the micro level in which
women exert a varying degree of substantive representation (through popular
women's/feminist movements and civil society) bearing in mind the heterogeneity of
women’s interests.
Nevertheless, although activism in both formal and non-formal settings are key
variables in the gendered analysis of substantive representation, it is to be recognised
that institutions shape the strategies of these actors and impact on their goals. Indeed,
the literature on State feminism and the existence of women’s policy reveal varying
success in countries where the women’s movement and women’s policy agencies have
alliances. The success/partial success is determined by characteristics of actors of the
women’s movement, their accountability to different categories of women, the policy
environment, and characteristics as well as the activities of women’s policy agencies 145.
Indeed, empirical evidence shows that parliamentarians often establish contact with
social groups, social movements and interest groups to inform their actions, whilst, also
asserting that the presence of a representative vibrant and independent women’s
movement with access to public bodies remains an effective avenue to improve
women’s substantive representation146. In fact, there are a range of dynamic processes
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and significant acts performed both by female critical actors147 at the grass-roots level
and in the legislative arena that converge to meaningfully inform processes of women’s
substantive representation. Therefore, it is crucial to look at the interaction between
institutions and these actors to understand broader institutional contexts, as well as the
outcomes of women’s activism and why some women political actors may be successful
than others to assert their inherent citizenship rights.
Concurrently, it is to be pointed that the issue of difference and intersectionality
amongst women also resonates in the literature on women’s equal citizenship148.
Feminist theorists have highlighted the significance of discerning between the political,
socio-economic and ethnic bases underpinning women’s citizenship, as well as their
affiliations to sub-collectivities

149

. This comes with the recognition that not all women

share the same socio-economic space and ethnic-base, and therefore, the discourse of
universal citizenship and interest is to be averted. This is especially crucial in looking at
women’s activism in ethnically diverse contexts150. Feminist standpoints are of
importance in this context to look into how knowledge is constructed amongst various
groups based on their experiences, influenced by social locations and life conditions
which may not be revealed in the conceptual structures of dominant groups. This
perspective is especially important in the Mauritian context with an ethnically diverse
female population.
147
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The Relationship between Descriptive and Substantive Representation
Whereas the descriptive perspective maintains that political institutions should in fact
reflect society’s composition, substantive representation asserts that women’s exclusion
would not echo their needs, interests and any feminist claim151. Part of feminist political
theory and the literature on the “politics of presence” have previously established a link
between descriptive and substantive representation, claiming that women’s shared
gendered experiences imply that women will act for women152 and scholars often refer
to “critical mass theory”, claiming that women’s substantive representation is likely to
take place through formal politics when women comprise between 15-30 per cent of the
legislature153, for example, a number of studies conducted in parliaments where women
form a critical mass find a direct link154, whilst showing that women have shared
interests and women tend to lobby for different policies as compared to men
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. As

Kanter156 notes, an increased number of women in most pivotal institutions is essential
to form a critical mass, however, this theory has also been challenged claiming that
descriptive representation does not automatically translate into a positive outcome for
women’s policy preferences. it is not; for instance, other studies conducted in the Nordic
Countries and Latin and North America have noted that there may even be a backlash
in legislative initiatives in the presence of a greater number of women Members of
151
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Parliament157, with the actions of key actors being more important than a critical mass.
Similarly, studies reveal that having a critical mass of women may not automatically
result in women friendly policies in the light of contextual factors (structural, political and
ideological factors; and role of interest groups such as civil society and women’s
movement) that come into play158.
The review of the literature in the African region, however, reveals that there is a
dearth of research that has been carried out on the link between the descriptive and
substantive representation of women in Parliament, with no definite result on the direct
link between an increased number of women and substantive representation. Existing
research in this area has been linked to the impact of quotas on the process of
democratisation and political modernisation in line with the institutional reforms that
accompany implementation of a quota system. The adoption of gender quotas in a
number of African countries has been rendered possible in recognition of the support of
the women’s community based organisation and movement, which aligned itself with
the dominant party, for example in Rwanda159.

However, Krook stipulates that in

general, gender quotas where there are more women present in Parliament does not
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necessarily result into the adoption of feminist quotas160. This is reflected in the African
context, where for example, in Uganda, women Members of Parliament have been
unable to pass a billspearheaded by the women’s movement due to their allegiances to
the National Resistance Movement, and they are not likely to challenge party policies.
Likewise, in South Africa, women Members of Parliament have not been capable of a
“womanist”161 intervention due to strong dominant party ideologies162. In the Indian
context, women entering Parliament under the quota system are seen as token
candidates with less legitimacy and being less accountable representatives. This
situation, Tamale argues, is also reflected in Uganda, where any representative
supporting women’s agendas may be seen as unable to sustain in the longer run a
broader political agenda163.
Bashevkin164 contends that descriptive representation, in Canada does not imply
substantive representation, and assuming that women would simply act for women
implies neglecting other ideological differences, such as party identity165 or contextual
factors166 . Subsequently, it is mentioned that for women to make a difference, they
would have to have a degree of political consciousness to be able to substantively
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represent women167. Thus, looking at the degree of political consciousness as further
broken down into “feminist consciousness” along with “female consciousness” and
female solidarity is deemed essential.168 Firstly, it circumvents reducing women’s
substantive representation to the feminist substantive representation of women; where
feminist concerns sit on the left of the political spectrum, secondly, it precludes the
possibility of no, or perhaps anti-feminist representation169. Concomitantly, whilst having
a feminist consciousness, one needs to be mindful that substantive representation is
also dependent on the complexities of gendered institutions170,171, such as party
ideologies. Likewise, the various processes leading to political consciousness varies, as
has been the case in Brazil172. At the same time, reducing substantive representation to
exclusively feminist claims creates a blind spot that makes invisible the actions of other
actors, and diversity of women’s needs173, and restrains a thorough appreciation of what
“good” substantive representation entails in a democracy174.

Making the Case- Why the Shift from Descriptive to Substantive Representation
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Focusing on descriptive representation alone and the gender of a parliamentarian 175,
gives rise to some limitations; namely, a direct link between gender and what comprises
women’s interests-for example, claims that only women can represent women
substantively, that women legislate differently from men176 or that representation only
occurs within formal political institutions, while “representative claims” can be dynamic
and performative formulated by a variety of actors within civil society177. Furthermore,
other factors at play178 may constrain effective women-friendly policy making even with
the presence of a critical mass of women engaged in the process.
Thus, in order to move the debate beyond a question of sheer numbers of
women (critical mass)179 in institutional politics and their ability to lobby for womenfriendly public policy, scholars have explored the concept of substantive representation
in contrast, as it looks at the other forms of critical “representative acts”180 that women
perform in different sites and contexts to advocate for women’s interests and
perspectives181. It further unveils the actions of other critical actors, for example
Chaney182 examines the proceedings of the Scottish Parliament and concludes that
critical actors who comprise men and women parliamentarians and non-state actors are
essential, despite the fact that female critical actors represented women’s issues more
175
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but emphasizes that “it is how critical actors interact with the critical mass that plays a
role in women’s substantive representation”.
Moreover, Dahlerup stated: “Since politics is not physics, we should look for
critical acts, not for a critical mass”183. The theoretical linkage of critical mass to that of
political representation of women looks at how the numeric representation of women
could potentially be linked to improving their substantive representation184. Proponents
of Critical mass theory argue that with a higher number of women entering the formal
political sphere more female-friendly policies will be adopted which will be beneficial to
all women. the more women enter the political sphere, more female-friendly policies
will be passed and therefore these policies will be beneficial to all women 185.
Nevertheless, there remains insufficient consensus on what constitutes a critical mass.
Scholars, however, argue that critical mass fails to consider the factors why women in
high level decision-making positions endeavor to act for women in the first place.186 It
is noted from the literature that “critical acts” depend on the “minority” (in this case,
women), to form alliances to act on behalf of the women in the said group 187. Taking
this notion implies that representation refers to the actions done, rather than who
performs these actions, for example the adoption of gender quotas by a Parliament
composed of women and men , and passing legislation to protect women’s rights. The
concept of critical act, however, has been built upon to that of “critical actors” who
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perform critical acts.188. As stated by Dahlerup, a critical act transforms the positioning
of the “minority” (in this case, women) and results in more improvements 189. Hence, a
critical act depends on the capability and commitment of women to mobilise resources
to make progress for themselves and to empower women as a group. The concept of
critical actors is now privileged in existing literature as it focusses on the outcomes,
rather than the actors190. Therefore, for the purpose of the thesis, critical acts is defined
in line with the existing scholarly writings in terms of legislators and actors, irrespective
of being females, who initiate policies and legislation on their own, or mobilise other
actors to take measure to promote women friendly policies, notwithstanding the
number of women representatives. In this line of thought, critical actors may be men
promoting women’s interests. The use of critical actors thus provides a shift away from
an essentialist depiction of “women acting for women” in institutional politics, and
presents rather an inter-relational holistic approach to look at substantive
representation.
Nonetheless, critical acts remain important and enrich women’s substantive
representation, for example, proposing a Bill to cater for specific needs of women is a
critical act, irrespective of whom proposes the said Bill. Critical acts comprise a range
of actions, including supporting the Bill, widening the political agenda to address
women’s interests and advocating on specific women’s rights issues. Therefore, the
claim of a representative is a critical act in itself, or the acting for women is a critical
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act. The framework to then analyse the process of substantive representation of
women is therefore linked to both a series of critical acts and critical actors.
In Mauritius, the adoption of the Protection from Domestic Violence Act (1997)
remains an example of the advocacy of a series of critical actors (namely, women and
men Members of Parliament and women at the community levels amongst others), and
the critical act of introducing the Bill into Parliament and its adoption. Hansard
records191 indicate that upon its third reading, the Protection from Domestic Violence
Bill192 (No. V of 1997) was passed unanimously on its third reading by 52 Members,
composed of 47 males. An examination of the content of the legislative debate reveals
that while there were only 5 women Members of Parliament (MPs), the passing of Bill
received the unequivocal support of male MPs across party lines. All Members in the
House had the opportunity to debate all aspects of domestic violence. In this case, the
introduction of this Bill by the Minister of Women’s Rights, Child Development and
Family Welfare (a female Minister), is seen as a critical act, and debates supporting the
content and the passing of the Bill by a majority of male MPs represent critical acts
undertaken by critical actors, in the absence of a high descriptive representation of
women. The adoption of the Bill remains an example of the interaction between critical
acts and critical actors. Similarly, in 2004, the Protection from Domestic Violence Act
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(1997) was amended193 with the support of both male and female MPs to strengthen
the provisions of the law.
Subsequently, one of the main arguments for the substantive representation of
women in formal politics revolves around fostering an equal democratic political system
and bringing in different “situated knowledge” and perspectives

194

The literature does

not specify a set definition as to what “substantive” is, but generally looks at women’s
substantive representation as representation that brings together the multifarious
political arenas, both formal and informal, to institute change. This has been explained
in terms of including “women’s interests”, gender mainstreaming and “feminist
demands” at all levels of policy formulation and implementation; the roles of women’s
policy agencies, the State and interaction with women’s movements and legislative
behavior195.
In terms of formal/institutional politics, another key aspect of substantive
representation remains the presence of a women’s minister, in charge of a portfolio of
women’s rights supported by other female MPs196. In this context, it is important to look
at the “ranking” of that particular Ministry and its budget allocation to assess whether the
Ministry holds enough “weight” vis-à-vis other Ministers and Members of Parliament to
advance a gender specific agenda. Furthermore, party identity plays a crucial role in
determining whether substantive representation of women can take place, and the
193
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conditions under which women representatives can act for women. Thus, Childs197
writes that it is important not to adopt a “deterministic relationship” between women’s
presence in parliament and acting for women; rather it is crucial to look at the interplay
of gender and party identities, as not all women act for or on behalf of women. This
sentiment has been previously established by Phillips198 who asserts that the
substantive representation of women by women cannot be guaranteed.

Political Consciousness and Substantive Representation
A number of studies in the developed world conclude that women’s political behaviours’
in formal politics are compatible with feminism199. However, a deeper look at these
studies suggests that these conclusions demand closer consideration with respect to
party affiliation and degree of feminist consciousness200. It is reported that, for example,
in the context of American politics, male democrats may be more liberal and have a
higher degree of feminist consciousness than Republican women. Thus, having feminist
and non-feminist elected women does not bring in the same outcome for the
substantive representation of women, even if it has been reported that women were
significantly more feminist than men201. Yet, the themes associated with a womanist202
issue (for example, abortion, increasing the number of women in politics) can also
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influence the “degree of feminist spirit” portrayed by elected women 203. Hence, it is safe
to assert that not all political women will represent women; that is, a direct causal link
between descriptive and substantive representation of women and feminist ideologies,
in light of the nuance of political party ideology being incompatible with feminist
philosophy204.
This view is reflected in a study examining the relationship between women’s
qualitative

and

quantitative

representations

in

the

context

of

Canadian

parliamentarianism that concluded that the degree of ‘feminist’ consciousness of
political men and women influenced more significantly opinions on gender related
issues, as compared to gender itself, although more women identified themselves as
feminists. The study identified that having more women in Canadian politics was not
necessarily the best approach to meet the interests and needs of women in a feminist
context, but similarly mentioned that it was more appropriate to elect more feminist
women. However, the study also equally highlighted that men with a higher degree of
feminist consciousness could not embody women’s experiences as “second-class
citizens” due to gendered power differentials205. Feminist consciousness in this context
was measured in terms of participation as a collective, level of power discontent in
society, and level of satisfaction with institutions and other societal systems.
In terms of non-institutional politics, the motivation of women to participate
towards their substantive representation has been explained in different ways. Women’s
political affinities has been traditionally categorised in feminist terms and women’s
203
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movements; or bearing a focus on motherhood and women’s reproductive roles,
however, it is acknowledged that in some contexts, women’s roles are multi-faceted and
cannot be reduced to these two categories. For example, in the Latin American context,
feminism is viewed as a middle-class philosophy206, but women use their social identity
and status as mothers (supermadres) “through and within which” they still perform
political acts and strengthen their political involvement207. Much of the literature
reviewed on women’s involvement in non-institutional politics has focused on the Latin
American context, looking at the processes of women’s political conscientisation, and
forms of consciousness-raising through self-help groups and union work, which in turn
provide women with their distinctive identities.208.

Gender and Politics- Sites of Power
Over the last three decades, the study of women and politics has shifted the focus from
women’s behaviour as political persons in a conventional and electoral context, to
understanding their engagement in community action, social movements, informal and
inconspicuous mobilisation. Recent scholarship has shifted focus from “women” to
“gender”, albeit the definition of “gender” has varied considerably 209 giving rise to an
extensive range of literature looking at how “gender” is a major constitutive component
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of politics and political power210. These have been quite diverse, ranging from issues of
citizenship, voting, leadership, representation, non-institutional politics, gender in
political theory including gender differences in policy implementation and electoral
systems.

Research

on

comparative

politics

dependent/independent variables is also vast211.

analysing

a

range

of

Similarly, a second body of work

examines women’s participation in political parties; response of political parties to
feminist demands212; and cross-national variations of party ideologies and strategies,
electoral systems and activism within and outside parties213.

Molyneux contends that a comparative look reveals that the emergence and
vigour of women’s movements and their engagement with the State varies by region, in
their effectiveness, timing and type; whilst also being contingent on the character of civil
society, cultural attributions, family structure, and political configuration and the type and
level of female solidarity214.

Indeed, women’s engagement as political actors is

ubiquitous, taking various forms, from revolutions, populist upheaval, and Islamist
opposition; to liberal processes such as voting, campaigning for elections or members
of political wings. Women have constructed their political claims in relation to their
identities as mothers and women and have mobilised collectively or individually as
political actors to rise up against authoritarian regimes, such as in Argentina and El
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Salvador215 through direct confrontation or demonstrations; in opposition to war, as in
the Committee of Soldiers’ mothers in Russia; in Israel and Serbia, the Women in Black
have resisted sectarian welfare and disputed the oppression of ethnic minorities; in
Northern Ireland and in Chile, the Irish Women for Peace and Mothers of the
Disappeared in Chile have staged public protests216; or in Sub-Saharan Africa, women
have participated actively in democratic transition whilst organising themselves into
community associations to address political and social issues dating back to the precolonisation

217

. The democratisation of Eastern European, Latin American and Sub-

Saharan countries subsequently resulted in the new dynamic of women’s formal and
informal engagement with politics and opened up new political opportunity structures for
actors to challenge State authorities218.
Women have drawn upon their “culture of politics”219 to create new political
environments for them to engage in and reconstruct the notion of nationhood and
extend the concept of equal civil political and social rights for women in parts of Asia,
Africa and Latin America220. These collective identities and activities performed by
women have historically not been classified as political, and gender issues have not
been central to politics, or have been misinterpreted to be solely women’s issues.
Concurrently, the institutions of politics in the Government have been traditionally
resilient to mainstreaming women’s interests. Feminism has transformed the way that
215
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gender is theorised in political theory, theorising both female and male subjectivities.
Feminism has further questioned the traditional definitions of gendered power relations
emphasising the role of cultural practice, as well as the process through which women’s
subordination is established and reproduced. These include

economic, social and

political processes,

Women’s Activism and Citizenship
In many cases, women have linked their activism to social movements and broader
struggles for democracy through the discourse of citizenship221. Studies have focused
on the impact of women’s mobilisation on processes of democratisation, democratic
consolidation and how these processes have impacted on how women have carried out
political acts both at the national level and at the grass-roots level. In both cases, the
specificity of political context, as well as the effects of changing international norms, has
been further critical in enabling women’s engagement with citizenship issues. In the
Latin American region222, the quest for a return to democracy acted as the basis for a
coalition of social forces through cooperation amongst different groups of women, from
the Catholic Church, feminist elites, to grass-root organisations. It is argued that
intellectual leadership and political consciousness of women were crucial to demarcate
women’s mobilisation as a movement and marking out women’s demands as political.
In Central America, women’s activism expressed through peaceful marches, strikes and
sometimes participation in armed conflict were geared towards creating a democratic
State responsive to their interests under the banner of human rights which led to the
221
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recognition of women’s collective demands in the civil sphere under newly formed
democratic governments. However, in the post democratisation period, it is revealed
that there was a decrease in the number of women in the Central American Region and
Eastern European States elected in decision-making instances, in the number of
gender-sensitive programmes favouring women and measures for the increased
regulation of women by the State. Nevertheless, in the consolidation phase, Central
America saw a burgeoning civil society organisation and NGOs223.
In addition, studies have also examined the contribution of women’s organising in
breaking down non-democratic regimes to transition to formal electoral politics224. Other
case, studies have criticised the ways that women have been side-lined in democratic
transition processes and in the decision making structures of Government and political
parties after national liberation. In Mozambique for example, although the postindependence Government introduced legislative provision to work towards an equal
socio-economic gender inclusive society, feminism was seen as divisive to the struggle
for independence225.
It is important to note, nevertheless that whilst the discourse of citizenship has
underscored women’s political pressure for equal economic, social and political rights,
scholars have warned of the limitation in its universality and unitary standards.
According to critics, citizenship is seen in terms of an ethnocentric conception of rights,
overlooking the heterogeneity of subject identities226. Scholars have subsequently
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proposed a reconstruction of rights inclusive of difference based on gender, race, class,
situated knowledge, and sensitive to social needs and the conducive conditions that are
needed for these rights and needs to be realised227.In this context, the literature review
provides an array of examples of differences amongst women in terms of class and
agendas, as in Angola228 where the Organisation of Angolan Women (OAW) which is
the women's wing under the Popular Movement for the Liberation of Angola (MPLA)had a vital role in helping the guerrilla forces, both within and ouside of the country,
however, members were educated women bearing ties to the political leaders of the
party.

Civil Society and Women’s Movements
It is written that the vibrancy of a civil society that mirrors the interests of social groups in that
locale is taken as a crucial axis that affects the process of democracy in a country229. Although
some scholars have argued that democracy is embedded in liberal democracy and is inherently
gendered230, the framework and language of democracy has been used as a powerful political
motif by civil society231 to inform collective action to claim parity in representation,

227

Wilson W. J., 1987, The Truly Disadvantaged, University of Chicago Press: Chicago; Correa S., & Petchesky R.,1994,
“ Reproductive and S ocial Rights: A Feminist Perspective” in Sen G., Germain A. & Cohen L.C. (eds.), Population Policies
Considered, HCPD & IWHC, pg. 107–26; Hill Collins P., 1990, Black Feminist Thought, Unwin Hyman: Boston
228
Ducados H., 2004, Angolan women in the aftermath of Conflict: From Military Peace to Social Justice? The Angolan Peace
Process. Accessible Online at http://www.c-r.org/accord-article/angolan-women-aftermath-conflict, Last Accessed March 2013. In
contrast, to the OMA, women in leadership positions in Independent League for Angolan Women (LIMA), “the women's wing
of the National Union for the Total Independence of Angola, had no kinship ties to the UNITA leadership”
229
The other two factors are international/inter-state relations; individual state/its political institutions and leadership. Huber E.,
Rueschemeyer D. & Stephens J. D., 1997, “The Paradoxes of Contemporary Democracy: Formal, Participatory, and Social
Dimensions”, in Comparative Politics, Vol. 29(3), pg. 323
230
Bystydzienski J. & Sekhon J., 1999, Democratisation and Women's Grassroots Movements, Indiana University Press:
Bloomington, pg. 9
Kymlicka W., 1995, The Rights of Minority Cultures, Oxford University Press: Oxford
Pateman C., 1986, Feminist Challenges: Social and Political Theory, Allen and Unwin
Rai S., 1996, Gender and Democratisation: Autonomy and Ambiguity, in: Luckham, R. & White, G. (eds.) Democratisation and
Regionalisation,University of Warwick: Warwick
231
Civil Society is seen as a realm that in in-between the private family domain and the State. As a term, it remains nebulous

82

participation, accountability and equality of citizenship and individual subject positions. The
definition of civil society remains fluid and reflects a multiplicity of interests, groups and
motivations. In order to have an appreciation of social movements, as part of civil
society, it is useful to formulate an appropriate definition and look at their modus
operandi. Tarrow232 writes that the basic characteristic of social movements relies on
collective action, common purpose, social solidarity and sustained interaction and
commitment233 of the movement participants234. This idea echoes Tilly and Wood235 in
the argument that social movements have “collective challenges based on common
purposes and social solidarities, in sustained interaction with elites, opponents, and
authorities”. In light of these characteristics, it may be argued social movements are
defined as “conscious collective sustained efforts by ordinary people to change some
aspects of their societies through extra-institutional means”236. Thus, it may be asserted
that the key potential of social movements remains mobilisation through personal
involvement; their capacity to generate new ideas and practices and mobilise action
around this new thinking237. Collective action usually involves public direct action
against the power structure or cultural codes through collective “contentious”

Taylor (cited in Kligman, 1990:179, 420) describes civil society as “a web of autonomous associations independent of the State,
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challenges238. In terms of common purpose, solidarity and sustained interaction, it is
argued that the concept of interest239 informs the collective action of social movements.
In the same vein, women’s movements, as part of civil society have employed
the language of human rights, entitlements, equality, difference, as well as the
universalist discourse of citizenship (and those focusing on women’s rights) as
strategies of resistance and/or to formulate strategies to enhance their participation in
democratic nations, for the democratisation of politics, in institutional design of their
States, and to address their practical and strategic needs, amongst others 240. Women’s
movements have been defined in terms of an alternative form of collective action by
women in their quest to reach a common goal. Molyneux has identified three forms of
collective action by women, namely, “independent, associative and directed” 241. A
substantive part of the literature on women’s movements links women’s activism to struggles
for democracy, demands for substantive and formal citizenship status and framed discursively
in terms of universal human rights, as has been the case in Latin America, Asia, Africa and
Europe. However, critics point out that whilst the concept of citizenship and human rights
portray a universal image, it is also gendered and ethnically structured. Thus, democracy and a
politics of citizenship based on this universalistic understanding of human and women’s rights
has served to mask the diversity of women’s needs and experiences in countries that are
238
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economically and culturally diverse. Thus, in different contexts and points in time, women’s
organizations have advocated for different elements of citizenship and have had alternative
conceptions of the discourse of human rights242.
In terms of inter-sectionality, Halsaa243 explains that in the Norwegian context,
empirical research carried out in the last three years reveals that migrant minority
women and the majority of women members of women’s organisations fail to see
themselves as being equal to other women in the same movement and do not engage
collaboratively on the same issues, for example relating to violence against women. It is
explained that there is a lack of intersectional thinking or due to identity politics 244, which
leads to a more complex understanding of identities. This situation is also seen in the
Belgian women’s movement amongst the North African, Turkish and Southern
European women, as well as in the United Kingdom amongst Caribbean women.
Ouali245 writes that migrant women from North Africa established their own women’s
association in light of their identities as Muslim women to address their needs which
were often derided by the mainstream Belgian women’s associations. Subsequently, in
a bid to form their own associations, it is argued that these minority women have taken
a political stand by linking their identities to exercising a sense of agency, or what
Yuval-Davis246 has termed as multi-layered citizenship to the extent that it is linked to
their gendered citizenship and mediated through cultural and religious differences.
Similarly, a study of the Spanish women’s movement reveals that the concept of inter242

Blacklock C. & Macdonald L., 2000, “Women and Citizenship in Mexico and Guatemala”, in: Rai S. (ed.) International
Perspectives on Gender and Democratisation, Macmillan: London
243
Halsaa B., Roseneil S., Sümer S., 2012, Remaking Citizenship in Multicultural Europe, pg. 178, 182
244
Although it is argued that it places too much emphasis on cultural, class-based and economic differences (Kauffman, 1990);
focuses on private grievances, rather than public actions and building consensus (Elshtain, 1993); leads to reductionism and
essentialism (Modood, 1994); and divides sections of the populace (Gitlin, 1995),
Nicholson (2008, pg 186), however, argues that identity affects life choices and needs to be addressed on a political level
245
Ouali, 2007, as cited in Halsaa B., Roseneil S., Sümer S., 2012, Remaking Citizenship in Multicultural Europe, pg. 181
246
Yuval Davis N, 1999, “The Multi Layered Citizen”, International Feminist Journal of Politics, Vol.1(1), pg. 119-136

85

sectionality plays a major role in the types of claims made and how debates are framed.
It is thus revealed that in the Spanish context, claims to address gender violence have
been made mostly by the ethnic majority women’s organization, whilst ethnicity race
and class remain silent categories within the women’s movement, with little evidence of
an intersectional approach to bring to the open problems of violence 247. Subsequently,
Hekman248 calls for activism that moves beyond identity politics.
These findings are important to the extent that it is crucial to investigate to what
extent a sense of shared identity becomes central to women’s collective action in and
across associations; or whether there exists an ethnocentric version of women’s
emancipation that guides the actions of women’s association in Mauritius, given its
multi-ethnic base. It further calls for a nuanced approach to identity and political
activism, and how this is exercised through a citizenship framework as part of civil
society.

Deconstructing the Universal Woman- “Differentiating Citizenship”249
Feminist scholarship relating to post-structuralism and black feminist writing has
critiqued androcentric political theory that rendered women invisible and unveiled the
“false universalism” of women where the category of “woman” has been equated with
the dominant women (white/middle classed) in virtually the same manner that political
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theory has been representative of the abstract dominant group of “man”250. However,
deconstructing the category woman into fragments also implies that there is no
“category” of woman to be constructed as “citizen”. In the same vein, Black feminist
writings have asserted “woman” not being a unitary concept, does not preclude the fact
that they share a solidarity and common interests based on gender relations. These
common interests include, primarily the exclusion from practising their full citizenship by
being excluded from the public sphere with its inherently gendered institutions. Lister251
refers to the term “differentiated citizenship” to explain this latter idea as a “new kind of
articulation between the universal” where universalism is understood as a “moral
commitment” to equal participation.252
This theoretical standpoint can be applied to the issue of citizenship rights and
participatory decision-making through what has been termed as “transversal dialogue”
involving a fluid process where participants still hold on to their own multiple social
identities, but simultaneously are disposed to partake in open dialogue with others
rooted in their own identities253. This conceptual framework resonates with the “politics
of difference” which entails “a commitment to a universalistic orientation to the positive
value of difference within a democratic political process”254. Such a politics of difference
requires a readiness by any one movement to show a level of interest in combatting

250

Williams F., 1989, Social Policy: A Critical Introduction Polity Press Cambridge, pg 118. Williams F., 1996, Postmodernism,
Feminism and the Question of Difference, Routledge:London
251
Ibid, pg. 39
252
Mouffe C., 1993, The Return of the Political, Verso:London, pg. 13. Yeatman A., 1993, Voice and Representation in the Politics
of Difference, pg 229.
Young I. M., 1990, Justice and the Politics of Difference Princeton University Press: Oxford
253
Yuval-Davis N., 1994, Women, Ethnicity and Empowerment Feminism and Psychology, 4(1), pg. 179-197
254
Yeatman A., 1994, Post-modern Revisionings of the Political Routledge:London, pg. 89

87

different forms of oppression expressed by another movement255 A practical example of
transversal dialogue echoes with the South African example which saw the formation of
a Women’s National Coalition comprising of women from different walks of life,
differentiated by race/ethnicity, class, religious and political lines to form a forum for
dialogue and negotiation. As a result of the deliberations of the Forum, a Charter for
Effective Equality was drafted inclusive of the diversity of women’s voices towards the
new Constitution256. Cockburn also identifies a similar type of transversal universalism in
women centres across Belfast, where women, despite their differences across political
ideologies have come together united to meet at community centres to discuss issues
surrounding gender inequality. Such examples are found across the different continents
where women lobby and advocate together to exercise different forms of agencies 257.
may not permit the space/time to engage in a participatory dialogue, or in situations with
structural barriers such as poverty which may limit dialogue in the first instance.
Concurrently, a different feminist pluralistic notion of citizenship has also been identified
examining the differences existing between women as a category and the multiplicity of
representational sites where women exercise their agency towards political citizenship.
It is argued that the practice of active political citizenship could unite women beyond
their identity politics through dialogue and while displaying a solidarity despite the many
differences amongst women258, or strategic solidarities
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subjectivities and roles. Having a “common context of struggle”260 has also been
adopted to explain a compelling women’s alliance within difference. In this case
Mohanty presents the alliance established amongst different groups of black women
such as the Maori, Asian women and Pacific Islanders. Concurrently, the problematic of
difference amongst different groups of women renders alliance building and women’s
organising impractical due to the different historical contexts that some groups of
women have evolved in, putting them in a more subordinate position. Mohanty relates to
the case study of Maori women who view a multicultural alliance with Asian women as
weakening their fight for indigenous rights, and rather have bicultural alliances261.

Parliamentary Gender Caucus
The importance of a Parliamentary Gender Caucus with a mandate to apply a gender
lens to policy and to oversee the gender mainstreaming commitments of governments
cannot be overlooked262. The leverage provided by an institutionalised structure at the
highest level, instead of through an individual Parliamentarian, to monitor gender
equality commitments, requires that such issues may be raised more effectively in the
Parliament with stronger support. Furthermore, where such a structure is of a crossparty nature it may gather momentum to adopt certain bills and promote trust across
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party lines, thus facilitating joint action to promote gender equality 263. Parliamentary
Gender Caucuses are seen as specialised parliamentary body dealing with gender
equality covering a broad spectrum of conceptual and operational frameworks; from the
most to a lesser formalised cross-party or single party structure varying in terms of
structure, membership, mandate, working/operative methods, and relationships. The
literature reveals that there are numerous empirical arguments outlining parliamentary
institution building, and more specifically on the setting up of Parliamentary
Gender/Women Caucuses (PGCs).

The most common arguments relate to the

empowerment of individual parliamentarians through group dynamics that support the
same cause for gender equality. This would reduce pressure on individual MPs to lobby
for a cause and rather create cross-party consensus. Other scholars speak of the
functional arguments by applying a gender lens to policy formulation and
implementation264, as is the case in Australia265.
PGCs are reputed as being a catalyst for affirmative action in the political arena
in various ways, ranging from identifying to reviewing discriminatory institutionalised
practices and legislative frameworks that discriminate against women or that are
insensitive to practical and strategic gender interests. Women’s caucuses may even
build partnerships with women’s NGOs, women’s community based organisations and
the women’s policy agencies to lobby with respect to specific issues. Some PGCs are
subject to formal parliamentary approval, whilst others may be less structured. A
number of countries around the world have set up their specific functional Parliamentary
263
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Gender Caucuses, or a Reference Group on Gender Equality at National level, such as
the US Congressional Caucus for Women’s Issues; Rwanda’s Parliamentary Gender
Caucus; the Belgium Advisory Committee on Equal Opportunities for Women and Men;
the Canadian Standing Committee on the Status of Women; and the Indian Committee
on Empowerment of Women. One of the best practices remains the Committee of the
European Parliament working on gender equality comprising representatives from all
political parties in the European Parliament. The PGC architecture worldwide operate
through a range of repertoires, and have specifically been instrumental in raising
awareness on gender issues using a bottom-up approach, hence bringing about action
on specific issues of concern to male and female constituents; monitoring the
implementation of gender mainstreaming strategies in all policies, plans and programs,
including scrutinizing the national budget from a gender-sensitive lens.
Furthermore it is reported that PGCs have been effective in countries such as the
Ugandan’s Women’s Caucus has conducted workshops for women MPs on
parliamentary procedures and coalition building; in Finland, the Network of Women
Deputies in the Finnish parliament conducts debate luncheons where gender issues are
raised and in Morocco the Women’s Parliamentary Network trained women
parliamentarians on conflict resolution266. Overall, it is argued that PGCs give a strong
signal of the Government’s political will to the women’s empowerment and gender
equality agenda, at the highest level of decision-making267. PGCs have also been
established in the forms of specialized gender committees across party line in countries
266
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such as Belgium, India, South Africa where they have been able to implement gender
mainstreaming strategies in the contents of bills, policy-making and working in close
partnership with national gender machineries and the media to ensure monitoring of the
status of gender mainstreaming268. In Mauritius, a cross-party Parliamentary Gender
Caucus has been established at the level of the National Assembly through an
amendment to Standing Order 69 and the Rule and Regulations of Parliament. The
overall vision of the Caucus is the attainment of gender equality, through assessing the
gender sensitivity of policies and programmes however, this initiative is still at its
embryonic stage and the Caucus has only been recently launched in 2017269.270.

Exploring the Links from here – Structures of the State and Civil Society

Across Sub-Saharan Africa, a number of countries have adopted some form of gender
quota within their electoral systems. These countries have been in majority post-conflict
countries within the Eastern and Southern African region, namely in Burundi, Eritrea,
Mozambique, Namibia, South Africa, Tanzania, Uganda, Angola and Rwanda.
Countries such as Kenya, Lesotho, Zimbabwe and Francophone countries such as
Senegal and Togo have also followed suit in terms of adopting some form of gender
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quota system271. The literature reveals that the adoption of different forms of quota
systems have been a result of mobilisation by women’s movements, or have made
reference to the strategies of political elites, or been grounded in values of equality and
representation, and international norms and transnational effects272. It is reported that
there have been a number of factors that have led to the institutionalisation of the quota
system relating partly to the opportunity structure offered by a post-conflict political
transition which implied the adoption of new constitutions and electoral systems, as well
as a mobilisation of the national women’s movement, the interventions of expats who
had been empowered while in exile in other countries, a liberation movement or
dominant party with an inherent commitment to women’s emancipation, and a diffusion
effect from one country to another within the region273.
The case of Rwanda remains a best practice in the African Region and globally in terms
of having the highest percentage of descriptive representation of women in light of the
highest number of women in parliament (62 per cent)274. Scholars have credited the
adoption of gender sensitive laws, gender mainstreaming in the legislative process and
the institutionalisation of gender responsive budgeting to the increased presence of
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women in Parliament in Rwanda275. In the aftermath of the Genocide in Rwanda, a new
Constitution276 was drafted that included an Equality of Result quota system for at least
30 per cent of all representatives, and including at the level of Parliament to be women.
Concurrently, women were eligible for women-only seats. The literature mentions that
the women’s movement had had a mass mobilisation around the drafting of the new
Constitution to make sure that equality was enshrined in the document. The umbrella
women’s organisation, “Collectifs Pro-Femmes” and affiliated member NGOs advocated
for the inclusion of gender equality within the drafting processes along with concerted
efforts with women parliamentarians and the Ministry of Gender and Women in
Development. The newly drafted Constitution277 specifically cites CEDAW (1979) in its
preamble and also stipulates the commitment towards
“…ensuring equal rights between Rwandans and between women and
men without prejudice to the principles of gender equality and
complementarity in national development….”

Additionally, Title One of the constitution also establishes the equality of all Rwandans
ensued in terms of granting women at least 30 per cent of all positions in decision
making organs. The 30 percent quota was filled in 2008 and women gained another 26
per cent of the seats in the legislature via the political party ballot amounting to 56
percent. In 2013, the descriptive representation of women rose to 64 per cent. It is also
to be noted that the women’s associations within civil society has developed a three-fold
approach for

coordinating their lobbying among civil society (represented by Pro-
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Femmes), the executive branch (Ministry of Gender and Women in Development), and
the legislative branch (Forum of Women Parliamentarians). Pro Femmes led the
consultations with women at the grass-roots levels around the ratification of the new
constitution to include their concerns. Pro Femmes subsequently held discussions with
the representatives of the Ministry of Gender and Women in Development and the
Forum of Women Parliamentarians to inform of the concerns of women at the grassroots level. These three stakeholders, namely, Pro Femmes, the Ministry and the Forum
of Women Parliamentarians drafted a policy paper for the Constitutional Commission to
include these specific concerns. For Femmes then conducted a mobilisation campaign
for women to support the country-wide referendum on the new Constitution. Hence, the
coordination mechanism spearheaded by Pro Femmes with the Legislature and the
Executive had contributed to giving women a powerful voice towards democracy.
Coupled with women’s activism at three levels, there have been noteworthy
changes in gendered roles and gendered power dynamics in post-genocide Rwanda.
Furthermore, the ruling Rwandan Patriotic Front under the now President, had ensured
that women’s inclusion remained a hallmark of its programme for post-genocide
recovery and reconstruction. Similarly, in order to monitor and evaluate progress
towards gender equality, and compliance towards various national, regional and
international commitments, a Gender Monitoring Office278 has been established under
the Prime Minister’s Office in Rwanda, through the Constitution of 2003 (and revised in
2015). Members comprise representatives from the National Women’s Council, Ministry
278
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of Gender, National Children’s Council thus ensuring that gender is mainstreamed at all
these levels. In this context, it can be seen that the political will at the highest level of
decision making, as well as a close collaboration between women at the grass-roots
level, women in the legislature and at the level of the Executive has been the
cornerstone of the increased descriptive representation of women in Rwanda279.
Whilst acknowledging the fact that women’s policy machineries and women’s
organisations operate within different political spheres, it remains critical for the two
categories to consult and support each other to bring about meaningful change.
Lovenduski et al.

280

examines the effectiveness of women’s policy agencies in

addressing women’s/feminist interests in eleven post-industrial democracies by looking
at the ways and conditions in which women’s policy agencies have supported the
lobbying actions of women’s associations281, by adopting a common methodology
developed by the Research Network on Gender Politics and the State (RNGS) scholars.
The methodology looks at debates on political representation282 and assesses the
impact made by women’s groups and the role of the policy agencies in reframing the
terms of the debate on that particular issue. Under the overarching RNGS framework, it
is claimed that debates on policies will vary according to the activities and
characteristics of the WPAs and the impact of the women’s groups, policy content and
279
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participation in light of the features of the women’s groups as well as the overall
conduciveness of the policy environment. It is assumed that although the RHGS
methodology was designed for Western democracies, it may be applicable to the
developing world283, given a similar evolution of women’s policy agencies, after 1975
although they tackle different sets of contextual challenges284. The methodology
adopted by the RNGS included documenting and assessing the activities of women’s
groups and WPAs from initial appearance of a proposal on the national agenda to the
final government actions285.
Weldon286 maintains that a strong and autonomous women’s group having a
good link with public agencies is crucial to improve women’s substantive representation.
For example, in the case of Uganda, Tamale287 comments on the weak relationship
between women MPs and women activists. Conversely, Childs 288 notes that in the U.K.,
women MPs hold a strong relationship with their constituents and effectively voice their
concerns and advocate for women as has been the case in reducing the value-added
tax on sanitary products289. Moreover, organisations compete for financial resources
and they have come to rely on financial support from the government. The financial
nexus between non-governmental organisations’ survival and their capacity to advocate
in favour of women is crucial. In cases where organisations have limited funding, they
may forego lobbying activities that they may have otherwise engaged in. For example,
283
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in some African and Latin American countries, associations are often called upon to
complement Government’s services to provide women’s health-related services.
However, it may be argued that the source of funding affects the type of services
provided by civil society and thus its ability to challenge the State290. In Mauritius, most
registered associations are granted an allowance, and all women’s associations fall
under the umbrella of the National Women’s Council and receive a token yearly grant to
support their activities. The question of their autonomy thus becomes problematic, as
well as the type of activities being implemented, which tend to focus on practical needs.
It may be further argued that, as the aid architecture is changing in countries with a high
Human Development Index, such as Mauritius, external donor driven agendas take
precedence with limited local ownership and sustainability291.
As the strategies of women’s associations differ, its agenda, status, visibility and
vibrancy also change. Not all women’s associations seek to transform power relations,
nor are they successful in doing so. Some women’s grass roots organisations would not
necessarily want to refer to their actions as feminist; nor can they come out as feminists.
In this sense, it is crucial to look at its independence, as an autonomous, active and
oppositional women’s group is key to mobilise resistance in favour of women’s issues
and not be undermined by Government policies or financial support292. Being
autonomous is further central to its functionality to that it, firstly conveys a deliberative
democratic portrait to policy debates by acting as key intermediaries in consultations on
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a wide range of policy issues; and does not succumb to 'institutionalised293' State
sponsored feminism, which has the potential of deradicalising women’s activism 294.
Subsequently, the question that arises is to what extent, women’s/feminist
associations can be autonomous without being isolated from other political discourses
and organisations and running the risk of being excluded from important and relevant
policy debates. In the same vein, Andrew295 argues that integrating feminism into an
existing institution and shared institutional forms contributes towards making feminist
projects susceptible to being marginalized within changing structures, and vulnerable to
change in Government leadership and budgetary limitations. In Western Europe, for
example, when women’s associations regrouped into a “women’s movement” extricated
themselves from the State, it has been excluded from influencing policy decisions 296.
The scope of intervention of women’s groups to work towards achieving women’s
strategic needs depends on its autonomy. In post-colonial and countries undergoing
democratic transition, autonomy of a women’s movement has not been as much a prerequisite as alliances for women’s engagement in the political sphere, as compared to
women’s political organising in the Western world297. Tripp298 on the other hand,
investigates the reasons why an emancipated autonomous women’s groups should be
regarded as important in the non-western world. According to Tripp, autonomous
women’s groups are in a better position to challenge embedded norms that are
293
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detrimental to men, whilst also challenging the State’s position on those issues that are
pertinent to women, but which may be controversial such as reproductive rights and
reproductive choice. Whilst Tripp’s analysis holds weight, Hassim remarks that too
highly autonomous women’s groups may be thrown in a political ghetto being unable to
engage effectively with political parties or effect any change for women

Women and Politics in Mauritius

This section posits the research against the literature. Although there has been some
academic research on Mauritius treating Mauritius as a model State in the Southern
African Region299, the gendered dimension and women’s role in the socio-economic and
political landscape has often been overlooked300. Women’s representation and
participation in politics is usually equated with the number of women at parliamentary
level in Mauritius. The conglomeration of women’s organisations and associations in
Mauritius is considered to be an ageing one301. There are around 1200 registered
women’s associations at the national level, addressing the diversity of women’s
practical interests, and are underpinned by categories of ethnicity and social class.
In terms of the characteristics of civil society activism in Mauritius, Miles302 mentions that
the island may be labelled as a ‘supercivil’ society, with a high number of civil society
associations per capita, in light of the small size of the island, however, their lobbying
299
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culture is weak. By the time that Mauritius was granted independence, Miles reports that
there were around 519 associations registered at the level of the Registry of
Associations.
Similarly, Kasenally and Chiroro303 mention that civil society has a long history of
engagement in the socio-economic, cultural and political landscape of the island with
references dating back to 1961. The Registrar of Associations, Mauritius, has a member
of 6000 volunteer associations registered under its aegis as at date, which of which are
classified as community-based organisations and around 368 organisations with the
characteristics of being an NGO, as defined by the Registration of Associations Act
(1982)304. It is further stated that most of the community-based organisations have an
ethnic orientation or are special interest based.

Concurrently, while few in number, it may be argued that the female wing of
political parties and feminist oriented women’s organisations have historically advanced
women’s rights in successive contexts in line with the development of the political
landscape since colonialialism of the 18th century305.

At that point in time, the

characteristics of civil society revolved around socio-religious and cultural activities in
each ethnic/local community, many with branches/activities in which mainly women
participated. These socio-religious women’s “wings” were successful in different ways.
The Muslim Ladies Association inculcated cultural and religious values to Muslim
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women; the Arya Samaj movement lobbied against child marriage, the dowry system;
promoted female literacy and encouraged women to vote in the election preceding
independence in 1968; while the Catholic Church educated young girls on home
management skills, civic education and entrepreneurship306. In parallel, low income rural
women regrouped to take up social issues such as marriage or betrothal, demonstrating
agency over issues affecting their daily lives, and early form of feminist consciousness
raising amongst the “lower class women”307. Post-independence period saw the setting
up of a Self-Help organisation by rural Indian women, however, women’s associations
were dispersed, addressing practical gender needs. They were not autonomous,
operating under religious groups, leaving them with little manoeuvre to effect changes.
Around the mid-seventies as the country suffered political unrest and economic
instability, social movement politics began taking shape in Mauritius and the women’s
movement became more focused and built alliances to demand that the Government
address their practical and gender needs, reflecting Baldez’s “tipping/timing/framing”
model308, and transcending intersectionalities. A feminist and female consciousness of
women’s groups enabled them to transcend their ethnic differences to advocate for the
legalisation of religious marriages to protect women’s rights309. It is to be noted that
without the presence of women in formal political spaces, women’s movements in
Mauritius have still been able to effect changes towards their practical and strategic
needs in the early period. However, Bali, Bunwaree and Ramtohul assert that 21 st
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century feminism in Mauritius has not sought to challenge neither the status quo nor
men’s monopoly of political space310.
Yet, despite the very low representation of women in institutional politics (11.6%
in parliament and 26.2% at local governmental level) in Mauritius311, Parliament has
enacted gender sensitive legislation such as the Protection from Domestic Violence Act
(1997, amended 2011), the Sex Discrimination Act (2002) and the Equal Opportunity
Act (2011)312. The State is also party to numerous international human rights
instruments to protect and promote the rights of women and gender equality.
Bunwaree313 identifies a number of women’s interests314 but writes that there are issues
that still need to be pinpointed to inform a feminist agenda in Mauritius. At the level of
the Government and the Women’s Policy Machinery, programs being implemented
address the social, political and economic empowerment of women and gender
equality315; whilst the main entity that regroups all women’s association is implementing
programs geared towards address women’s issues identified under thematic of the
African Women’s Decade316. Concurrently, the Women’s Policy Machinery also
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implements recommendations of various international bodies such as the Committee on
the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW), and gears its
programs towards addressing issues identified in Protocol to the African Charter on the
Rights of Women in Africa (African Union), the Commonwealth Gender Action Plan and
the Protocol on Gender and Development (Southern African Development Community);
and also receives funding from donor agencies such as the United Nations
Development Program to implement gender sensitive projects317.
As the female cohort within women’s associations is ageing318, with the
exception of a few organizations that have been established recently, it is deemed
important to firstly discern what practical and strategic gender interests represent for
women in Mauritius. It is further crucial to identify the critical actors who define these
interests and claims and initiate gender sensitive change. Looking at women’s and
feminist interests within the expanded range of sites where women’s substantive
representation may take place in Mauritius at a multifarious political level will lead to a
richer and more complete understanding of women’s activism and political pathways
including how these interests are constructed in sites of representation by multiple
actors. It will identify competing positions in the way that interests are identified or
constructed and represented, as well as avoid a priori or essentialist definitions of
women’s/feminist interests, in the light of the concept of intersectionality.
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women’s interests. However, at the same time, it is essential to look at the
responsiveness of the State and WPAs to feminist demands, as this can inform how
well the State is sensitive to feminist interests, and the quality of representation.

Moving Forward- Redefining the Politics of Substantive Representation
A number of studies have investigated women’s political representation by taking
Pitkin’s multidimensional paradigm of political representation as a starting point. Some
studies have adopted a theoretical approach in addressing the efficacy of concepts
such as critical mass319 to understand the link between descriptive and substantive
representation. Others have adopted an empirical approach to investigate how women
represent women’s interests at the national level or through case studies 320. Such
empirical studies have looked at women’s legislative behaviour, and analysed
quantitative data sets of parliamentary records or in-depth interviews with women
parliamentarians to establish how they conceive and carry out their roles as female
representatives. Furthermore, some studies also adopt a diachronic comparative
approach to evaluate women’s legislative activity321, or cross-sectional studies of
women’s activities in different legislative bodies in a given temporal period 322. However,
the conclusions of these studies remain varied. Studies have further highlighted
women’s distinctive contribution at parliamentary level, for example in terms of
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promoting gender and women’s issues in the Scandinavian context; in the US and
Great Britain, women parliamentarian were more likely than their male counterparts to
defend issues in relation to women’s traditional roles or adopt positions compatible with
feminism323. Other research has insisted that a feminist consciousness remains a more
significant variable than gender as well as political party ideology324.
This literature review has subsequently moved beyond defining women’s
substantive representation through their actions and outcomes in institutional politics
alone to encapsulate women’s activism and their role as critical actors at a more
multifarious political level, both in the formal and non-formal arena. It has further posited
that meaningful substantive representation takes place when the actions of women and
other critical actors at these various levels converge. In light of the varied findings of
previous research and case studies mentioned above, in order to guide the case study
of women’s substantive representation in Mauritius, it is important to adopt a multi-fold
approach, firstly by looking at the actions and political/female consciousness of women
in institutional politics; the role of the women’s policy agency and its actors and
women’s activism in non-institutional politics, as well as their political/female
consciousness. The strategies adopted at these various levels to represent women and
identifying women’s diverse interests are also deemed crucial for “good” substantive
representation to take place. Finally, the act of representing women in a multi-ethnic
society and how critical actors conceive of their representative function is crucial for
substantive representation to take place.
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Additionally, it may be argued that redefining the substantive representation of
women would entail politicising ideologies about what represents “female’s/feminist”
interests in that specific context. It is expected that there will be a range of competing
definitions of what constitutes these interests, varying from women’s policy agencies,
women’s associations and movements and civil society organisations. However, Celis 325
writes that such a multiplicity of definition as put forward by different ideological strands
actually helps to better inform political choices and policy formulation and
implementation. Further, it will be crucial to explore the common interests which have
led to women’s mobilisation, despite differences based on ethnicity, class, amongst
others. For example, in Britain, Sawer et al326 uses the term “strategic essentialism” to
explain that women’s associations had mobilised around gender identity as the root of
their political action, which “played down” differences amongst women and “played up”
common experiences of subordination327.
It would further entail looking at the multiplicity of critical actors that advocate in
favour of women’s and feminist interests; and their differences in approach to that
effect. Moreover, in a multicultural setting, with the diversity in women’s experiences, an
operational

definition

of

women’s

interest

should

take

intersectionality

into

consideration. Moreover, as Tremblay328 explains, in institutional politics, individual
legislators cannot embody the experiences and perspectives of all women, and Norris329
concludes that whilst women Members of Parliament (MPs) can make a difference in
substantive representation, party ideology and politics remained the strongest marker
325
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that divided politicians330. Thus, Young’s331 concept of social perspective may be
adopted as it provides an inclusive approach to redefining women’s substantive
representation in formal institutions by recognising women’s diversity, and rejecting a
false notion of homogeneity of women’s interests. Since the articulation of the Young’s
social perspective calls for collective processes, and meaningful links between the
representative

and

the

constituents,

conceptualising

women’s

substantive

representation as a (complex) interplay of different critical actors, ranging from
female/male MPs, women’s movements, NGOs, associations and other civil society
organisations, renders substantive representation more holistic. Furthermore, this
differentiated interplay of actors brings one to question the institutional norms and
structures that shape women’s substantive representation, revealing their gendered
nature.
Analysis of the Institutional Architecture
Redefining women’s substantive representation in Mauritius entails an analysis at the
Ministry of Gender Equality, Child Development and Family Welfare. Different
structures, mechanisms and strategies have been put in place at the international,
regional and national levels to channel women’s voice and further women’s rights and
gender equality. Women’s Policy Agencies (WPAs), Women’s Policy Machinery (WPM)
or National Gender Machineries (NGM) refer to the permanent Institutional
architectures/ structures located inside the State and within the locus of public/formal
government arenas or administration that formulate, implement and evaluate policies
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and programs for women’s empowerment and enhancement equal gendered
relations332.
WPAs represent a prevailing feature of modern statehood333 representing ideally
the building blocks for gender sensitive policy making and implementation. At the level
of the State, such structures and processes typically include Government bodies in
charge of women’s issues and gender equality, or having a gender sensitive
Constitution, legislative measures and budgetary systems. Governments are further
accountable with respect to international and regional human rights commitments such
as the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women.
Other typical structures that seek to address women’s issues and gender equality
include the women’s political wings. At the non-state level, Non-governmental
organizations or civil society organisation, and community-based initiatives or grassroots women’s associations; trade unions and engaging with the Private Sector334 may
represent effective avenues for lobbying towards addressing women’s needs and
interests.
The 1995 Beijing Platform for Action adopted by United Nations (UN) Member
States recognised the potential of such institutionalised agencies within the State
structure to extend technical, and administrative support for gender mainstreaming in all
sectors of Government, including in their role to increase women’s political
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representation, formulate and implement meaningful policies and programmes in favour
of women’s interests335. Retracing the establishment of these WPAs, scholars mainly
identify three “waves” of WPAs underpinned by the claims of the women’s movements
for example, prior to the seventies, there were only a few WPAs in western democracies
such as the Women’s Bureau in the United States set up in 1920; the Women’s Bureau
in Canada in 1954; the 1965 Study Group on Women’s Work in France. These agencies
focused their activities on the employment status of women. Subsequently, following the
1975 First World Women’s Conference in Mexico City whereby the UN called for
Member States to establish policy machineries, and in line with the proliferation of
women’s movements in the western world, countries responded systematically in
establishing such agencies, so that by mid-nineties, almost 127 UN Member States
across the world had national women’s machineries in place 336.Linking the international
level to the case study of Mauritius, the first national women’s machinery was
established in 1976 in the wake of the international women’s year with a port-folio of
consumer protection and throughout the years followed international trends in terms of
expanding and gearing its activities towards addressing women’s rights, implementing
programs towards women’s empowerment and gender mainstreaming, in the same vein
as disclosed in the literature. The Ministry for Women’s Rights in Mauritius followed
335
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international women’s movement of the second “wave” in the growth of women’s
national machineries which occurred in accordance with a general paradigm shift
towards “gender” and “gender mainstreaming” was mostly as a response to
international development agencies such as the UN337. Lastly, the third “wave” of
agencies, arising from the late 1990s predominantly in Western European countries
shifted again from a women and gendered approach to that of working towards the
idiom of diversity embracing and assessing intersectionality with inequalities due to
race, sexuality, class, age, ethnicity and disability.

Since the seventies, mandates of WPAs have varied between policy formulation,
coordination amongst other stakeholders, implementation, legal advocacy, gender
mainstreaming, development of Information/Education and Communication Materials for
awareness-raising and training. Some national mechanisms further function as an
observatory institution such as in Egypt, Morocco and Tunisia 338.

One of the

longstanding prevailing mandates of WPAs is their reporting commitments to
international and regional bodies such as the United Nations (UN) or European Council;
and African Union (AU) or the Southern African Development Community (SADC).
Accordingly, it is reported that national mechanisms have only been able to partially fulfil
their mandates due to limited resources, political will, and lack of capacity339 In 2009, the
United Nations requested for all 192 Member States to list the mandates/strategies of
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their respective WPA. It was revealed that there was, still as such, no idiosyncratic
structures of WPAs and these were not heterogeneous in the way that they
implemented their respective strategies340; for example, Myanmar has a National
Committee for Women's Affairs and a Myanmar Women's Affairs Federation; Mauritius
has a Ministry for Gender Equality, Child Development and Family Welfare; Tajikistan
has a list of Gender Focal Points (GFPs), a Parliamentary Committee on Family, Health,
Social Protection and Environment Affairs, a Coordination Council and a Committee on
Women and the Family; the Netherlands has instituted a Minister of Emancipation, an
Equal Treatment Commission and the existence of some other entities; and Australia
has an Office for Women341. The proliferation of these WPAs may fuel critiques on
whether they have the potential to contribute significantly to feminist goals, and the
needs and interests of diverse groups of women , especially in cases where these
Statehood Agencies may be seen as an international construction given the fact that the
international community, through the UN Commission on the Status of Women (CSW)
and the Committee of the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination
against Women had exerted pressure for Governments to set up institutional
mechanisms to protect women’s rights and promote gender equality since the 1960s
and with their

proliferation in the dawn of the Decade for Women342. It becomes
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important not to assume that the existence of WPAs is a direct attestation of feminist
outcomes.
Additionally it is important to note that having in place a formal institutional
structure relating to women’s policy agencies does not guarantee successful
implementation of gender equality policies and programs. Critiques of institutionalised
WPAs have spoken of the limited capability of WPAs to influence important areas of
policy making, for various reasons, namely, limited fiscal resources; a non-conducive
environment where gender equality norms in society are weak despite de-jure
legislation on equality; actors that are resistant to gender equality changes; and “shifting
policy discourses that have reframed the language of empowerment and gender
equality into gender mainstreaming343. Indeed, WPAs have seen a shift from the WID
approach of the nineties to that of a gender mainstreaming paradigm. The concept of
gender mainstreaming, finding its origin in the 1995 UN Beijing Conference, stipulate for
all UN Member States to integrate a gender perspective in all policies and programs of
the Government. As an addition to gender equality and anti-discrimination and
affirmative action policies, “gender mainstreaming”344 seeks to incorporate gender in the
the (re)organization, improvement, development and evaluation of policy
processes so that a gender equality perspective is incorporated in all policies at
all levels and at all stages, by the actors normally involved in policy-making

Hence, gender mainstreaming has been a motor to change institutional and public focus
from specific programs aimed at enhancing the status of women towards necessitating
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gender sensitivity across all areas of policy making and implementation in Member
States.
In the African region345, the nature and structures of Lead Institutions vary from
that of a Ministry for Women to a mechanism which is attached to a Ministry but with the
mandate of working in parallel towards the welfare of the family, children and/or
community development, social development, youth and sports.346 Mechanisms include
but are not limited to divisions and units in Ministries, Departments, gender focal points,
parliamentary caucuses and select committees, divisions, women’s wings of political
parties, inter-ministerial committees. According to the Beijing plus 15 Survey carried out,
GFPs were seen as the most popular mechanism in the African region347. Subsequently,
the literature reveals that failing to establish a specific budgeted mechanism with an
explicit port-folio for gender equality and women’s empowerment actually weakens this
exercise because the budget is not channelled towards specific goals, gender strategies
are diluted and having a Unit within a complex archetypal set-up may not hold as much
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power and authority over other sectoral Ministries to influence gender mainstreaming
within their port-folio348.
Other countries having smaller structures, for example, a women’s bureau or
council349, departments and desks, were institutionalised into larger structures such as
Ministries with separate budgets. Concurrently, other structures that form part of the
Gender Machinery include the setting up of Parliamentary Caucuses, Gender Units,
Gender

Focal

Point

Mechanisms,

Women’s

Council,

Gender

Committee/

Commission350. These institutional arrangements as well as other types of instruments
have had varying degree of success and effectiveness in advancing women’s issues, on
their own or when used together351. Similarly, it is reported that the institutionalisation of
multiple mechanisms in place for the promotion of gender equality plays an important
role in decentralising the work of the main institution, as well as the fact that this gives
even more legitimacy to the cause by having different institutions advocating,
implementing, monitoring and evaluating policies and programs. Moreover, different
institutions have specific, implying in turn that specific programs would be budgeted for
accordingly, putting less strain on an already under-budget Women’s Ministry gender
equality; for example, gender issues in health such as sexual and reproductive health,
348
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could be taken up by the institution responsible for health352. On the other hand, the
Beijing 15+ Review reveals that coordinating, monitoring and evaluating all the different
mechanisms in place under a gender management system, as well as their synergies
and avoiding duplicating programs has proved quite challenging353. At the same time, it
is posited that there may be no definite proportional relationship between established
structures and having effective policy influence, as factors depend on Government’s
actual commitment and action towards gender equality; the type of issues of interests to
women that are open to negotiation; and the extent to which actions are transparent in
nature. Additional factors encompass leadership quality of national mechanisms as well
as the vibrancy of women’s movements and their capability to effectively induce
changes in policy and political processes. Nevertheless, these last points beget the
question whether having different mechanisms are useful in terms of their perceived
gender mainstreaming outcomes or whether certain types of mechanisms are
operational simply due to their strategic location, and leadership354.
In the same vein, in the Mauritian context, there has been a shift from the
“women in development” approach to the “gender and development” approach. There
has been an evolution of strategies and approaches towards implementing women’s
rights programs that have focused on targeted programs that seek to empower women
in specific sectors/ thematics to a gender mainstreaming approach that aims at a
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systematic gender sensitive policy analysis355 . Nonetheless, the discourse on gender
mainstreaming in Mauritius seems fragmented as CEDAW periodic reports356 seem to
reveal that the gender concept in itself has been misunderstood, and has not yet been
institutionalised and all-embracing.

Indeed the Beijing 15+ review for the African

region357 highlighted that there lacks clarity on the gender concept itself as well as a
lack of technical capacity towards gender mainstreaming in all sectoral delivery Units/
Ministries. Additionally, the fact that gender mainstreaming has been seen as a topdown approach has resulted in resistance in implementation at the Ministerial levels
itself as well as resulting in unintended consequences, for example the elimination of
women-specific programmes358. Concomitantly, as equated to the main continent , the
Beijing 15+ review uncovered that the successful implementation of gender
mainstreaming strategies was further underpinned by a severe lack in financial
resources whereby institutional mechanisms receive a very small percentage of the
national budgets, leading them to rely heavily on donor funding. Concerns arise when
international and donor agencies become the main driver for change in formulating and
implementing gender-sensitive programmes and/or when their agendas clash with
issues of national interests, whilst compromising sustainability in programming359. The
Beijing 15+ review further found that there were a limted number of sectoral gender
policies and gender was not mainstreamed into national policies and priorities. Building
355
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the capacity of Staff and representatives of women’s association was also seen to be
crucial360.
The principal focus of this study is to assess the effectiveness of the women’s
policy agency in Mauritius- that is, the Ministry of Gender Equality, Child Development
and Family Welfare- in bringing forward a feminist or gender sensitive agenda, as well
as the effectiveness of the State in addressing women’s interests’ and concerns of
women’s associations, as well as their interaction. Lovenduski et al.361 adopts a
methodology designed by the RNGS to the study of the relationship between women’s
policy agencies and women’s associations, concluding that women’s policy agencies
supports women’s movement goals on the issue of increasing women’s political
representation in ten post-industrial countries, suggesting the importance of the
presence of State feminism coupled with the presence of a cohesive women’s
movement362. Whilst it may be difficult to assess whether those who carry out a
“feminist” agenda are feminists (bearing in mind that their agenda may be feminist in
nature) in Mauritius, it is perhaps as effective to explore the activities of women’s
political caucus that work towards advocating in favour of women’s issues within the
parliament or the existence of informal cross-party political caucus working to this end,
given the absence of such a formal caucus in Mauritius. In this context, the term State
feminism363 is used to look at the way that feminism is institutionalised in agencies of
the state and in their economic, social and political systems and is explored further in
the thesis.
360
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In terms of analysing the role and effectiveness of women’s groups in Mauritius,
as well as its interaction with the policy agency, it is appropriate in the first instance to
question whether it has a female or feminist consciousness, as this will undoubtedly
guide their further actions and inform their sense of agency. Feminist consciousness is
here seen as a distinct process where women adopt a feminist vocabulary to give
meaning to their status in society and are conscious of specific themes such as
discrimination based on sex or gender. Moreover, with a feminist consciousness,
feminism is injected in the everyday lived experiences of women and into their
interpretation of these subjective experiences364. The undertone of this consciousness
may be further related to women’s intersectionality in Mauritius, and thus, it becomes
important to apply an inter-sectionality approach (without imposing a feminist label),
underlining the disaggregation of the meaning of “women” and their different type of
consciousness and recognising the dynamism of subjectivities and power relations that
render woman not a uniform political category, but marked by differences which
reinforce or inform subordination365.
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CHAPTER THREE

CONTEXTUALISING GENDER POLITICS
IN MAURITIUS
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It is indeed true to say that although Mauritius has drawn its cultural
inspiration from Africa, Asia and Europe, yet it has succeeded to a
remarkable degree in evolving a distinct Mauritian way of life. The
visitor to Mauritius is impressed by the fact that the average
Mauritians have more in common with each other than with the native
inhabitants of the land of their forbears. Indeed, it has been the
privilege of my small country that its citizens have inherited the
influence of the best traditions of the East and of the West. [Speech
of the first Prime Minister, Sir Seewoosagar Rarmgoolam, 24 April
1968, upon the accession of Mauritius to the United Nations]

Traditional notions of citizenship have been conceptualised as a universal gender
neutral experience. Yet, it is now widely acknowledged that the politics of performing
citizenship is intricately linked to power differentials underpinned by social divisions and
intersections of gender and ethnicity, amongst others366. This notion of gendered and
intersectional citizenship in Mauritius has emerged as a powerful finding throughout the
interviews with women at the levels of the State and in the community. Gendered and
intersectional citizenship have influenced the differentiated nuanced ways that women
have exercised their citizenship in Mauritius since colonisation and has affected the way
in which the substantive representation of women has been undertaken at different
levels of society, namely, at the State and community levels up to the present times.
The previous chapter has provided an analysis on the literature on women’s
political representation and the link between substantive and descriptive representation.
A background to women’s political engagement in the post-colonial setting has also
been examined. Subsequently, from the gap identified in the literature review, this
section moves on to specifically look at how ethnicity is constructed in Mauritius as this
proves to be a critical dimension in the following chapters of the thesis. In this context,
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the chapter situates Mauritius as a pluri-ethnic space and provides an overview of the
demographics and the statistics on Mauritius regarding the ethnic composition. For the
purpose of the thesis, and in order to have focused arguments, the thesis has narrowed
the analysis to the ethnic cleavages, in light of the fact that ethnicity shapes the way
women define their intersectionalities in order to contextualise the analysis and claims
made in the thesis.
Therefore, this section starts off by situating Mauritius as a trans367-colonial
space. It then analyses the progression of women’s activism in Mauritius before the
nineteen sixties during colonial occupation. It retraces the history of women’s organising
relating to women’s practical and strategic needs arguing that women’s intersectionality
has been a starting point for the way that women have defined addressed their needs
and taken as a point of reference in the way that women’s organising has been
performed in Mauritius.

Situating Mauritius as a pluri-ethnic Space
Mauritius is situated in the South Western Region of the Indian Ocean and 2,400 square
km from the African coast368.

The Mauritian territory comprises the main island of

Mauritius, and the outer islands of Agalega, St. Brandon and Rodrigues. Since 1970,
the Mauritian economy has seen a diversification from a strong and stable sugar

367
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monocrop economy to a focus on the manufacturing (textiles and garments) sector with
an expanding tourist industry in the 1980s. Mauritian offshore and Freeport activities
have also been booming since the 1990s. By late 2014, the Mauritian economy grew by
3.5 per cent with a Gross National Income per capita at market prices reaching AUD$
10,768. The latest unemployment rate figures stand at 7.8 per cent while inflation stood
at 3.2 per cent369. The population of Mauritius in 2016370 stood at 1,263,473 million with
50.5 per cent more females; comprising a mix of six ethnicities (or religious affiliations),
namely Indo-Mauritians Hindus (40%); Creoles/ People of African origin (28%); Muslims
(17%); Tamils (7%); Sino-Mauritians (3%); and Franco-Anglo Mauritians (2%). The
overall population density is 965 persons per square kilometre. Boasting a literacy rate
of 89.8 per cent371, and a strong welfare system which also provides a social safety net,
life expectancy for females is 77.7 years and 71.1 for males. The Labour force
Participation/activity rate stood at 59.9 per cent with 45.3% females in the formal labour
market, which states that despite a higher percentage of women in Mauritius, they are
still under-represented in the paid labour force.
As a trans-colonial space Mauritius connects various histories and cultural legacies372; in
fact, the kaleidoscope of the Mauritian landscape closely resembles a neo-primitive
landscape in terms of topology and cultures encapsulated in post-colonial spatiality,
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with old architecture and modern structures, almost in negotiations with postcoloniality373. Present day narration of Mauritius is equated with modern democratic
principles shaped by discourses of economic reforms and political stability which has
granted the State with a type of regional legitimacy within the African region. On the
economic map, Mauritius is classified as the most economically free country in SubSaharan Africa374 and referred to as the “'Tiger in Paradise375” or “star and key” of the
Indian Ocean, due to its strategic positioning between Asia and Africa, strengthened by
its cultural and political ties to Europe, while its affinities with multiple cultures including
colonial as well as multi-diasporic affiliation makes it a “rainbow” nation. Modern
Mauritius and its post-colonial identity have seen a discursive construction of
crosscutting diasporic identities376 underpinned today by a unique experience of postcolonialism377 almost leading to a sense of “strategic Mauritianism”378 subscribing to
multiple national narratives and subjectivities in the light of the interplay of
intersectionality.

The Republic of Mauritius is host to over 15 language groups under the umbrella
of four major religions in a small island developing State arising as a result of the
successive wave of immigrants on the island brought either as slaves or indentured
373
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labourers or forming part of the colonial powers 379. The issue of social cohesion in
Mauritius remains critical to good governance, sustainable development and contributes
to the quality of life of Mauritians. In this context, Caroll & Caroll 380 stipulate that politics
in Mauritius was viewed as a competition between different ethnic groups, in which
each segment of the society necessitated a fair representation and sharing of benefits,
leading to the adoption of a unique type of political representation referred to as the
Best Loser System381 to manage ethnic diversity. Hence, colonialism and its remnants
can be seen as an aftermath that has shaped the development trajectory of the nation
through the setting of institutional operational structures and frameworks that still
operate in 21st Century Mauritius, as reflected in the Electoral system as well as in the
intersectional identities of its citizens.
Linking

contemporary

Mauritian

democratic

society

to

Lijphart’s

“Consociational382 theory” proves apt given the typology embeds its theoretical
significance in the relationship between a political culture and the overlaying social
structure on the one hand and political stability or fragmentation on the other. The
various pieces of literature on the history of Mauritius reveals that the dominant “cross
cutting cleavages”383 relate to that of religion and ethnicity that paint the social and
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cultural diversity of the island384, with intersecting memberships385. The same discourse
is on-going in present day Mauritius and has been discussed in one of the interviews
As Mauritians, we are represented as one nation, one identity…Our National
Anthem says as one nation, as one country, in peace, justice and liberty…but
when you look at us, you cannot say who is a typical Mauritian as such, we look
like Indians, Africans, Chinese, White people…we all practice our religion, it is in
the Constitution, it is in the electoral system…we all feel that there is something
we have in common, that’s what they call the “Mauritianisme”…[WCBO7]386

A structural-functionalist view of ethnicity can be seen in Mauritius. Mauritian women
see their ethnic identity as being construed as the extent of their adherence to a
particular collectivity. Their identities are further constructed and in juxtaposition to the
overall shared values and norms of that group during the course of social dealings and
in their relationship formation within the Mauritian social system387. Identity formation in
Mauritius has been the result of its historical making, According to historians, Carter and
Teelock388, settlers who arrived in Mauritius under the status of slaves, traders and
indentured labourers sought to accommodate themselves according to a colour-casteclass rules of stratification. In the same way, the caste system is still deeply embedded
in contemporary Mauritian society389, for example, the Hindus are further divided in
terms of the caste system, language, area of origin and religious affinity whilst the
Creoles see themselves divided in terms of colour (fair and dark skinned, French
384
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speakers and Creole speakers390. This notion of levels or layering of different identities
is complex in the island with overlapping cleavages creating a sense of ethnic affiliation,
making it even more complex when analysing gendered roles and relations as revealed
in the interviews. For example, one participant explained how her gendered identity
was strongly underpinned by her ethnicity.
…I am a Hindu woman, we are expected to get an education, then we get
married and we have kids, if we have a boy, that is excellent…I mean you see it
everywhere, when I had my girl, everyone who asked, first asked me whether it
was a boy or a girl; when you say it’s a girl, there is almost a disappointment in
their faces, you get an “oh”, followed by “a little Laxmi (name of a female Indian
Goddess) as if they try to make it up to you…Every now and then, I go to the
temple, I wear my Sari, I have to look like an Indian woman, I wear my Sindoor
(indian red powder worn by Indian women on the forehead), I have to look like an
indian woman, its everywhere, you are a woman and you belong to a culture and
sometimes, by your name, people also know your caste. So you cannot just be a
woman in Mauritius…391

It can be argued from the above statement that there is a perceived strong ethnic
cleavage which is further divided by gender intersectionality, where the participant
appeared to define her subjectivity and lived life experiences based on the ethnic
affiliation, as well as her gender and intersectional identities. Concurrently, whilst
analyzing women’s early forms of agency in Mauritius, the same type of cleavages
pertaining to intersectionality seem to be present in the way that women have
regrouped themselves during the colonial and post-colonial times.
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Women’s Early Forms of Agency in Mauritius- Female Consciousness in the
Making using a Feminist Revisionist lens
While there is a dearth of literature on white Franco-Mauritian women, the few in-depth
gender-sensitive research studies conducted on colonial life in Mauritius have looked at
the roles of female slaves and indentured labourers. This section adopts a feminist
revisionist lens to re-interpret the historical records of women’s political agency in
Mauritius thus challenging the traditional gender-blind views held about the historical
event and introducing a new way to think about the motivations and decisions of women
at that time. Teelock392 and Carter393, in their work on Mauritian history and settlement,
retrace the activities of female immigrants during the early days of colonization, their
roles as wives and mothers and the extent of their work in the plantation sector. Both
authors provide historical testimony of the ways in which women were attributed
secondary status both culturally and under the legal framework of Code Noir 394. The
Code Noir in 1723 stipulated that African slave women were subject to their “master”
and were able to be punished by their husbands or owner. Moreover, with the 1808
“Code Napoléon”395, married women in Mauritius were relegated to the status of a
minor; or if unmarried, remained the responsibility of the patriarchal head of household,
to be handed over to the husband after marriage.
392
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classified married women as being politically incompetent and thus restricted to the
private sphere and not being able to attend political meetings396. However, delving
further, Carter revealed that patriarchal ideologies were intertwined with capitalistic
development. She explains that between 1834-1839, the country saw the arrival of the
first female labourers, however, paradoxically, female immigrants ended up being
predominantly employed as child minders and general household servants because
sugar estates did not seek their services, reaching one to conclude that this initiative
was part of a labour immigration scheme. Looking at this from a Marxist standpoint,
Carter explains that female labourers were brought in to reproduce the workforce.
Along the same lines of thought, Burn397 asserts that the gendered division of labour in
which women’s reproductive role plays a major role has been pivotal in sustaining a fit
and cheap labour force in the sugar export sector in Mauritius. Likewise, Carter echoes
the same sentiment in mentioning that women faced were being told that their rightful
place was in the home when they expressed the will to be economically independent by
working and earning a wage 398.
Colonial times remained an assortment of limited rights and regulations and
defining a colonial citizen would be a process of including and excluding certain groups
of people. Teelock399 highlights that both women and men slaves and labourers worked
equally hard without much benefit in the sugarcane plantations through planting, canecutting, cane-loading and clearing the land. Women who were not slaves acted as a
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secondary pool of labour or “the weaker seconds”

400

easily tapped into for ancillary

duties such as weeding, and cleaning the fields after harvesting. Sack-making,
laundering, dress-making and cooking in their own leisure time provided some women
with avenues for minute financial gain, however, even in this trade, women’s wages
were lower than men’s. Furthermore, different authors write that women engaged in sex
work as an economic strategy or to obtain temporary freedom from their owners401.
Moreover, Creole women had a critical role in enabling the setting up of Chinese
commerce, acting as what Authorities have referred to as “prête-nom”402, to obtain shop
licenses in the event that a Chinese tradesperson had more than one shop in order to
avoid suspicion. Chinese merchants were thus dependent on Creole women to bypass
administrative red-tape and procedure, and as such Creole women played an important
role in the economic development of the country at that time403. Indian women faced a
triple oppression related to strict State Laws, the “Vagrant Act”404, patriarchal communal
sanctions and familial hegemony. Nevertheless, the archives indicate that Indian
women set up “baitkas” (small Community meetings) which proliferated in camps across
the island to transmit cultural values, religion and traditions to the younger generation of
Indian women. It may be deduced that these gatherings created a unified sense of
identity, solidarity and sense of sisterhood amongst Indian women405.
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Despite this much defined role in the private sphere, women’s reproductive role
contributed to the expansion of the Mauritian economy during the colonial times.
Women were also called upon to sustain the labour force, and were also used as a form
of cheap labour. A combination of these factors thus enabled the sugar export sector to
flourish406. Thus, female consciousness was present during the colonial times in
Mauritius, where women acknowledged what their culture and class and the specific
historical context expected from them. Whilst accepting the gendered system at play
through the division of labour, women were still able to organise in a collective manner.
The study of early forms of women’s agency in the colonial period in Mauritius calls
attention to the concept of female consciousness which enables an analysis of the
diverse types of motivation in women’s daily lives that lead them to act in a collective
manner to achieve the goals that they would otherwise not have been able to do as
individual subjects. There appears to be a sense of community that emerged during the
colonial days that was a result of women’s shared chores binding them to their ethnic
communities and their class within their neighbourhoods, as revealed in the “baitkas”.
The “baitkas” were not only seen as places to congregate but also as an abode for
women. Here they were able to establish a spirit of sisterhood and a basis for collective
action. However, it appears that as Mauritian society developed further in terms of more
urbanisation, female solidarity slowly changed as working conditions for women
improved with education. As some categories women gained entry into the labour force,
they slowly detached themselves from the close proximity of their original
neighbourhoods and the sense of shared responsibilities that contributed to the female
406
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consciousness slowly diminished, as well as weakening their lobbying and their
collective action.

Early

Forms

of

Organising-

Feminist

Political

Consciousness

and

Intersectionality
By 1911, the Arya Samaj society407, a religious Hindu movement, was established that
saw the involvement of women in its woman’s association in 1912 with a view of
promoting education amongst women, which was followed by the establishment of a
Girls’ school in 1922. The Mahila Mandal (termed Women's Association), under the
Arya Samaj was established in 1931. In 1933, the Mahila Mandal held a national
women’s conference that saw the participation of around 500 women from across the
country promoting equal rights for women and men in marital life and it worked in
partnership with the Arya Samaj and Seva Shivir movements408, to work towards the
elimination of the caste system, the abolition of purdah409 and the development of
educational programs for girls. Moreover, the Arya Samaj movement along with the
Mahila Mandal initiated a lobby towards the elimination of child marriages, as one
participant revealed
…my mum was in the women’s wing of the arya samaj. I cannot remember too
well, but I know it was active, it was a tool to educate the maximum number of
women in Hindu society. As women, it was easier to talk to other women, they
spoke Bhojpuri… they were the force on the ground to reach other
407
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women…slowly the mentality changed… we used the teachings of Swami
Dayanand to tell women and men that in our religion, women and men are
complementary and equal…[WE]410

It is believed that the Mahila Mandal further contributed to the empowerment of Hindu
women through inculcating literacy skills and allowing girls to transgress from the
private confine of the house into the public world 411. Because of the strong patriarchal
nature of Mauritian society during those times, it can be argued that the literacy skills
program for Indo-Mauritian daughters was a means of subverting an androcentric
system in which only males were able to receive a formal education. A similar religious
organisation that contributed to enhancing Hindu women’s literacy skills was the Jan
Andolan412, a socio-cultural association which further aimed at sustaining the Indian way
of life amongst Hindus in Mauritius413. The association opened up Hindi schools across
the island and provided literacy skills to Indian indentured labourers as well Hindu
women who were then able to vote in elections prior to Independence, carving out
niches for women to participate as political citizens414. Muslim women were active in the
Muslim Ladies Association which was established in 1940; and the Ahmadist Muslim
Women’s Association that was established in 1951, both working towards the
empowerment and emancipation of Muslim women as well as their physical and
spiritual health, and ran religious education classes as well as performing charity work.
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The Catholic Church organised the “Ecoles Menageres”/ Home Economics
classes for Christian women in 1956415. Around the 1950s, it was common for those girls
from working class and low income backgrounds to stop going to school when they
reached twelve years of age, and then got married off during their teenage years. The
Ecoles Menageres was specifically set up as a response to educate young girls in home
economics, household management, cooking, sewing, nutrition, grooming and
domesticity. Women from the privileged Franco-Mauritian classes usually volunteered to
hold training at the Ecoles Menageres and classes focussed on imparting such skills to
future mothers and wives in line with Christian Ideologies. Activities of the Ecoles
Menageres eventually transformed from focusing on activities restricted within the
private sphere to conducting civic education, holding literacy classes, and educating
Christian girls about the history and culture of the island, as well as how to set up
kitchen gardening and entrepreneurial activities 416. This curriculum based on home
management and home economics reflected the community’s expectation of women.
Moreover, there seemed to be a privilege class-based consciousness amongst women
who received training and Franco-Mauritian women delivering the training.
In addition to religion based women’s groups, the late 1940s also saw the
emergence of more class-based smaller women’s groups in rural areas looking at social
issues that affected young girls and women. These smaller associations comprised
mainly of women from very low-income groups and illiterate women from the agricultural
working class. Membership in these small associations acted as a source of female
consciousness raising and class-based activism by enabling women to act in solidarity
415
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made up of by sharing their common lived experiences417. Concomitantly, the Women’s
Self-Help Association established in 1968 had a membership principally drawn from
women of the upper-class- its social foundation being in more educated women married
or related to government officials or politicians. The Association promoted a more
entrepreneurial spirit offering free capacity-building training in embroidery, basket and
handicraft making with a view of empowering women financially. By extension, women
were equipped with the required skills to enter the Export Processing Zone that paved
the way for Mauritian women to enter the employment sector in large numbers by the
1970s418. Furthermore, it may be argued that the Association acted as a forum for
women from distinct social classes to interact and develop an awareness of their
different practical gender needs and interests and establish a sense of solidarity and
sisterhood419.

Transcending Intersectionalities for Collective Action
While the literature on social movement politics in Mauritius420 reveals that, there was no
visible women’s movement as such, and that most women had no formal education, it
can be, nevertheless, argued that there was a form of female consciousness arising
during colonial and post-colonial times, as women got involved in socio-cultural and
religious organisations/associations despite being illiterate and divided in light of their
different ethnicities and interests.
417
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Whilst it appears that women did not actively seek to transcend their
intersectional identities based on their ethnic affiliation, they did challenge very strong
patriarchal ideologies, often blurring the lines between the private and public spheres.
Although women regrouped in ethnic groups, they gained a female consciousness

421

in

that setting, and eventually as Mauritius developed, and larger women’s organisations
were established, they were able to come together in groups, women of different ethnic
affiliation identified points of interests across intersectional identities; the development
of a spirit of female solidarity and sisterhood and setting up an agenda for the future 422.
This may be explained through the ability of women to have control over their bodies
through family planning. From 1950-1960, Mauritius experienced an exponential growth
in its population rate423, where as a result, the Government of the day circulated a
proposal to institutionalise a family planning scheme have a maximum of three children
in a family. However, the Roman Catholic Church was vehemently opposed to the
proposal until 1965, after which, family planning was officially endorsed and initiated at
the national level through information and education campaigns resulting in a birth rate
of 3.3 which the United Nations considered as a strong effort 424. Likewise, a quantitative
study undertaken around the Sub-Saharan region seems to suggest that there is a
positive link between a decreased fertility rate and gender equality and a higher rate of
human development and GDP growth425.
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While women’s ability to take control of their bodies and fertility as a matter of
choice, resonating with a liberal feminist standpoint, during the mid-1970s, Mauritian
society witnessed a surge in social movement politics. The rise of a leftist organisation
(Mouvement Militant Mauricien-MMM) and a student revolt as the population held the
Government accountable for poverty, unemployment and corruption. This wider state of
political unrest provided the space for different women’s organisations to engage in
political acts in a quest to support better governance, for example, numerous nonethnic/religious women’s associations emerged, amongst which was La Ligue Feministe
in 1974. The association was originally part of the MMM as the women’s wing, however,
required more autonomy to act on legislative and structural changes such as equal work
for equal pay, anti-discriminatory provisions for women under the law, equal rights and
access to education, reproductive rights and equal participation in formal politics.
Additionally, the Association of Mauritian Women (AFM) was established in 1975
comprising women from the upper-middle class to promote women’s well-being by
educating both women of the upper-middle class and those at the grass-roots on their
rights under the present system and undertake consciousness-raising with respect to
the oppression that they were facing426.
As the country saw more unrest due to socio-economic concerns, The Women’s
Liberation Movement427 was subsequently established in 1976 with an ideology to
primarily lobby for working women’s equality in the formal employment sector. It also
sought to educate working women through adult literacy classes, provide them with
426
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information on their reproductive rights428, lobbied for women to be represented in the
media and mobilised working-class women to join trade unions429. An interview with a
female activist of the movement revealed:
At the beginning in 1976, we formed the MLF to fight for women’s liberation, all
women alive. We started with adult literacy, we worked on family planning and
reproductive rights campaigns, to include women in the media, have women
active in trade unions and we sought to fight against class oppression, and laws
that discriminate against women - we are still doing it, we have had advances.
Yes we are political, we have organised sit-ins, hunger strikes- all silent peaceful
but political. One of the first women’s strikes in Mauritius that MLF participated in
was linked to the Diego Garcia Islander Women (Ilwa) in 1978. They wanted the
right to return back to their island and having the U.S. base removed from their
motherland (demilitarisation). We supported the Diego Women going on a three
week hunger strike. This was a first in Mauritius- women going on a hunger
strike, taking a stand. For the Diego Women, it reflected their power in a
matriarchal society (WCBO12]430

As women’s activism was gathering momentum and with a deeper feminist
consciousness, at the same time, the United Nations proclaimed 1975 as International
Women’s Year with the 1975-1985 United Nations (UN) Decade for Women. The UN
Decade for women was critical for the Mauritian Government as the national women’s
machinery was institutionalised, thus

giving legitimacy to the political acts being

conducted at the local level by Mauritian women and at the global level. Twelve
Mauritian women delegates comprising representatives of the State and nongovernmental organisations were sponsored to attend the United Nations International
Conference on Women in Mexico enabling them to share experiences431. An interview
with one of the older members of the delegation illustrates how they returned to
Mauritius with renewed vigour to work towards the issues discussed at the Conference:
428
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We participated in drafting a World Plan of Action and we looked at the role of
women in peace and development. I never thought to make the link, but being
amongst all the women of the world, with vehement force, it validated our action,
our solidarity. I thought we can do this in Mauritius, we can have equality, it was
all falling into place. The women discussed equal access to education. In
Mauritius, we already had “education for all”, but then we realised the word
“access” was key. We reflected, on how we could improve access for women in
Mauritius, so that they gain entry in jobs that they were invisible in; we thought of
having more women in politics, not only in women’s wings, but up there in
Parliament, we thought how to make this happen. It was as if we, women, we
were now part of development, and we came back to Mauritius, thinking, yes,
Mauritian women are part of Mauritian development, part of Mauritian history.
When we came back to Mauritius, we then met on how to establish those
opportunities to be equal partners in development. The motto- women in
development, instead of women and development, made sense. Nothing would
happen in parallel. We were an integral aspect of Mauritian socio-economic and
political development [WCBO3]432

The Mauritian situation can be aligned with Mohanty’s theorising on women’s
collective action which stipulates that strategic temporary alliances between women can
be established when they understand their experiences as being materially grounded
and historicised. Examples of women’s collective action in Mauritius can also be aligned
with the Baldez “tipping model” where women acted to protect their gender identities,
transcending ethnic and class boundaries, for example, the opening of the first women’s
centre in Mauritius in 1982 by the MLF represented a milestone in the sense that
women had a place of abode to meet and discuss specific gender issues and share
experiences amongst themselves, in solidarity, despite differences in ethnicity. The
opening of the first Centre was followed by the opening of several women’s Centres by
the Ministry of Women’s Rights across the island433.
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Additionally women regrouped themselves into strategic alliances in the 1970s
when the country witnessed structural and economic changes. Along the same vein, the
Common Front for Women’s Organisations (CFWO)

434

was set up which regrouped the

key Associations mentioned earlier the MLF, Ligue Feministe and women’s wing of the
MMM for collective action to amend the Immigration and Deportation Act (1977). The
Act was seen as a blatant discrimination against Mauritian women, because it did not
allow for foreign husbands to obtain Mauritian citizenship/residency once married as
foreign wives were able to do. Mauritian women married to foreign nationals were not
able to resort to the justice system as there was no provision for sex-discrimination in
the Mauritian Constitution. The CFWO sought action at the international level by
appealing to the UN Human Rights Committee looking at Sexual Discrimination, which
urged the Mauritian Government to amend the existing legislation435. Subsequently, it
was not until 1995 that the Constitution (Sect. 16[3]) was amended to include
discrimination based on “sex”. The CFWO subsequently expanded its influence as other
larger women’s organisations joined to form “Solidarite Fam” (Women’s Solidarity
Group)- the first feminist movement in Mauritius- demonstrating a strengthened feminist
consciousness now acting on a common oppressed gender identity. The CFWO lobbied
forwomen’s equal rights to employment, women’s right to birth control, family planning
services, equal division of household duties and day-care centres436.
Yet another example of the collaborative action of women in the wake of
celebrations towards International Women’s Year in 1978 was the setting up of the
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online

Mauritius Alliance of Women (MAW), an amalgamated re-grouping of 32 women’s
organisations as an umbrella organisation. Some of the leaders of these 32
organisations had participated in the 1975 International Women’s Year Conference held
in Mexico and were exasperated by the small amount of progress made by the Ministry.
Some of the pertinent actions of the MAW included to rally women’s support to change
marital legislation where married women were considered as minors437.
Female and Feminist Consciousness
Looking at the history of women’s organising, it appears that women have progressively
shaped their practical and strategic interests in order to address both issues relevant to
their biological nature during the colonial times as well as their gendered relations after
independence. There appears to have been examples of a universalised form of
struggle by women, although it appears that history has divided the experience of
women based on their intersectionalities438. By looking at the different forces of a
colonial history that have shaped the way that politics has been conceived and
undertaken in Mauritius, it can be argued that there appears to be a consolidated form
of democracy since independence in the midst of the rapid development of the industrial
sector, and the importance of exploitation of human capital. However, the nature of
political identities is heterogeneous and this has influenced the type of collective action
undertaken by women of a different class, religion and ethnicity, amongst the myriad of
identity markers. It can be argued that there is a pluralist model of democracy based on
diversity existing in Mauritius given these intersectionalities. Concurrently, in Mauritius,
examples of women performing the political in non-institutional spaces have been
437
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provided, showing that claims for rights, justice and equity may be formulated outside of
institutional male-stream definitions of politics, resulting in the creation of a space where
interests and the “value-based identity”439 of women has been negotiated in light of
pluralism, homogeneity and intersectionality. Pluralism among women has been the
starting point for women’s organising at the national level since colonialism and is still
evident in the definition of contemporary women’s interests given the fact that many
religious, ethnic and subcultures co-exist within the same social and legal framework.
This follows another challenge of analysing how some policies that are
underpinned by preferences which are grossly generalised to address most women’s/
gender issues, can effectively be transformed into an overarching policy that takes into
account diversity and women’s intersectionalities. Thus, it may be argued that the forms
of statecraft put in place to reconcile and merge pluralism with social, political, economic
and ethnic diversity for gender equality remains critical to the working of a fair and just
democracy440 where rights-based demands become prioritised and discourses that
remain silent 441 are addressed.
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CHAPTER FOUR

CONCEPTUALISING WOMEN’S INTERESTS

143

For women’s substantive representation to take place, there needs to be evidence
which suggests a certain form of heterogeneity of women’s/ gender issues reflected in
the political priorities of the State, the State Structure and women at the grass-roots
level. Having identified the possible sites and critical actors that are involved in the
politics of a substantive representation of women, it is now necessary to consider the
kinds of interests that are being represented at different locations. However, the
conceptualisation of what constitutes women’s interests in Mauritius remains
problematic in light of the fact that women are divided by intersectionalities.

The

research fieldwork undertaken for this thesis has specifically sought to determine these
issues by undertaking interviews with women at different levels of the political
hierarchy, namely at the Parliamentary level, State Structures, and with women in
community based organisations. It was expected that interviewing women at these
different levels would bring an enhanced consultative and participatory style to
understanding what different categories of women see as being matters of importance
to them in the representational process.
By determining what women’s interests are in Mauritius through interviews at the
three levels, this Chapter argues that dynamics of political representation do not remain
restricted to elected bodies; rather, actors in multiple sites are able to articulate policy
demands. Likewise, during the course of their lobbying actions, these different actors
formulate claims about the categories of women that they represent as well as the types
of issues of immediate concern to them that they want to be represented. Thus, by
reframing representation in this sense, the thesis does away with a priori assumptions
of what ‘women’s interests’ are, but instead, paves the way for empirical investigation.

144

Thus this chapter seeks to identify the issues, interests and needs of women in
Mauritius. In so doing, it argues that these issues may be categorised in terms of
women’s practical gender needs (PGN) relating to the needs that women identify with in
accordance with their socially acceptable gendered roles. PGNs do not appear to
challenge the status quo, however, but arise out of the gendered division of labour as
well as women’s subordinate roles442. These PGNs have been raised at the level of
women in the community based organisations/associations and are then to be taken as
a response to women’s immediate issues of necessity within a given cultural context.
Concurrently, Strategic Gender Needs (SGN) identified by representatives at the State
level relate to those needs that women identify in relation to their subordinate positions,
in light of the gendered division of labour and androcentric power and control. By
addressing SGNs, the State posits that women will be put at an equal level playing field
with their male counterparts as the existing status quo will be challenged, thus
redressing existing unequal gendered division.

Defining Women’s “Interest” in Mauritius
The interviews carried out with the participants in Mauritius has shed light on the way
that women have defined their different identities and varied interests. During the course
of the interviews, a mutual baseline rapport was established with participants where
they felt that they could relate to me as the Researcher in the light of me being a
Mauritian female, raised in Mauritius. This rapport resulted in mutual understanding and
442
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trust, leading to an honest and open dialogue, rather than a form of questioning
participants. In some cases, there were shared experiences between myself and the
participants, whilst in other instances, there was an unrestricted sentiment of reciprocal
exchange of shared standpoints and experiences. The participants’ responses were
gauged and then subtle adjustments were made to the open-ended questions contained
in my interview schedules to maintain this rapport, and the conversation was redirected
accordingly to obtain truthful answers. Therefore, it can be stated that in the Mauritian
setting, women’s group-identification in terms of their ethnicity, age, class and status
implies that they belong to a particular association/CBO/NGO with a group
consciousness that inculcates diverse ideologies and political awareness that impact on
the collective action aimed at achieving the group’s interests443. Having women of multi
ethnic origins and intersectionalities in Mauritius has impacted on the setting up of
specific

women’s

groups/associations

organisations

as

well

as

targeted

activities

by

these

aimed at achieving their distinguished needs/concerns and

interests, for example, socio-religious groups, community based organisations
comprising of women of a specific ethnicity, age, class and status. Whilst the literature
suggests that this type of group organising is not uncommon elsewhere, where women
regroup themselves based on their specific socio-economic and gendered identities to
address their different interests needs; for example, the participation of women from
lower socio-economic backgrounds in Latin America to defend their roles as mothers. In
Mauritius, it appears that some women who are regrouped as a collective are not
particularly conscious that they comprise a formation of different interest groups or a
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heterogeneous collection of individuals who have a gendered and socially unique
position with distinct interests. These standpoints have been reinforced through a
colonial historical legacy, legal frameworks and socio-economic policies as well as
through formal political ideologies. Throughout the interviews in this study it was clear
that each community based organisation/ NGO with a distinct group of women
articulating a political agenda identifying specific types of interests. For example, young
women’s groups expressed the need for IT Literacy training; Women Senior Citizens
organizations spoke of personal security and female entrepreneur groups spoke of
access to training and business incubators. One formal women’s network with a more
“elitist” membership referred to policy changes towards the adoption of an electoral
quota system; another identified the need enhanced representation of women in the
media; one NGO called for more funds to be injected into gender-specific projects, while
another community-based organisation mentioned the need for training on project
formulation. Activities being carried out by those groups which saw themselves as
having a membership of women from a lower socio-economic class appeared to be
related distinctly to reiterate their intersectional gendered identities pertaining to their
reproductive roles and as wives in the private sphere whilst the women network with a
composition of women from a higher working class sought a more gender-neutral
participation and incorporation into the State and the public sphere. The activities being
carried out by different groups were diverse in terms of addressing what they perceived
to be their member’s needs, interests, rights and concerns. In theory, whilst scholars
have made a distinction between the concepts of needs, “interests”, “rights”,
“concerns”444, these concepts may be hard to discern or be almost invisible problems
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that impact negatively on women, unless these are identified by women themselves. In
the Mauritian context, as interviews were being carried out, women at different levels of
society appeared to use these terms interchangeably as they were trying to define the
meaning of the concept of “women’s interests”. Each participant came to a different
conceptualisation of what the term “women’s interests” referred to:
…Women’s interest? An issue of rights… what we need as citizens…how the
Government makes sure that our rights are taken into consideration when
decisions are made.... [WMP2]445
…something that concerns us as women, what each woman in Mauritius is
interested in, a woman’s interest is an issue that affects the life of a woman; how
we live and if it is something like domestic violence, then the Government needs
to address it…[WNGO7]446
….I don’t think I can define what women’s interests’ means. Maybe in general it
is things like gender based violence, abortion, female unemployment. I think in
Mauritius, you cannot say that every women has one special interest. If you are
poor, you have a concern, if you are creole, you have a different concern, now if
you are poor and woman and creole, it is very hard….you cannot say what an
interest is, I cannot tell you what your interest is, I can tell you in general but that
is generalization. I think all in all, gender relations, power, define what an issue of
interest is to woman [WSRep2]447

Additionally, these interests have been further framed in response to women’s lived
experiences, socio-economic and political status at particular points in time, as summed
up by a representative of a community organisation:
….it is something that affects her in her day to day life. It can cause
discrimination…a problem that affects her family, her work, but it changes over
the years, before you had women fighting for right to vote, now they have that, so
you have women asking for more women in parliament. Context changes, time
changes, interest as well [WCBO5] 448
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Furthermore, one young woman from a women’s association who identified as part of
the LGBTQI group mentioned that sexual rights were an issue of growing concern in
Mauritius, in light of the fact that present legislative provisions are vague on the issue of
sexual orientation. It was mentioned that LGBTQI rights is masked as a private issue
where it is included as “Protection of Right to Personal Liberty” under the “Right of the
Individual to a Private Life” 449,450 in the Mauritian Constitution.
Based on the interviews in this study, it may be argued that the notion of
“interest” is intertwined with discourses on needs/concerns/rights. These interests are
further defined by the gendered, sexual and intersectional identities of women.
Moreover, the way that women have conceptualised issues of interest in Mauritius can
be seen as being in response to the underlying gendered power differences, gendered
identities in light of intersectionality and gendered relations in society. It further
appeared that that women have attempted to frame their interests in juxtaposition to the
gains of men.
…. A lot has to do with the gender relations in Mauritius. It is very patriarchal.
Maybe younger women say that their husbands are now cooking in the home
and bring the kids to school…or the women now work… but that does not mean
that there is gender equality… We need to see how gender relations affect the
way that women are being treated…if not worse now, before women were just at
home, now they work as well!... [WSRep3]451

Taken together, women’s interests in Mauritius is seen as regrouping their
needs, concerns and rights and addressing these interests so that women are able to
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achieve their full potential through empowerment programs to enable them to exercise
their sense of agency. Women’s interests are also underpinned by their triple role, at
home, in the community and in the public sphere, and these “interests” are framed and
defined in terms of women’s differences and lived experience. Yet, despite this, it
appeared that the cross cutting “interest” among women remained the transformation of
gender relations in Mauritius, as reflected below
… you cannot address women’s interests by just addressing one aspect. It is not
a piecemeal solution. You cannot say, okay we will empower women
economically, and then expect that all will be better. You need to look at all the
structures that sustain this oppression, mentality, culture, access to opportunities,
everything favours one gender…[WNGO4]452

The other common thread in women’s “interests” framed by Mauritian women in
community based organisations/ women’s associations appeared to be linked to
achieving the immediate needs of women, whereas women at the level of the State
structures spoke of policies and programs relating to the longer term empowerment and
gender equality- women’s interests were being conceived in terms of Molyneux’s
theorising of “practical (PGIs) and strategic gender interests (SGI)” 453, and were further
being defined in light of the difference amongst different categories of women namely, in
terms of their age, class and ethnicity. Examples of the interests expressed by women
of different socio-economic status were related to having regular water provisions, safe
housing, employment for mature women, safety nets for women retrenched workers,
security of the person amongst the elderly and reproductive rights. Furthermore,
addressing the gender pay gap, environmental protection, food security, care for the
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elderly, gender-based violence and reproductive rights (right to abortion) and access to
Information and Communication Technologies were also seen as being strategic in
nature for women’s empowerment and gender equality. Women interviewed at the
grass-roots further spoke of the need of having training in new areas for employment,
benefitting from targeting business schemes and training for young women
entrepreneurs. Young women at the grass-roots also expressed the need to benefit
from capacity building programmes that would equip them with the necessary skills,
such as self-assertiveness skills, to enter the labour force.
Whilst there were commonalities between some of the interests expressed by women at
the grass-roots level and those in the State structure, there appeared to be a general
divide in terms of the type of interests expressed by women at the grass-roots level that
revolved around addressing practical gender interest and issues related to motherhood;
while women engaged in larger NGOs and in the State Structure (GFPs and at the
Level of the Ministry of Gender) sought to address women’s strategic gender interestsfor example, women at the grass-roots level linked and legitimised their interests over
issues related to the cost of living in terms of their roles as mothers and consumers
instead of being from a lower socio-economic class. Concurrently while women in larger
NGOs and in the State Structure spoke of the importance of having gender sensitive
legislations, policies or a gender quota at decision-making levels and in Parliament454.
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Difference in Conceptualisation and Representation of Interests by the State
Institutions and Non-State Actors
The interviews with women Parliamentarians revealed that there was an inherent barrier
in incorporating and addressing issues of women’s interests in the party’s political
strategies. The quotes below reveal discursive opportunities and ruling political
dynamics are linked to framing women’s interests and iterative gender equality policies
as being work in progress.
I trust in my Leader, if he asks us to work on things set out in the Manifesto, we
have to. We have announced these in the campaigns. We need to work on
these, or the electorate will lose faith in us, those empty promises
Well, how do we frame a woman’s issue?... when we are on the ground working,
we heard this and that from women, so we try to list them down. We cannot list
everything, but if there’s something big, like domestic violence, we list it down in
the Manifest, or if something like women’s unemployment, we know it will affect
the whole country, so we mark these down too… Yes we look at stats, but there
are priorities, we cannot take everything on board, you will have to re-elect us to
work on the rest, …[WMP3]455

The same finding is further reflected in the existing literature at the international
level where there is a concern that issues pertaining to women and gender equality are
marginalised or diluted in a political agenda that has to address claims of multiple
inequalities

456

. Hence, if issues that concern women are not being reflected in political

manifestos which in turn would be mainstreamed into national policies and plans of
actions of any government coming into power, the needs to be an analysis of the State
structure that appears to be the link between the grass-roots and top level decision
making. In this case, the women’s policy agency, that is, the Ministry of Gender Equality
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remains a key actor in the way that it presents an opportunity for claims making and
representing women’s interests.
An analysis of the programs of the Ministry of Gender Equality and interviews
with representatives of the Ministry457 reveal that it has adopted a paradigm shift from
the Women in Development (WID) approach to that of Gender and Development
(GAD)- both dominant strands having different implications for how women’s interests
have been formulated and represented at the level of the State Structure. In line with
the WID approach that concerned women in development, the Ministry implemented
activities towards equity and social justice, educational and employment and
reproductive health, being aware that modernisation and the development agenda
impacted differently on women and men. However, during the course of interviews, it
was revealed that, whilst there was a concern for women’s status, at the same time, the
WID approach remained a political strategy to ensure that women also contributed to
the economic development of the country-hence, activities that were being implemented
by the Ministry- although seemingly appeared to be enhancing social equality- was also
a political strategy towards national economic development and efficiency458. The
adoption of the WID approach was further an underlying adherence to the international
influence a liberal feminist stance of equality of rights stemming from the notion that
women’s subordination arose out of the agencies of socialisation459 and breaking down
of stereotypes. This gives women and girls access to better training opportunities and
entering the labour market would lead to enhancing women’s status. However, the WID
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approach failed to focus on the power dynamics between men and women, instead it
focused on the roles of women as wives and mothers, restricting programs of the
Ministry to a social welfare approach where activities tended to focus on home
economics, and women’s roles as producers outside the private realm was
undervalued. As the international discourses evolved with a paradigm shift from WID
interventions to recognising that women’s surbordination arose out of the unequal
gendered power dynamics, the Ministry changed its focus towards a Gender and
Development approach (GAD) in the late nineties where gender mainstreaming featured
prominently on the Government’s programme460. In retrospect, the role of International
Bodies such as the United Nations (First World Conference to Beijing+20) played a
pivotal role in the paradigm shift and the way in which policy was and is now being
formulated, monitored and implemented at the national level. At the fourth World
Conference on Women the then-Minister of Women’s Rights asserted that articles and
provisions contained in CEDAW and the Draft Document of the Beijing Platform for
Action had formed the basis of policy-making of the Mauritian Government laying
emphasis on human-centred development; for example, the Minister asserted that four
out of the eleven critical areas of concern would be addressed as a matter of critical
importance in policy-making namely in the field of education, health, gender
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mainstreaming. Subsequent conferences461 called for the elimination of discrimination
based on gender and gender mainstreaming in the policy and processes of Member
States.
Representatives of the Ministry framed women’s interests in light of the different
articles set forth in the regional and international women’s rights instruments that they
had signed and by putting in place institutional and legal frameworks to address what
are viewed at the international and regional level as women’s interests. However,
interviews with women at the grass-roots and with NGOs have led to the conclusion that
whilst local women’s interests do include some of these international concerns, local
women’s interests also go beyond the articles contained in international and regional
documents. For example, in terms of domestic violence, the public servant,
representative of the State Structure agreed that this was an emerging issue that
needed redress and stipulated that the legal frameworks needed to be strengthened
with harsher penalties
… there are some limitations with regard to implementation of our regional and
international commitments. As a Government, we have to start working at the
policy level and then these decisions will have a trickling down effect in terms of
having projects to implement the policies… [WMGE4] 462

On the other hand, on the same topic of domestic violence, and safety of the
person, a number of women in community based organisations called for the setting up
of safer Shelters and more half-way homes for young women, in addition to the existing
structures provided by the Ministry for a more holistic approach to addressing its
international commitments.
461
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…Mauritius has all the legal provisions to prevent domestic violence, protection
orders, they have shelters for older women, they have shelters for children, but
what they don’t realise is that once the woman or the child reaches 18 and
leaves, she has nowhere else to go. Take domestic violence case, the woman
goes to a shelter, but the husband can always try to find her, the shelter is not
that safe and the shelter can only take so many…now think of the young woman,
she has grown up in a shelter of the Child Development Unit, and needs to move
on into adult life, there needs to be more half-way homes…I can only think of a
few, but we need more… what if she does not have a place to stay, she will go
back into the street, prostitution, drugs, you never know…those young women
who want to have a safe place so they can give up drugs…those young women
who want to be autonomous but do not have a safe place…those women who
already have experienced domestic violence and still feel scared in the
Shelter…we need safer shelters 463 [WCBO32]

Hence, it can be argued that the State is aware of the general interest, however,
the strategies to address these interests seem to be divergent- at the State level, it is
thought to be a strategic response in terms of strengthening laws; whilst at the grassroots level, women opt for more practical responses. A statement by a representative of
a women’s association sheds more light on this issue and reveals that the
responsiveness, or lack thereof of institutional structures to their requests:
…they (the Ministry) seem to think they know what is going on in our community.
There’s a big gap in knowledge and understanding, they sign documents, I took
the COMESA document (COMESA Gender Policy) and read it, how far this is
relevant to Mauritian women, you tell me. In general it talks of regional trade,
cooperation. Do you know one woman who has taken advantage of this?
Apparently there is a FEMCOM464 in Mauritius, you see who is the
representative, is it one of those women, political nominee, or is it a successful
woman entrepreneur, you get what I am saying? We don’t know anything about
that, there’s a NWEC (National Women Entrepreneur Council), but we don’t get
the info. In our association, because we are small, we only participate in local
craft fairs; we never get to go outside the country. If I am not mistaken, the
FEMCOM representative goes to trade shows in Africa, what happens to the
small women entrepreneur? We go to the local bazaar? [WCBO8]465
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When asked about the COMESA Gender Policy, the public servant (representative of
the State) responded, on her side that the Ministry has guided formulation of a Gender
Policy by the Ministry of Trade and Regional Cooperation466. However, based on the
above response by the representative of the women’s association, it is clear that there
seems to be a disconnect between higher structures of the State (women MPs and the
Ministry of Gender Equality) and women at the grass-roots level in terms of practical
strategies and responses. This disengagement between the two levels thus becomes
problematic in the sense that women’s issues of concern are not being substantially
represented through the State structure, and not mainstreamed into the policy
processes. Moreover, some policies are being formulated in a gender-neutral or genderblind manner, for example GFPs mentioned that both women and men had equal and
free access to public gymnasiums, however, when asked to do a simple gendersensitive analysis, both male and female GFPs stated that women could potentially not
be able to access gym facilities due to cultural sensitivities and hours of opening 467.
Another similar example, relates to policies targeting women entrepreneurs, whereby
the desk officer at the related Ministry stipulated that women entrepreneurs had equal
access to bank loans:
…I do not see how gender comes into play when you access bank loans, the
procedure is either that you are eligible or not, there is no gender
issue…[GFP8]468

Yet, a woman entrepreneur mentioned that very often female entrepreneurs are
unsuccessful in securing bank loans to setting up their small and medium enterprises
466
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due to a lack of collateral or guarantee and their low repayment capacity469. This
testimony resonates with the fact that policies and services are gender neutral but
impacting negatively on women at the receiving end.
Based on the way that “women’s interests” have been conceptualised and
programs put in place to address their needs, in the Mauritian context, it can be argued
that at times, bureaucratic processes produces and reproduces systems of gender
inequality470, hence reproducing a male norm making issues of interest appear to be
gender neutral, thereby discriminating against women in a systematic manner 471 and
reproducing a sense of male power that serves to perpetuate male advantage 472, that is,
the claim to gender neutrality has no basis and in daily policy formulation and
implementation, gender bias is ever-present.
One female GFP provided a clear example of labour policies that were being put
in place to redress the situation of older women retrenched workers of the Export
Processing Zone, mentioning that older women were given training to enter the labour
force in other sectors, mindful of the fact that training were being offered at hours suited
for women who had busy day-time schedules:
…We have our commitments under ILO (International Labour Organisation), and
we understand that with the closure of the factories, women had to be
retrained…the Empowerment Program for Women is being deployed and we
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make sure that women are able to access training, even if some offices operate
to suite women’s hours… [GFP2]473

When studied in a comparative way, the State sees women’s interests in light of the
Articles of the Conventions that have been signed and ratified, whilst women at the
grassroots see their interests as relating more to Molyneux’s practical gender interests,
for example, The State provides a space for women entrepreneurs to fabricate and
market their products as part of a commitment towards women’s empowerment,
however, a woman member of a small association stated:
…They don’t let us sell our products on the street, they say, go to the NWEC474
or MAW (National Women Entrepreneur Council, Mauritius Alliance of Women).
You think I will pay a taxi with my goods to go to these cities. Too far, I don’t have
money, I am selling these to make money, not to spend on taxi!....Give us a stall
at the normal local markets, no one thinks of going to MAW to buy things, tourists
don’t even go there, why put us in a corner! We want to be a part of development
of the country, not put in a corner, here’s your corner do what you
can…(WCBO]475

In fact, policy making in Mauritius seems to be blind to women’s interests with an
“in-built hegemonic assumption” 476 at the first conceptual stage within the policy-making
process; and policy making seems to be a political process shaped by a discursive
configuration of power in which the actors involve in the policy-making process are not
aware, or have made a political decision, not to address the issues of interest to women
at the grass-roots level, as reflected through the interviews. Moreover, it may be argued
that ignoring women’s concerns is not a neutral process- if their concerns are not being
represented, then there is a clear political choice that is being made. In addition to
inbuilt assumptions, the difference in definition of “equality”, “gender” and “gender
473

Interview with GFP, Ministry of Labour, Interview held on 11 September 2013, Port Louis
National Women Entrepreneur Council (NWEC) is a para-statal body operating under the aegis of the Ministry of Gender Equality
which aims at building the capacity of women to enter entrepreneurship activities
475
Interview with women member of a CBO in which members are regrouped as Entrepreneurs, Interview held on 16 December
2013, Phoenix
476
Bacchi C., 2009, Analysing Policy: What's the problem represented to be?, Pearson Australia: Australia
Goodwin S., 2012, Engaging with Carol Bacchi: Strategic Interventions and Exchanges, University of Adelaide: Adelaide, pg. 30
474

159

equality” by critical actors interviewed appears conflictual amongst interviewees. In
order to undertake substantive representation, the very meaning of these terminologies
needs to be harmonised so that issues are effectively addressed at all levels. For
example, women at the grass roots level believe that the term “gender” equals “women”,
plain and simple
…(gender) I have heard the word gender, it is confusing, sometimes they say woman,
sometimes gender, to me, it means related to women, when I hear gender, they always
talk about things for women, now there is the Ministry of Gender, it used to be Ministry of
Women…If you ask me, I am not an intellectual, I have to say …gender is woman, or
477
maybe this is how I see it, even this is how it has been discussed.[WCBO14 ]

At the State level, some GFPs seem to have internalised the concept of “gender” as
“the social relations between women and men” as they have attended the various
workshops conducted by the Ministry of Gender, yet other GFPs seem to understand
“gender equality” as the “same rights for women and men”478. Based on these two
responses, it appears that there is a disparity in the attribution of meanings to the
“gender” terminology. However, until and unless there is a clear and concise
understanding of the term “gender” by actors operating in the State Structures, any
action towards policy-making to address women’s and gender issues would remain
incomplete.
Looking at the literature on discursive approaches to analyse processes of
contestation and attribution of meanings of concepts related to gender equality and
women’s interests remains beneficial in the Mauritian context. This enables a closer
look into how terminologies may be expanded to incorporate or accommodate new
meanings, for example, how women’s interests intersect with women’s intersectionality,
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and how gender equality intersections with other inequalities. Concepts may also be
“played around with” to fit existing policy frameworks. Hence, scholars479 write that
concepts may be reduced to generalised frameworks, such as in Mauritius, sexual
rights has been interpreted as “equal opportunities”480 in the legal aspect; or “twisted” to
achieve

broader

goals

of

development,

such

as

when

women’s

economic

empowerment is seen to contribute to the Government’s democratisation agenda and
overall economic growth in Budget Speeches481. In the Mauritian context, the meanings
of gender equality may be further deconstructed in light of the historical contexts and
understandings of inequality, thus developing gender equality frameworks to better
formulate policies to address gender equality in a plural society,482.
Based on the interviews, it is argued that in Mauritius, there exists a three-fold
definition of “women’s interests”. In the first instance, women’s interests are equated
with their concerns that exist in private sphere in line with established on gender
relations. As an extension to the first type, the second category is linked with state
policy, that is their “practical” interests”; and lastly, their “strategic” interests” linked to an
analysis of women’s subordination. By linking their interests in the public and private
there, a feminist formulation of women’s interests in Mauritius is thus associated with
their recognition as a social category further disaggregated in theirs of their
intersectionalities, a recognition of a gendered power dynamics and the resulting
imbalance and actions to increase their autonomy. Furthermore, this chapter has
479
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revealed that the way that interests have been formulated by elected officials represents
one way by which the MPs have advocated on behalf of a group of women. Moreover,
whilst addressing specific interests which they believe are important for the women they
are acting for, their rhetoric and actions of contribute to the construction of not only
women as a homogenous group, but of their interests as well. This gives rise to a
distorted view of what women’s interests are in reality and has important policy
implications. This chapter has thus considered multiple sites of political action, not only
at the level of formal politics, but that conceptualisation of interests takes place at
different levels of government and in a variety of political forums, like cabinets, women’s
policy agencies and community based organisations and women’s associations. From
this perspective, the chapter has asserted that substantive representation is not
unidirectional. By broadening the number of locations, the chapter has provided an
enriched analysis of “women’s interests” and has uncovered conflicting positions.
Clearly, the link between the agenda positioning for women’s issues of concern and the
claim for substantive representation by the State continues in Mauritius. Whilst there is
an acknowledgement of women’s concerns as framed by the international commitments
to which Mauritius adheres, however, there appears to be a disconnect between the
actual concerns of women at the grass-roots level and what the Ministry perceives to be
their concerns, needs and interests. Moreover, there is a general sentiment that the
Ministry of Gender addresses women’s strategic needs, rather than their immediate
practical needs. This democratic deficit should be addressed through an appreciation of
gendered differences with a further recognition that women in Mauritius do not form a
homogenous category, hence collective representation at the level of the State remains
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challenging. An appreciation of these differences would better inform policy making and
implementation at the State level. Indeed women’s interests are continuously being
defined and redefined by discursive and deliberative processes. By including civil
society actors into policy-making processes, the policy cycle would become more
inclusive and representative, in the light of the diversity of understanding of what gender
equality and women’s interests are. In the same vein, the term “gender” itself seems to
be misinterpreted by Gender Focal Points in sectoral Ministries, thus making the
process of substantive representation problematic. As revealed, diverse understandings
of gender equality and women’s interests are being articulated. Existing gender blind or
gender neutral policies are thus being reproduced and, without the consultation with
women at the grass-roots levels, these policies remain unchallenged.This gendered
difference is not only enacted through gender blind or gender neutral policy making but
is also a consequence of a broader issue impacted by a gendered structuring of the
State itself as addressed in the next section.
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CHAPTER 5

GENDERED STRUCTURING OF THE STATE
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To speak of “the State” is misleading. “The State” means the entire apparatus of
Government, from parliaments, cabinets, and bureaucracies administering
programs…Each has a different relation to women483.

The role of the State has been explored at the international level in the recent
scholarship underpinned by a feminist institutionalist approach that further maps out the
gendered nature of the State, the Parliament and evaluates the role of Women’s Policy
Agencies (WPAs) in promoting gender equality in countries such as Scotland, Sweden,
Chile and Canada, amongst others484. Liberal feminists that write within a pluralist
paradigm view State power as dispersed, wherein a diverse range of interests are
represented within the State, thus, they make the case that the State can be a neutral
terrain and women should be able to overcome androcentricism by entering the
structures of the State in significant numbers485. The subject of whether institutions of
governance within the State structure, including the Parliament, may be used as a tool to
effect change towards gender equality remains a critical question with respect to
women’s political representation. Some studies have established that the Parliament
remains a key space for substantive representation whilst others have adopted more
sceptical views. Likewise, strategies to advance gender equality have varied, with a
contrasting assessment of their effectiveness. Other research has revolved around the
key roles, potential alliances, rapport, level of interaction and room for agency between
the State, its institutions and critical actors. These analyses have looked at the
collaboration of State institutions amongst themselves and their collaboration outside the
483
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State structures, for example at the grass-roots level and with donor institutions; for
example in New Zealand 486
This section builds on the premise that the State is a critical and potential site for
substantive representation of women’s issues and gender equality in Mauritius. In order
to evaluate this position, interviews were undertaken with a number of Stakeholders at
the levels of the State, NGOs and community based organisations/women’s
associations. At the State level, present and former women members of parliament (MP)
were interviewed. Retracing their political pathways, women politicians and present
members of parliament recounted how they entered the formal political sphere, spoke in
detail of their campaigning and the nature of support received by their party leaders and
their constituents as well as the barriers they experienced working the field to obtain a
‘ticket’ for elections as well as the difficulties of being a woman MP. . Another female MP
mentioned that the electoral system in Mauritius remained an outdated model based on
proportional representation and a census of the population carried out in 1972.
Some women who were former political activists gave account of how they had
been active during the early eighties when the women’s movement was just starting in
Mauritius. Many of the women interviewed did not define themselves as feminists, but
mentioned that they believed in women’s rights as being basic human rights. Women at
the State level working in the Ministries/ Departments as identifiable Gender Focal
Points in their Ministries mentioned that they believed in the equal rights of women but
haphazardly happened to be given the task of gender mainstreaming due to the fact that
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they were women, and they only undertook the task as it had been accorded to them 487.
At the Ministry of Gender Equality, the older women who were in their seventies that
were interviewed mentioned that they had witnessed the development of the women’s
movement and the institution of women’s rights at a national level through
programs/policies and legislation being adopted by the successive Governments. One
representative of the Ministry of Gender mentioned that she had always been interested
in formal politics while other civil servants who worked at the Ministry or collaborated
with the Ministry on specific projects identified themselves as feminists, but also
mentioned the limitations they faced implementing projects with the support of the
Ministry.

Other participants, who declared themselves as having a feminist

consciousness, at the grass-roots level were born in families with links to formal politics
or entered non-institutional politics through their husbands who were engaged in formal
politics or simply joined women’s association as a way to get out of their homes for a few
hours, or to empower themselves by listening to talks on maternal health, or to learn
new entrepreneurial skills. Other women participants who were interviewed in
community associations joined as solidarity to other women to be able to meet for
socialising purposes. A few women mentioned that they joined the social welfare centres
in their local village or district council as a first step to be able to enter formal politics at
local governmental level and eventually progress to politics at the national level. A few
women had always been interested in political activities and had joined their Student
Unions at school or had joined the Trade Union at their workplace. At the same time,
there were women who had been engaged in voluntary work when they were younger
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and decided to join a community-based organisation in their later years, whilst others
joined the women’s wing of political parties. All women participants who had previous
political experience expressed a passion to make a difference in their communities
whilst recounting their lived experiences of the machinations of gendered power
dynamics and communalism at the level of the State.
Hence, the very nature of the gendered Mauritian State, the Parliament, and its
Ministries – the apex of political enactment and power- needs to be analysed to firstly,
demystify the assumption that ministerial portfolios and the experiences of women MPs
are rather homogeneous; and secondly, to contextualise the way that the Women’s
Policy Agency is able to influence parliamentary debates and implement strategies for
women’s empowerment and gender equality. In the same vein, the way that
masculinities are performed also provides a way to analyse how those mechanisms and
processes through which androcentric political power and governance is reinforced and
sustained in political and State institutions488, so much so that women MPs evolve
through a system based on “masculinised ethos”489 and “jobs for the boys”490 in a
“masculine logic”491. This latter notion of performance of masculinity at the highest level
has also been put forward by a former female politician:
So you have a Male Minister who is unaware of gender issues ruling one of the
top most Ministries, what can you expect, that Ministry will be very gender
neutral, or worse, in favour of male interests, they might not know it, it’s a
privilege to be a man anyway, they don’t know they have that privilege, or
maybe they do?...[laughs]… I mean, then you go down to the Local
Government Level, Village Council, District Council, who are the
representatives, Men! …Just imagine, so simple, Ombudsman, chairman, the
term man, this was changed after, but you know, just the language is
masculine, and it’s so normal that even I will say, Ombudsman, … I even wrote
488
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down my title once when I was Chairperson, I wrote, you will laugh, I wrote
Chairman. [laughs]…” [exWMP6]492

The above statement reflects the thoughts of a woman Member of Parliament (MP),
however is not a stand-alone reflection. Interviews with two other women MPs underline
a similar sentiment immediately revealing the existence of a deeply rooted gendered
State and structures of governance in Mauritius. The gendered State makes it harder for
critical actors who aspire to challenge the status quo where male privilege seems to be
deeply embedded in the Parliamentary body where high level decisions are made.
Concurrently, the gendered state is reflected in the language used to refer to the
universal subject, which appears to be Male in this context in reference to the word
“Ombudsman” instead of “Ombudsperson”. Furthermore, it can be clearly discerned that
the Mauritian State is essentially a male construct with a deeply engrained patriarchal
structure universally oppressing all women. Thus, it can be argued that the State
establishes a social order where the interests of the population is seen as gender neutral
or in the interest of men by legitimising processes that are inherently skewed in favour of
men493, further representing an extension of patriarchy occurring in the private sphere
now translated to the public sphere494 in Mauritius.
The danger that further arises in terms of the State seeing women as one
homogenous category is that it leaves out a very important aspect of women’s
intersectionality in Mauritius, divided by ethnicity and class amongst the other markers of
identity thus seeing women in Mauritius as having a universal set of interests- a view
reflected by a representative of a woman’s NGO:
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I am all for voting for a woman, but you think by putting a woman up in
Parliament, she will represent all women, NO! In Mauritius, women are too
diverse, the catholic woman is different to the Hindu, the Hindu is different to
the Muslim, they have different aspirations, they have different problems, so no,
I will vote for someone from my community to represent me, either male or
female, but someone who understands my ethnic belonging will know what
problems I face…[WNGO8]495

Moreover, the State and its institutions have been historically structured in such a way
to protect specific political and cultural communities through practices and discourses
that have created boundaries separating women as the “Other” so much so that that it
becomes difficult to challenge the different norms and procedures that would allow for
women to engage with it, making women visible only in the private sphere. This was
reflected in an interview with an older member of a woman’s association:
I was around 23, which was in the seventies, when I joined a women’s
association. At that time, we were being given talks (by Officers of the Ministry
and Resource persons from a catholic NGO) about what a good wife should be,
how to educate the kids, how to be there for our husbands. These type of talks
were going on in a lot of associations. I remember thinking, is that all that we
women could do? If we listen to these talks, are we not being educated then to
be able to join a political party? But of course, at that time, women were not able
to leave the house, that was our place, and that was made clear to us…when I
questioned the person giving us the talk, of course, it was our local member who
was a man, he replied by saying, that politics was for men, if you decide to go
into politics, there are too many things in place that would prevent a woman from
making a change, first you would not even get entry into the party, you need to
care for your children, you cannot expect your husband to stay at home to look
after them, he needs to work, make money, you should support
him…[WCBO3]496

Based on this statement, it may be assumed that historically the apparent full political
and social citizenship of women granted by the State was fragmented and citizenship
was inherently a male defined concept. Nevertheless, women were called upon to
educate the next generation, but they were in parallel, included and excluded from the
powers associated with being a full citizen, even when they possessed the qualities
495
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needed to be full and active political citizens. However, because of patriarchal attitudes
structural, economic and social barriers instituted by the State through discourses and
practices, they were restricted in exercising their full citizenship. This point has also
been expanded upon in the existing literature on women and citizenship in Mauritius
where it is argued that communalism and ethnicity has played a major part in the way
that women’s citizenship has been defined and practised on the island497. This leads
one to question the very gendered nature of the State by examining the processes at
play that are perhaps conducive or inhibit women’s full and active citizenship and
representation of their interests.

Descriptive Representation in Mauritius
Mauritius joins five Southern African countries with the lowest percentage of women in
parliament in 2015.

The parliamentary representation of women rose from just 6

percent in 1983 to 17.1 percent in 2005 and to 19 percent in 2010. In more recent
years, women have remained under-represented in numbers in the highest sphere of
decision making with the number of women among parliamentarians being only 8 out of
a total of 70 (11%) in 2014 compared to 13 (19%) in 2010498.
With the latest general elections in 2014, the percentage of women in parliament
in Mauritius saw a very sharp decrease with the victory of “Alliance Lepep Coalition” that
secured 47 of the elected seats out of 60, setting aside the existing 12 women Members
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of Parliament in the previous Government, as well as the nine women fielded by the
Coalition Alliance that escalated to power. As a result, Mauritius presently does not
have any woman representative in the Opposition as a direct pitfall of the First Past the
Post System which creates a competitive environment where women get allocated to
precarious marginal seats. Analysis of the electoral campaigns reveals that the nine
women candidates from the now Opposition

party got fielded in “non-electable499”

constituencies that they had never lobbied in previously, and did not stand a chance to
be nominated as “best losers” , also reflected in one interview.
It was not the best electoral campaign that I had been involved in. I was told that
I had to go down to that constituency, it was somewhere where I had not been
present in an active way before, and I was also going against someone who was
from a minority group, obviously he would be nominated under the best loser, so
I had to work doubly hard… being a woman it’s not like you can just walk around
without having the fact that you are a woman mentioned all the time, that and my
caste…all combined, it’s very complicated [former woman MP]500

Amongst the four women who ran with the now Opposition Party, were former Ministers
of Women’s Rights and Social Security who had lobbied for key pieces of legislation
namely, the Protection from Domestic Violence Act (1994); the Sex Discrimination Act
(2002); the Amendments to the Criminal Code (Rights to Abortion) and the setting up of
women’s empowerment centres and Family Support Bureaus across the island501.
Moreover now, five out of the eight elected women parliamentarians hold a seat in
Parliament for the first time. Nevertheless, the 2014 elections saw the nomination of the
first woman President in Mauritius as well as the first woman Speaker of the National
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Assembly502. Having a woman in one of the highest role in the country is a signal that
the Government has the political will to institute women in higher ranking positions,
whilst at the same time, it may simply be a political strategy. It is to be noted that the
Mauritian electoral system is quite complex and ethnic considerations form a major part
of the nomination processes of Ministers and high ranking political spaces.

The Local Government Level
Following regional and international pressure such as the United Nations (through the
CEDAW Committee Concluding Comments503) towards adopting temporary special
measures to accelerate women’s full and equal participation in the political sphere
(General Recommendation No. 25 (2004), the implementation of the 2014 gender quota
law at local municipal council has witnessed a noticeable change in the percentage of
women councillors at local level504. In 2005, women comprised 12.7 percent of members
of municipal council, as compared to 36.7 percent in 2012505, with the adoption of a 30
per cent gender quota at local government level506. The Mauritian local government is
segmented into five municipal councils and 130 village councils with elections held
every 6 years, with a terms of reference aligned with Sections 50 and 51 of the Local
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Government Act 2011, ranging from the management of public services at the local
level, raising revenue, maintenance and regulation of public places, organising sociocultural events, conducting sports and leisure activities amongst others507.
According to the literature, the arguments in favour of instituting quotas rest on
the fact that sets of interests are gendered, all while acknowledging that there is not a
unitary category of women’s interests; women politicians are viewed as transparent in
terms of information management and accountability508; are successful role models in
politics and well as in leadership style; and equal representation being an issue of
fairness and equality509.
During the interview process in Mauritius, women councilors were asked about their
views on the institution of affirmative action measures to increase the number of women
at local governmental level in a view to understanding whether descriptive
representation had impacted on or influenced the political agenda and underlying
attitudes towards women in the formal political domain. Analysis of the transcripts
reveals varying perceptions of women on gender quotas and their impact.
If you look at the numbers, yes, it (gender quota) is working. There are more
of us (women) who want to come in politics, because the law says we can
now, but, the conditions of the game is not for same for women and men.
Men direct the debate. For me, personally, I have a low voice. I am short. It is
challenging to stop a man from talking for me to raise a point510 [WCLC3]

As a general perception, it was seen that the 30 percent gender quota had effectively
tripled the number of women in local politics, as stated by a village council
507

Government-of-Mauritius, 2011, The Local Government Act 2011, Mauritius
Araujo J.. & Tejedo-Romero F., 2016, Women’s political representation and transparency in local governance, Local Government
Studies, Vol. 42(6), pg. 885-906
509
Eagly A. H., Johannesen-Schmidt M. C. & Van Engen M. L., 2003, Transformational, Transactional, and Laissez-Faire
Leadership Styles: A Meta-Analysis Comparing Women and Men, Psychological Bulletin, Vol. 129(4), pg. 569–591
Albalate D.., 2013, The Institutional, Economic and Social Determinants of Local Government Transparency, Journal of Economic
Policy Reform, Vol. 16(1), pg. 90–107
510
Interview with Mrs SB, Member of GrandPort Savanne Village Council, 3 November 2013
508

174

representative in the south of the island, yet, at the same time, the institutionalisation of
the quota mechanism has seemingly not eliminated deeply engraved patriarchal
attitudes nor eliminated structural discrimination511, both findings resonating within
existing research on arguments on the effectiveness of quotas512. Concurrently, a few
women mentioned what Anne Phillips513 terms the ‘the politics of ideas’ versus ‘the
politics of presence’ as summed up by one participant:
I think that women and men are complementary. As women, because we are
also mothers, we tend to see things differently. Men do not think that there needs
to be more women to raise an issue that is related to women. They think they
know it all. But we think, we need to be here to bring the real issue to the table.
We have to be present. They cannot think and decide for us. They don’t
understand gender. They are in power everywhere, they take everything for
granted [WCLG4]514

Here the woman councillor argues that the difference between having a man and
woman representative is seen in terms of ideas and representation in terms of how the
issue at stake reflects the interests of women on the ground. Descriptive representation,
that is, a politics of presence515 makes it possible for a common gendered social
experience to get political, particularly in the case where such experiences are not
obvious to the privileged group. It is further argued that having shared social
experiences such as gendered discrimination would imply that female members in
formal politics would raise issues more systematically516. However, in Mauritius
intersectionality plays an essential part in defining women’s gendered identity. Social
511
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experiences and discourses of cultural domains relating to religion, social structure,
class and ethnicity undoubtedly affects the individual’s experience and hence, the way
that representation is effected in formal politics.

Framing Intersectional Claims towards Representation for Justice
Having a unitary moral subjectivity and assuming a homogenous category of women
remains challenging when Mauritian women define themselves in terms of their multiple
subjectivities as revealed in the interviews below:
I think having a woman in the Council is very important. I am a mother, I have a daughter,
and my daughter sometimes tells me about things that disturb her. Just 2 weeks ago, she
said that she feels a bit shy to play volleyball when the boys use the same gymnasium
court. To me this is a gender issue. So I raised it in the committee. Now we are working
with the Ministry of Gender to have an after- hours slot for women’s volleyball in the
Women Centres. But when I raised it in the committee, a man said, the boys don’t look,
they are busy doing their own things, and no one has the time to look. Another woman
said to me that her daughter has no problem playing in front of the boys. I looked at her,
and said, I am a Hindu, we are more conservative…[WCLG1]517
…I think the population holds too close of a relationship to councillors. Sometimes,
because you are a woman, women come and tell you their personal stories. One Indian
women’s story is different to a Muslim women’s story, they are different... Sometimes,
everything becomes political, sometimes, you cannot make any change, because you
think the woman just came to tell you a story, and it is not political. It’s difficult to address
all women’s issues, and sometimes some issues, I just don’t know if they are telling me as
a friend, just a little gossip, or if I have to make it political…[WCLG2]518

At the same time, having a quota system at the local governmental level that allows for
women to enter formal politics is seen as a first step to increase descriptive
representation, however, this section addresses whether having this affirmative action
entails that women from different socio-economic backgrounds will have their issues of
interest represented in a substantive manner at higher levels of politics. Additionally, it
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appears that one woman councillor found it awkward to turn the personal into the
political when it was mentioned that she did not know how to interpret themes raised by
her fellow constituents which undermines the whole substantive representational
process. Likewise, failing to consider difference amongst women based on their
intersectionality, and failing to consider institutional arrangements based on male rules
of reason (as the example of the shared gymnasium court) remains problematic even
though gender quotas are in place, as further reflected in this interview:
Yes, ok, we have gender quota, but Mauritius is too complicated. We have Hindus,
creoles, Chinese, whites. We each look after our own interest, as hypocritical as I sound.
It’s like each group has its own lot of interest. Sometimes I don’t know what to address
first, me being a woman, or my religion (ethnicity)…[WCLG6]519

This echoes the idea of Iris Young who adopts normative theory stating that affirmative
action (for example in terms of quota) seeks to weaken group-based oppression through
affirming, instead of, suppressing social group differences. Hence according to Young, a
good society is reflected through a differentiated, culturally plural network of individuals
and group-differentiated policies520. Furthermore, it may be argued that in light of the
different ethnicities co-existing in Mauritius, interest-group pluralism seems to create a
fragmented society and causes Mauritians to have a politically privatised relationship
with the State. Collective decisions further seem disjointed given the fact that there are
so many subjectivities and intersectionalities on the island; and at the same time, that
level of fragmentation appears to discourage a unified gendered perspective for
collective action, or to consider the private as being political. The danger with failing to
politicise an issue because of intersectionalities makes it difficult to acknowledge social
and cultural relations as well as institutional frameworks that serve to perpetuate
519
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patriarchy and forms of oppression and challenge one-dimensionality of issues that
affect women – as one woman remarked:
…there are always more Indian (Hindu)521 women who come to see you with a
problem. You talk to the Indian woman, or Muslim woman, she thinks different as
the Catholic. I try to combine both problems for one solution, but sometimes,
because there are more Indians than creoles, we have to find out ways to make
the mass population satisfied. Indian women and Catholic women are very
different in their mindset. It’s a mentality problem, but at the end of the day, we
have to address the concerns of the mass population…[WCLG2]522

In Mauritius, it appears that there is some form of cultural imperialism where
there is little effort to challenge the universality of claims of the dominant group. In this
case, Hindus as the ethnic majority in Mauritius, and the analysis of hints in responses
of the different women interviews, suggests subtly that the dominant ethnic groups
reinforces its privileged position (based on majority in numbers) by ensuring that other
ethnic groups are aligned to its prevailing norms, rendering one cultural mindset as the
norm:
…if you ask me frankly, I would not lie, women we say we are the same. We are
not in Mauritius. Each with our problem. The Indian woman has no idea what my
problem is. I have no idea what her problem is. I can wear what I want to the
beach. The Muslim woman, she cannot . How about the old woman. I don’t know
what her problem is. The handicapped woman, I don’t know what she needs. So
no, we are not the same. We have too many things that distinguish us. We are
from a community, we are of an age, we have money, we don’t.” And then in
Mauritius, you have an Indian majority. You know what I am saying. Voting
population…[WCLG6]523

Furthermore, based on responses in the interviews, in a number of cases, the term
“them” was used to refer to women who were not part of the Hindu community, leading
one to understand that non-Hindu women were seen as “the other”. Additionally, during
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the course of interviews, a pattern emerged where women from the non-Hindu
community referred to women of a different ethnic group as “them”, creating a
problematic general divide amongst women themselves. Some examples of othering
experiences revolved around the issue of teenage pregnancy, HIV/AIDS and domestic
violence.
…they let their daughters who are still at school dress like that (pointing to
cleavage and above knee skirt). And then they let them meet boys. Yes, it’s a
problem but maybe to them it is not a very big problem, there is not a very big
stigma because it is so common in their community…[WCBO6]524
…One lady who had AIDS came to see me, she was creole lady, and said that
we needed to put a syringe box in the ladies toilet. She said she saw these
overseas and it could be good to have them in the city. When I raised it up with
the committee, the other woman councillor, an Indian, came to talk to me in
private and said, I was shocked, she said, she would not have got AIDS if she
had taken better care of her husband, he would not be looking
around…[WCBO11]525

The danger of framing women’s interests in the light of stereotypes that become
so deeply embedded in the society’s mindset is that it then renders that issue invisible.
In the same vein, Young526 writes that ‘deviant beings, the culturally imperialized are
stamped with an essence’. Moreover, the other paradox is that in marking issues as
invisible or deeply stereotypical, it may tend to legitimise some issues, in this case, the
problem of teenage pregnancy or the gendered aspect of HIV/AIDS. Simultaneously,
those “other” women under cultural imperialism are defined and labelled against the
dominant norms of Mauritian society, as may be explained by the poignant responses
below
...the Indian woman thinks that all Creoles are “loose”, we like to party…we are
seen as sexual or that we will not finish primary school. Sometimes, I think
524
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maybe because everyone thinks that this is the way that we creoles are, my
daughter will think that is how she has to behave. I don’t know. But sometimes I
tell my daughter she has to study harder just to prove people
wrong…[WCBO7]527

To this participant, it appeared that living under this form of cultural and
“gendered imperialism” means that her subjectivity and practical and strategic needs
and issues of interest to her as a gendered subject is shaped by race, class, and cultural
imperialism, and defined from the outside through dominant cultural norms. In his
theorising about slavery, Du Bois coins this sense of self as the “double consciousness”,
where the subject rejects a devalued stereotypical notion of the self, and wishes to
exercise a sense of agency, however, noting that the dominant culture still marks the
latter as different or inferior528 Applying a status of “otherness” to women from the nondominant ethnic group ultimately leads to specific set of experiences that may not be
understood by women in the dominant Hindu community or the other communities for
that matter, resulting in a form of social, economic and political segregation. Several
members of a small women’s association with a majority of Creole women relate how
they see the question of difference and representation in the following ways:
…We usually meet amongst ourselves, we go to excursions, we have sega (a
traditional Mauritian dance) we dance, we have beef biryani, and we are free to
act as we want. But if there was someone from another community, we would not
be able to put loud sega, or dance inappropriately ….(smiles) [WCBO21]529
…so if you ask me, if Madam (name the then Minister of Women’s Rights) can go
to parliament understanding my issue and tell the Prime Minister that this is the
issue of Creole women, and she is (name of a ethnic community), no, she
cannot, and she does not understand me. She understands only part of me. The
other part of me is not seen by her, it is not understood by her…[WCBO7]530
…no, a woman from another community cannot understand my
problem, each community is different. Ok we have a general problem,
527
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being woman, violence and all, but domestic violence is also cultural, so
no,
you
cannot
represent
me
and
my
problem
in
parliament…[WCBO9]531
…sometimes I think, why would I go see my local member, I am not a
big shot, I will already feel like I am a small fish in the sea just because I
am creole…[WCBO22]532

These reflections contend that cultural imperialism has consequences with respect to
the substantive representation of women’s interests at the higher levels of decision
making. It is further testimony to the fact that cultural imperialism may be perpetuated by
the non-dominant group themselves through the limited sense of agency exercised to
change the status quo, or perpetuated by the dominant group of women to assert their
needs and experiences as being universal or even neutral. Based on the interviews, it is
clear that women of the non-dominant Hindu majority felt that there was a general
feeling of universality of women’s issues based on what the dominant group felt was
important, and these issues would be raised at the level of the parliament, constituting
substantive representation of the issues of the dominant group, thereby sidelining other
issues of interest to women from other ethnic communities, for example, a participant
from a dominant ethnic group in a formal women’s NGO stated:
…I think women’s problems are the same, if you are rich, or old…[WCBO15]533

This form of complacency and embedded invisibility and on how cultural imperialism
masks issues surrounding ethnicity and intersectionality based on race and class is
alarming. Cultural imperialism amongst women seems to exclude the issues of women
from the ethnic minority. Subsequently, issues of concern to the ethnic minority remain
invisible and are not addressed through political discourses, hence affecting the process
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of substantive representation for a minority group of women, with an impact on
democratic social justice and sustainable development in the long run.
Moreover, it can then be argued that substantive representation becomes
elusive, whereby shared gender based social experiences are not enough to embody a
group standpoint. At the same time, whilst it is true to state that women do have a
common system of oppression relating to the gendered power dynamics and a limited
capacity to exercise their agency and have their interests represented in a substantive
manner, it appears that groups of women are not oppressed in the same way due to the
differences in the category woman itself and to define a single criteria on which women
are being oppressed, and to state which issue of concern is more urgent. Engaging with
the literature on post-colonialism feminist theorising, it becomes easy to unpack the
universalisation of women’s experiences as well as cultural imperialism raised in the
interviews. It has to be noted that there is a majority of Hindus in Mauritius, and the
history of colonisation in Mauritius entails that Hindus were able to acquire land and
have access to more wealth as a majority came to the island as paid indentured
labourers, as compared to the people of African descent who were in large part
descendants of slaves. Here, there can be a similar transposition where the Hindu
women interviewed have placed themselves as primary creating an othering binary
distinction. However, Weedon and Mohanty

534

state that it is only from a priviledged

position that it is possible to define the under-priviledged, yet, without the underpriviledged, there would be no priviledged.
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Women seem to be divided by intersectionality in Mauritius, whether age,
ethnicity, social and economic status or political affiliation, as well as by the power
stratification brought about as an aftermath of colonisation. They face a double
colonisation535.They use the injustices they experience to describe what is of interest to
them to be addressed at the higher levels of decision making. At times, women
interviewed have described their interests and oppression relating to exploitation in the
labour market. Women have also mentioned their powerlessness to approach their local
Member of Parliament who is not of the same ethnicity as them and spoke of a form of
cultural imperialism that makes it difficult for them to raise an issue with a Member of
Parliament from another ethnic background. Women participants have further referred
to matters pertaining to their ableism and priviledges of able-bodies in terms of access
to infrastructure536. This idea joins the broader literature on representation and distorted
understanding individual experiences and group perspectives, that is, the idea that
individuals are able to represent groups by way of their person (bodies) or behaviour.
Weldon537 therefore suggests that group perspectives should be seen as being
developed through intra-group interactions creating a collective product by social
groups. In this case, the social group (women) is differentiated through their ethnic
affiliation, cultural practices, or other systems of intersectionalities. Hence, according to
Weldon538, the “body” is a limited site of representation; rather, multiple sites and
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sources of representation should be analysed whilst looking at substantive
representation- a notion which is especially significant in Mauritius, given its multi-ethnic
composition and the fact that there are over 1500 registered women’s associations.
These include institutional structures such as women’s policy agencies and women’s
movement become more effective sites to represent women’s interests, as compared to
representation in the legislature. Additionally, the involvement and collaboration and
interaction of these different modes and sites of representation provide an effective
avenue for substantive representation of women’s interests already divided by
intersectionality towards achieving gendered political citizenship.

Deconstructing Gendered Institutions
This statement by a former woman MP speaks volumes about the way that power
operates within the government structure in Mauritius:
Politics and Government to me is about power…As a woman, there are too many
things that combine to result in that I cannot have that total power, this affects the
way that I can do politics and have change…[SWCBO23]’ 539

The definition of the term politics abound, however, there seems to be a consensus
amongst women interviewed in Mauritius (both at the State and community level), that
politics involves the use of power to effect change, in a positive or negative way540.
Lukes speaks of a three-fold definition of political power which stipulates that ‘the
supreme and most insidious exercise of power to prevent people from having
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grievances by shaping their perceptions, cognitions and preferences in such a way that
they accept their role in the existing order of things’ 541
Similarly, Stuart Mill’s542 essay on the subjection of women, in which Mill
demonstrates how in the 1860’s European women were subjects of a lifetime of
socialisation underpinned through religious doctrines, educational systems and
employment structures in which the traditional roles of women in a patriarchal society
were institutionalised. By extension to Lukes’ and Mill’s ideas, this dimension of power
is also seen to be relevant in Mauritius, where actors may not be expressing their issues
of interest/concern due to socialisation processes (amongst others)543. Power is
exercised in similar ways through the State Structures in Mauritius, leading to limitations
in how women’s interests are being substantially represented at the highest levels of
decision-making as stated by one women MP talking about the topic of domestic
violence:
When I first started a few decades ago, the Parliament was a very different
scenario...it is not written in the rules of the game, but you know the power
relations, you know your place, the boundaries to cross or not to cross, it was
almost as if you are at a formal dinner with your mum and dad, each one has his
place. You talk about issues that are good for the country, you respect the party,
you do not single out issues and ramble on about that one issue…You can
imagine the power dynamics when you are a woman…to be part of the “club”, I
also raised issues that were not specific, and usually women’s issues appear
specific, so you don’t raise them often, unless it is something that you know the
party will think is big, like domestic violence and the population will demand
action…but anyway, in those days, as in now, Mauritius was patriarchal, so even
if you raise something up, because that thing is so normal to everyone, no one
541
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thinks it’s an issue worth raising. …when you do raise them, you do not know
how it will go, sometimes, there are outside meetings that I cannot be part of
because I am involved with other activities, …for me going to “bases” (meetings
held in houses or sheds) late at night was not common, but little by little, I started
integrating in the men’s club…[WMP1]544

It appears through this interview that there are different dimensions to how power over
interests is exercised in the political setting in Mauritius, or how the party or party leader
exercises control over decisions and types of policy preferences raised and participation
of parliamentarians. First, it appears that there is a notion of power over the agendasetting and there is an underlying bias within the Mauritian political system which in turn
influences the capacity of the Woman MP to inform decision making. It therefore
appears that the more powerful actors, (who remain men) are able to limit the scope of
political processes and issues and exploit structural biases in their favour

545

. These

biases in Mauritius equate to prejudices within the values and established political
procedures around political activity. Structural barriers appear to be difficult for women
to navigate in, rendering the process of participation and decision-making complex, in
such a way that the woman MP546 is discouraged from participating in the decisionmaking process547. This second dimension of power can take different shapes, for
example, having meetings in small sheds at nights, where there is a majority of men
present using inappropriate language as divulged during the interview.
In the third dimension, the application of power occurs via the control of
knowledge through such mechanisms as socialisation, which has the potential to
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legitimise certain behaviours or issues as “normal” 548, or by shaping ideologies and
political beliefs. Simply, the third dimension of power is not only about keeping issues of
interest off the agenda, but also out of the minds of those engaged in the political
activity, thus making as if the relationship of power is normal and un-changeable549.
Based on this analysis, there is an underlying assumption that the woman MP is
aware of women’s interests, however, is unable to advocate in favour of these
interests within public debates. Challenging the exercise of power in these instances
requires more than mobilisation and advocacy, but is rather about empowering the
woman MP to be able to participate within public debate 550 through an attempt to
challenge existing relations of power551.

Political Parties and the Parliament
The political apparatus of the Mauritian State, given its plurality, is complex in nature and
one alternative approach to analyse the State is to look at the structural variables
including the State structures within the State, for instance, another body of literature
looks at political institutions and explains the gendered nature of State structures and
outcomes.
In Mauritius, there are presently seventy-one political parties with three major
political parties that have dominated the political landscape and would be likely to be still
in the limelight, namely, the Mauritian political landscape are the Labour Party (LP/ PTr548
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Partie Travailliste), the Mouvement Militant Mauricien (MMM) and the Mouvement
Socialiste Militant552. These parties have periodically experienced multiple splits,
generating new parties, with mostly short-lived terms; or splits and spillage have been
underlined by communal/ethnic desires, while others have essentially become oneperson or one-issue parties. Going into coalitions and alliances have also been a regular
characteristic of Mauritian political parties, enabling the major political parties to remain
or be in a more advantageous position to have access to power 553. The practice of
coalitions and alliances has been identified by participants as bearing a gendered nature
and a major disadvantage whilst seeking to obtain tickets in their parties, given the
limited seats available, as put forth by one woman who formed part of the Women’s wing
of a major political party:
I thought that I had the will, experience and stamina to get a ticket, I had worked
hard in my Constituency, I was part of each electoral campaign, and even my
ethnicity was an advantage, but when we have a coalition, it is understood that
men come first…it’s a strategy by the other men, it is all a strategy for winning the
election…popularity is something that matters, men can work the field more, they
get the space, they can get out to the late night meetings…[WPW1]554

The above testimony bears two dimensions, in terms of how gender and ethnicity
interact as a double “burden” to put women aspiring to enter formal politics at a major
systematic disadvantage to compete in politics. The fact that the Mauritian political
system is based on proportional representation where all ethnicities need to be
represented means that the gender identity of the candidate can work against the latter
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as gender becomes secondary to the selection criteria to obtain a ticket. As explained by
one member of the Executive of a major political party, the selection process when there
is a coalition becomes a tedious process, where ethnicities and sub-ethnic affiliation
becomes the main criteria, as well as placing the right candidate in a constituency
bearing the higher number of individuals belonging to that specific ethnicity or subethnicity, as well as evaluating the preferences of the opposing party standing in that
constituency in terms of ethnicity and experience working in the field. Gender
subsequently becomes an insignificant category further exacerbated by the fact that
there is a strong lobby by socio-cultural associations with a caste undertone to have
their representatives receiving a ticket towards election. The problem that then arises is
that socio-cultural associations are inherently patriarchal in nature and a woman’s
chance of being supported through a lobby by a socio-cultural association becomes
slimmer, unless she has had a very long-standing political involvement with that
association, as put forth by one woman of a major political wing
I have been with that association for a long time, but sometimes when there are
religious activities, I could not attend, I have a family, I do voluntary work, I work,
it was all too much to be always there and always at the forefront of each and
every single activity. Then they started dividing us along caste lines, that was it, I
could not even point my nose to be in the running for a ticket [WPW4]555

The skewed nature of the gendered composition of candidate selection by political
parties, and the implications in light of the caste system and patriarchal socio-religious
lobby is further reflected through interviews with two women members of major political
parties. Both participants stated that it was very much skewed towards male members,
and can be witnessed in terms of a very patriarchal style of decision making in the
Executive, so much so that it made women feel as if they were both privileged to be in
555
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the Party, while being silenced or rendered invisible during meetings, closely
resembling, what one participant referred to as a form of “dictatorship within a
democracy”556
However, during the course of an interview with a male Member of Parliament, it
was highlighted that even if there were a majority of male politicians, women still were
able to exert power and have a voice within the party through the respective Women’s
Wings. Following this notion, interviews were carried out with a few members of the
women’s wings of the major political parties at the national level, however, this idea was
slowly dissipated as women members stated that they had very little influence in the
major decisions of the Party, whilst it also appeared that women remained in the political
wing for personal gains:
…here we are taken for granted, they call us for all events, religious, cultural,
ministry events, we fill up the room when they need us to, they take us to
meetings where the leader is speaking so that it appears that the Party is in
majority when the MBC (Mauritius Broadcasting Corporation) is filming, to
intimidate the Opposition. We know that we are here just for the numbers, but
also, sometimes if we need a favour, we know that they cannot
refuse…[WPW8]557

Whilst this statement implies that some women chose to be part of the political wing for
further gains, the fact remains that women have been brought into an essentially
androcentric political space to extend a Party’s own political networks where women are
expected to accept a subordinate position, underrating their political aptitude and
efficiency. Women must conform if they want to be part and parcel of formal politics. The
phrase “I owe loyalty to my leader” has been recurrent in discourses of the women
interviewed, along with the stance “under leadership of the Prime Minister”, leading one
to question how efficiently women Parliamentarians or women MPs are in fact able to
556
557

Interview with former female MP, Interview held on 2 October 2013, Vacoas, Mauritius
Interview with representative of a women’s wing, Interview held on 6 October 2013, Saint Pierre

190

effect the substantive representation of women’s interests in the higher echelons of
decision making in the country,. Most especially in a sphere where masculine norms
have become engrained within the State and its institutions through the ideologies, rules
and discourses, so much so that this shapes their policy outcomes and procedures558.

Interviews with two former women parliamentarians seemed to suggest, however,
that women convey the impression that they are more confident in being present in
Parliament. One women MP who has spent more than 20 years as a politician stipulates
that in the nineties, women used to act with diffidence when they stood up to address
their male colleagues and did not seem to want to challenge the status quo by raising
questions about the gender implications of policies being debated in Parliament. Those
women who did stand up to pass comment were looked at in a negative manner, and
the participant recalled an instance where her “motherhood” was put into question, and
the media commented on her physical appearance and clothing that she was wearing, to
the extent that her female body was seen to define her abilities to perform as a political
agent. A second woman MP also painted a similar grim picture of the type of gendered
relations amongst male colleagues, recalling the sexual harassment of another female
MP. It was mentioned that male colleagues made comments that belittled femininity, so
much so that women passively dealt with such harassment. She stated that female
parliamentarians by the very nature of their sex were relegated to the same status as
second class citizens in Parliament. It was stipulated that the parliament was a reflection
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of the mentality and social standards of the society of that time in which gender
inequality was deeply rooted. In cases where women MPs played by the rules of their
male counterpart, by not fighting against men’s ideas of women’s issues, one former
female MP stated that she was admitted to the “men’s club559”
However, the participants seemed to agree that with the slow evolution of the
fabric of Mauritian society, there was now a very small palpable transformation in the
way that male MPs openly addressed their female counterparts during Parliamentary
question time and are given a space for political engagement on policy issues, and in
the gendered landscape outside the Parliament, although one female MP referred to it
as being “hypocritical in nature” [WP2]560. The reason given was that with the change in
the economic development of the country where there had been a shift in mentality and
it was now acceptable for women to go out into the public sphere to work, and the once
cultural notion of men as breadwinner was slowly eroding as gender relations in the
home was slowly changing.Nevertheless, as the formal parliamentary space seemed to
open towards a new conducive environment for women, the fact still remains that the
gender-based identity of female MPs were still linked to the type of issues that they were
expected to raise- in fact, analysis of the type of port-folios that have been allocated to
Women MPs since Mauritius gained independence revolved around social and gender
issues and the care sector.
When I got elected as ***, my first thought was , can I actually do this, I am the
only *** (title and designation of the political portfolio), will they think I am just a
token, what will I do, they are all men, they will think I am just this feminist who
wants to change the natural order of things….. I even had doubts on my capacity, I
mean, after- all I was not handed the Ministry of Finance, nor Ministry of Public
Infrastructure. …. I have to say, there were also not many women in Parliament….
and how the Ministry is seen in compared to other Ministries which are headed by
559
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men…and the way that the Ministry of Women is seen in the eyes of the public,
…well, you know, like , just women, women, women [Female Politician1]561

The interviews carried out with Officials within the State structure immediately identified
the direction of an essentially gendered State which impacted on the overall institutional
and operative framework of the State. It became apparent that the nature of the
gendered State was visible in terms of the “logic of appropriateness” performed through
very subtle ways, and at times in an unconscious manner or even legitimised at the level
of Parliament. This assumption becomes apparent in light of the participant’s claim that
she had not been offered larger and “more significant” ministerial port-folios such as the
Finance sector, which remain amongst the highest “ranking” Ministries in Mauritius in
terms of the total budget allocation562 and public infrastructure sector which concerns
essentially building of the Government infrastructural projects563 . By being offered a
Ministry with a “soft” portfolio, it is revealed that there are systematic gendered
institutional processes such as relegating a Ministry and a female Minister to a “softer”
ranking, a process coupled by mechanisms relating to the total budget and human
resource of that particular Ministry which renders it less able to effect change in the short
run. The gendered effect of being offered a “softer” portfolio became more evident
during the course of the interview with the participant doubting her capacity to handle a
larger Ministerial portfolio.
…economics, finance, infrastructure, tourism, all these sectors are men’s world,
well, that’s how the public sees it, so you know, if they had to give these sectors
to a Minister, it would be a Male Minister …And what does a male Minister know
about women’s needs, if I can say so, even if there was a woman Minister there
561
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in these top Ministries, would she know everything about all women’s
needs?...probably not! …you are seen as having a different calibre, once you
enter the women’s business, you can rotate to social security… [Female
Politician2]564

It further appears that there is a stereotypical approach to assigning women politicians
the gendered roles, or the functional gender division of labour, pertaining to the care
sector. Randall refers to this as a natural extension of concerns that are seen as female
in nature565, and this act of allocating women to softer nurturing Ministries can be seen
as a form of gate-keeping in itself. For example, even if women have acceded to higher
levels of decision-making, they are still accorded jobs that are “softer”, and in some
cases, do not necessarily lead to promotion to more complex port-folios such as finance
and economic management or foreign affairs. However, a quick look at the budgetary
allocations566 of these softer Ministries and policy areas such as Health and Social
Security reveals that these areas form a significant part of the activities of the State and
tend to absorb an immense part of the government’s budget. Moreover, some Ministries
such as the Ministry of Social Security or Gender Equality have social welfare or women
centres at the grounds level in the community and should be able to make efficient use
these channels to address the concerns of the community in a participatory manner, as
revealed through one of the interviews
…having the ministry of *** (hidden to protect confidentiality) was in a way
strategic. The network of centres that we have in the community gives an added
boost, we use these centres and members to let us know what is working… that
way we can use the members to conduct mass sensitisation programs… [Female
Politician2]567

564

Interview with Female MP, 4 September 2013, Port Louis
Title and Designation of the Responded has been omitted to respect privacy and anonymity
565
Randall V., 1987, Women and Politics: An International Perspective, Macmillan: London, pg. 112
566
Government-of-Mauritius. 2017. Budget 2017-2018: ESTIMATES 2017-2018 & Indicative Estimates 2018-2019 & 2019-2020
[Online]. Port Louis. Available: http://budget.mof.govmu.org/ [Accessed 20 August 2017].
567
Interview with Female MP, Interview held on 4 September 2013, Port Louis
Title and Designation of the Responded has been omitted to respect privacy and anonymity

194

At the same time, the existing literature pertaining to gender and institutions does reveal
that the gendered dispositions of institutions is at play in a number of countries, including
Australia and Canada, wherein women MPs are over-represented in social port-folios or
“feminine” policy domains in comparison to areas of macro-economic management such
as infrastructure or resource mobilisations domains such as Finance 568. In Mauritius, out
of the sixty-nine MPs, there are only eight women MPs, constituting a mere twelve per
cent of women in Parliament, as compared to a world average of twenty-three percent
and a regional average of twenty-four percent) and thirty per cent of women at local
governmental level in 2017569. Amongst the eight women MPs, there only two women
Ministers in charge of the Portfolio of Minister of Education and Human Resources,
Tertiary Education and Scientific Research; and Minister of Gender Equality, Child
Development and Family Welfare. Similarly, a quick overview of the women MPs
nominated for ministerial portfolios since female suffrage in 1947 and independence in
1968, reveals that, for the most part, women have been nominated in the ‘soft” sectoral
areas including women’s affairs and gender equality; social security, civil service affairs,
youth and sports, and arts and culture, with the exception of two port-folios related to
Justice (Attorney General) and Labour and Industrial Relations570.
…social security was alright for a woman, it had a female connotation, it’s all a
political game, the politics of politics, if you see what I mean, you can read
between the lines, I will not be able to say it clearly…[WMP1]
568
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Once women have bypassed a number of political structural, economic, cultural and
social

hurdles571, women’s chances of getting nominated in a Ministry once they

eventually get into Parliament become slimmer. As mentioned by the above female
politician, the “politics of politics” performed by the male Leader of the Party to nominate
Ministers tends to act as gate-keepers towards women accessing Ministerial port-folios.
Similarly, Lovenduski572 asserts that once women get admitted in by the gatekeepers, they tend to be relegated to the bottom of the hierarchy. The same argument is
echoed by Randall573 who states that women fade away at the highest echelons of
decision-making- or what Putnam574 has termed as ‘the law of increasing disproportion’,
or ‘the higher-the fewer’ whereby the proportion of women in political positions
diminished as the importance of that position increased in significance 575. Likewise, in
Mauritius, there is a clear gender division of labour in nominating a woman to a
Ministerial position. Looking at the trends across time, there seems to be a determined
stance to allocate women to portfolios relating to the nurturing/ care sector (social
security) by the fact that more women have been appointed to this sector than their
male counterparts, or that women have been ghettoised in the Ministry of Women’s
Rights/Gender Equality, as a form of identity-related duty. However, at the same time,
portfolios related to women’s empowerment and social security are critical to women
who remain the primary target groups who are affected by cuts in service delivery and
fiscal/economic spending. Thus, if the female heads of these Ministries are able to
571
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efficiently respond to women’s claims and provide increased access, for their female
constituents, to the welfare state then their presence in these portfolios should be seen
in a positive light.

Policy Preferences
Another problematic that crops up is whether the State is gendered in terms of the
policy preferences adopted at the level of the Mauritian parliament. Scholars such as
Philips576 have stated that the presence of women in parliament should equate to
bringing in a different perspective on the content of the political agenda as well as
increase the probability of addressing gender issues. This notion of the politics of
presence as a medium for substantive representation is echoed in the literature stating
that women and men do relate to different policy preferences in terms of initiation and
follow-up through to adoption and implementation577. In Mauritius, based on the
interviews, it appears that women MPs do take the initiatives to introduce different
policies/ legislations at the level of the Cabinet, however, they require the very close
support and collaboration of male MPs for these policies/ legislative measures to be
approved, as put forth by a woman Member of Parliament (MP). For example :
…the issue of decriminalisation of abortion has been boiling for a long time…up
to now, there was no ally…it took close collaboration with the women’s
movement to finally make it visible…not just the women’s movement, but even
male MPs came in to show support…in their speeches, most of the men MPs
linked abortion to women’s choice, they were our partners…[WMP1]578

In this case, it may be argued that some male MPs within the same political party have
acted as critical actors to pursue women’s interests. A thorough analysis of the available
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documentation on the Parliamentary proceedings in Mauritius, according to the Hansard
database as well as the different publications of the Ministry of Gender reveals that the
successive Ministers of Women’s Rights/ Gender Equality have left a legacy of
legislative amendment to existing patriarchal laws and policies. For example, in 1997,
the Protection from Domestic Violence Act was spearheaded by the Ministry of
Women’s Rights; in 2000, a National Gender Policy was adopted setting the framework
for gender sensitive programming in Ministries and Departments; in 2002 the Sex
Discrimination Act was enacted; the Equal Opportunity Act was passed in 2008; the
National Gender Policy Framework was adopted in 2008; and Cabinet approved the
decriminalisation of abortion in 2012579. Yet, it remains fair to mention that not all these
pieces of legislation and policies have been initiated by female Ministers. Rather, the
interviews reveal that there has been very close collaboration between the different
sectoral Ministries and with Officers of the Ministry of Gender Equality. In some
instances (such as the Protection from Domestic Violence Act and the decriminalisation
of abortion), there has been a very active collaboration of the Ministry with grassroots
women’s groups. These consultative processes adopted were both from a top-down to
bottom-up approach which created a conducive environment and lobby group
comprising women at the community level and in NGOs supporting the Government, as
will be explained in the case study on the decriminalisation of abortion later in the
thesis.

579

Commonwealth Secretariat, 2016, Advancing Gender Equality: Case Studies from Across the Commonwealth, Commonwealth
Secretariat:London, pg. 93
Kochhar K., Jain-Chandra S. & Newiak M., 2017, Women, Work, and Economic Growth: Leveling the Playing Field,
IMF:Washington, pg. 241

198

Concurrently, the actions of critical actors from below (at grass-roots/
community/individual levels) have been essential to drive forward the gender legislative
agenda in some instances or to take gender sensitive measures. For example, an
interview held with one of the oldest participant interviewed580 spoke of how the
campaign for fertility reduction was led both by the Government, a Family Planning
NGO (Mauritius Family Planning), women at the level of community based associations
and individual women who recognised the dangers of an economy linked to a rapid
population growth in Mauritius in the sixties. The Government was concerned about the
significant population growth (3 per cent annual growth rate in 1962) in a small island
with an economy that relied on sugar export. By 1986, this rate was reduced to around
1 per cent581. The participant revealed that a number of factors contributed to this
fertility reduction, namely having universal education at the primary level, where males
and females were readily enrolled at school from the age of 5 around the early
seventies which in turn enabled mothers to enter the labour force, get married at a later
stage and thus contributing to smaller family sizes. At the same time, the policy strategy
of the Government played a big role in reducing fertility rate, with the setting up of
several clinics around the island and recruiting a majority of female community workers
to go across the island (substantially more in the rural community) to do door-to-door
sensitisation with both women and men; targeting children’s clinics and women in
hospital wards following hospitalisation from complications of abortion. Moreover, a
second NGO (Action Familiale) recruited a large number of female field-staff called
“Educators” to go to individual houses to teach women about the use of contraception. It
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was mentioned that this labour intensive recruitment of female field workers canvassing
from door-to-door played a critical part in decreasing the fertility rate and contributing to
a short increase in economic growth582. This sense of both top to bottom and bottom-up
approach mostly by women taking control of their bodies is testimony to the positive
outcome achieved through a two-way channel of collaboration with critical actors both at
the levels of government, NGOs and the community.
A second example pertains to the Minister of Local Government who brought up
the legislative proposals/ policy documents to amend the Local Government Act 2011 in
favour of establishing a thirty per cent gender quota at the local governmental level as
part of an initiative that was started by a women’s NGO (Gender Links) with the support
of a national women’s network (Women In Networking). The Act, which is in line with
Article 5 (Affirmative Action) of the SADC Protocol on Gender and Development
(2008)583, stipulates that each political party has to field at least one-third of candidates
belonging to either sex in village or municipal council elections 584. The interview carried
out with a representative of Gender Links585 shed some light on the processes leading
up to the adoption by the Mauritian Cabinet of the said quota system in the revised Act.
It was explained that the Government of Mauritius had some reservations in introducing
a quota system given that the Constitution did not provide for measures towards
affirmative action. Through the course of the interviews, it was revealed that the NGO
Gender Links had identified the local government space as a potential site for
transformation and as an avenue that would be more conducive for women to enter the
582
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political sphere and participate in local governance. The NGO had been actively
conducting workshops on gender mainstreaming as a ten-stage capacity building
programmes for women and men councillors at the local government level to create
Centres of Excellence to mainstream gender in the day to day activities of the village
and district Councils586. It was stated that whilst women at the grass-roots levels were
being trained in gender and good governance, they were not able to be elected in the
Council to expressly put their knowledge into practice, given the fact that the maledominated space was quite restricted. In 2010, the Director of Gender Links expressed
concern to the Minister of Local Government about the low percentage of women being
able to formally be elected as Councillors at local government level whilst the NGO
sustained its sensitisation campaigns with both women and men at the grass-roots level
to educate them about the provisions contained in the SADC Protocol on Gender and
Development (Articles 5, 12, 13) which called upon affirmative action, equal
representation

and

participation

of

women

towards

good

governance.

The

representative of Gender Links stated that the NGO had started the ball rolling and
gained momentum and recognition from the Minister of Local Government for the
sustained action towards sensitising women and men at the community level on the
importance of gender equality in good governance, representation and participation in
formal politics. In 2011, Gender Links conducted a debate on instituting a quota system
for women in the upcoming elections at local government level with the participation of
parliamentarians from the major political parties as well as the Minister of Gender
Equality who extended her fervent support to enlarge that political space for women to
586
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enter politics at the local level, as part of an overall national electoral reform. Later in
2011, the Local Government Act was amended to include the affirmative action
provisions and passed through Parliament with the support of the Opposition as well.
Given the fact that the revised Act provided the space for more women to enter politics
at the local governmental level, Gender Links upheld its training on leadership skills for
women in politics in the Centres of Excellence around the island to equip women with
the skills to enable them to communicate effectively in the media along with
campaigning skills enabling them to formulate their political manifestos and action
plans. Gender Links reported that a few of its women trainees have since stood for
municipal and village council elections successfully.
This kind of non-linear top-to-bottom and bottom-up collaboration of stakeholders
are seen as being critical in Mauritius to gain the necessary momentum to effect
changes to address women’s interests, as put forth by two Gender Focal Points (GFPs)
in sectoral Ministries.
…In my view the role of the Gender Focal Point is to identify a
gender gap, raise it up with our Minister and we work in
collaboration with the Ministry of Gender… you need collaboration,
you need experts in all fields, the expert knows their field, we need
each other’s expertise for changes to go through ...that is why, I
think, the Ministry of Gender cannot by itself make huge
changes…it needs the support of all the Ministries, it needs women
from the field (referring to grass-roots and community level), it
needs belief in saying, I am a feminist, I will take it to Parliament
and I will defend it...[GFP 12]587

However, during the course of interviews with the two GFPs, it was revealed that, while
the political will to effect change was present, GFPs often faced bureaucratic barriers as
well as limited technical capacity on gender mainstreaming which impeded their work
towards gender mainstreaming and women’s empowerment; for example, it was stated
587
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that in one of the sectors588, there had been a request from a community-based
organisation for the GFP to conduct sensitisation programs on gender and sustainable
development and climate change, however, once the request was put officially on file, it
was declined due to limited resources. Moreover, another example resonates from a
representative of the Participatory Advisory Committee (PAC) which is is a grass-root
initiative of the Ministry where women are invited to submit their ideas and participate in
decisions about their communities589 set up at the level of Women Centres under the
Ministry of Gender Equality mentioned that the meetings conducted with Field Officers
of the Ministry appeared redundant as none of the issues raised at the community level
were reaching the Head Office and as a result, it was believed that the PAC initiative
would be short-lived. A similar sentiment was expressed by another member of PAC
from another locality who believed that the field liaison Officers who were still young
lacked the capacity to represent the issues being put forth by members of PAC590 at the
level of the National Women’s Council and the Ministry of Gender; and assist in the
implementation of the PAC Action Plan.
At the same time, while a non-linear horizontal relationship between State and
non-State actors remains vital, seniority, party politics and party affiliation remain an
important factor in substantive representation of women’s issues of interest, as put forth
by a GFP
…the Minister of Women’s Rights is mainly a symbol that says that she
represents women’s issues…the Mauritian context is very complicated,
you need the support of the Party Leader, and if it is something that is
good for politics, then you will get the support. In Parliament, my opinion
591
is that, the rank of the Minister matters…” [GFP 3]
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Building on the existing international literature, in Mauritius, the interviews with
women politicians further revealed that party affiliation remains a good predictor of the
way that legislators raise and vote on different issues of national interest, as well as
towards gender-related issues592. The interview with a female Minister pointed to the
direction that the political party that she belonged to held a great degree of influence on
which matters might be raised in Parliament and given that the Party had a majority of
male Parliamentarians, the space available to discuss gender issues was rather limited
and, as such, policies addressing women’s interests are accorded less space in a
Parliamentary gender hierarchy system, in which policy preferences seem to be genderneutral. However, in a strategic bid to engender the parliamentary space, a former
woman parliamentarian mentioned that women’s issues had to be masked as smart
economics in order to receive adequate from the Ministry of Finance for projects related
to women’s empowerment593.
…to me there is an apprehension that colleagues will say this is another
women’s issue…….it is more strategic to camouflage a program related to
gender equality in terms of economic value, as we did with gender responsive
budgeting, we said it was smart economics…that was an instant buy-in
[exWMP1]…594

The same representative strategy was adopted by the Ministry of Gender when it
sought to lobby for more funds from the Ministry of Finance to address gender-based
violence at national level. The Ministry, with the technical support of the UNDP,
conducted a study on the economic cost of gender-based violence in Mauritius with to
view to having the quantitative data to present to the Financial Secretary to successfully
592
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increase the budget of the Family Unit and lobby for the recruitment of more staff to
work with victims of gender-based violence at the level of the Family Support Bureaux.
If you look at the budget of this Unit, it seems a lot, but when you break it down, it
is mostly for paying staff...we do not have enough to implement activities that
would lead to transformation…we have to sometimes rely on the NGOs to assist
with Women Shelters and Childcare Centres (Creche)...the government also is
tightening its belt…We are told that all ministries will probably see a budget cut in
this tough economic situation...We have to find means and ways…we rely on
external funding…we have to improvise our strategies when we go to the
committee of supplies or hold consultation with the Ministry of
Finance…everything has to be quantifiable as they ask us to use the SMART
system for performance indicators…this is how we get around this problem…we
know they don’t take women and children issues as importantly as
infrastructure…[WMGE3595]
We know that our work at the Ministry may seem non-impactful…we cannot give
instant result in terms of change of mind-set overnight… we look after the social
side of things…women reproduce the next generation...we look after women,
children and the family…[MMGE4]

This type of alternative approaches aligned within a neoliberal system has
nevertheless enabled the Ministry to secure funding to carry out its activities within a
very tight budget. It further demonstrates the fact that very often women’s issues remain
at the periphery of development where, in this case, there seems to be resistance to
fund gender issues unless defined in economic terms and quantifiable through SMART
indicators596. This notion may be linked to how neoliberalism impacts on gendered
politics during austerity measures in Mauritius and how Officers within the Ministerial
institution can challenge dominant neoliberal discourses that permeate public financial
management systems. In this case, the representative of the Ministry further spoke to
working in close collaboration with a woman NGO to be able to fulfil its mandate. It
further portrays that women in the State Structure at the level of the Ministry are using
595
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different strategies to render their issues receptive within this capitalist framework
articulating these concerns as part of the broader economic agenda. These strategies
are carried out to counter austerity policies that impact disproportionately on women.
These strategies adopted further resist what appears to be dominant neoliberal austerity
narratives, and representatives of the Ministry seem to use feminist ideals to critique the
neo-liberalisation of government policies and the impact of austerity measures on
current gender equality discourse. State representatives also countered hegemonic
processes that challenge the dominant view of the economic value of policies and
programs. Concomitantly, representatives of the Ministry of Gender Equality as well as
two
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of

gender

policies/programs/projects as efficiency-based and simplifying the outcome of gender
equality as a strategy for economic growth, thus sidelining the transformative
approaches to be used to achieve gender equality. In this case, it appeared that gender
equality is reduced to a business model and strategies to achieve gender equality are
equated with economic narratives for growth. The social reproduction category of
activities that the Ministry of Gender also seeks to address appears to remain marginal
or invisible in mainstream political discourses as clearly reflected in the budgetary
allocation of the whole Ministry.

Party Etiquette
Prior consultations with other Cabinet Ministers would provide a clear indication of
matters that would be raised during formal Parliamentary sittings with other Members of
the Opposition. The party etiquette and discipline would oblige its Members to follow

206

party lines, with respect to the views of the Leader and act only after consultation with
the Leader and other Ministers for fear that the Party could make or break a career. Yet,
there appeared to be a different turn of events when the Bill for the decriminalisation of
abortion was put in front of Parliament for debate. Two Senior members of Government
mentioned that they believed that the political party exerted less influence on the overall
policy direction when moral issues were being discussed:
…for abortion, it is as if there was a general unspoken understanding that
abortion should be decriminalised, but in the way that it is seen as a health
issue…but again, the Minister knew that it had been brewing for a long time, I
think by the time that the matter exploded, everyone in the party had the
same ideology…[WSP2]597

Whilst this suggests that the process of how personal is rendered political remains
complex, the finding resonates with the existing literature on party affiliation, where it is
argued that a big proportion of free votes on moral issues are usually consistent with
party lines598. In the same vein, men make up the majority of political parties in
Mauritius, and one would argue that party rules may be gender neutral or gender blind,
hence, by extension, this would imply that policy preferences and votes may be
gendered. There further appeared to be a marked distinction in terms of what types of
issues were given priority from the start of parliamentary sessions to the end, with
gender issues or issues of women’s interests being addressed last, in compared to
“matters of national importance”, as stated by a Government representative
commenting on the ranking of speeches by Ministers. One woman MP stated:
…usually the proceedings are such that it almost follows a hierarchy, the bigger
Ministries go first, and with bigger Ministries, I am talking about matters of
national importance, the economy, trade deals. Social issues, where your women
issues come in, these rest with the smaller Ministries, apart from social security
597
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with a big budget… Sometimes, by the time we get down to social issues, it is
quite late and there is no big debate… [WP2]599

Considering women’s issues as not equivalent to a matter of national importance again
conveys the meaning that these are compartmentalised and not viewed as a matter of
priority in a male-dominated space as the Parliament.
Furthermore, during the course of an interview with a female Senior Government
Official, it became clear that there was apprehension at labelling one-self strongly as a
“feminist” in Parliament, given the androcentric nature of Parliamentary space. Rather,
women parliamentarians preferred to address women’s issues from a non-feminist
perspective, or using a human-rights based framework. In the same vein, the literature
states that whilst Female MP’s responsiveness and collaboration with women’s groups
at the community level remains an effective way to be aware of the collective interests
of women at the grass-roots level, there remains alternative sites of representation that
are conducive areas for promoting women’s issues and remain avenues for policy
changes. In this context, research on state ‘feminism’ discusses the role of Women’s
Policy Agencies as alternative sites of representation.

Nevertheless, it remains challenging to formulate a one-sided composite
picture of the necessary conditions and factors that contribute to women’s substantive
representation at the State level.

A combination of factors has been identified in

Mauritius that would lead to the effectiveness of State institutional structures where
women’s issues of concern and importance to them are mainstreamed into Government
policies and programs. The Ministry of Gender is a full-fledged State Agency with a
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human-resource base that has the potential to be trained further in terms of gender
analysis. The Ministry further has the capacity to lobby for funds from international
donors and although economic efficiency arguments are being adopted to obtain
funding from the Ministry of Finance, the Ministry has a budget and Staff to be a policymaking body, whilst its implementing arms (the National Women’s Council) can remain
the link between policy implementation and linkages to women in the community
through the network of women centres across the island. Additionally, until recently
(2017), the Office of the Speaker (National Assembly) has started initiating dialogue
with the Ministry of Gender on a policy/program component being funded by the United
Nations Development Program, thus positioning the Ministry in a very strategic position
to establish a very close working relationship to a central power in Government.

Assessing the Institutional and Operational Framework of the Specialised
State Apparatus for Women’s Empowerment and Gender Equality

By the mid-eighties, there were around 127 United Nations Member States with
institutionalised Women’s Policy Agencies, with varying institutional architecture,
agendas and strategies for substantive representation. In Mauritius, the lead agency of
the National Women’s/Gender Machinery (NWM/ NGM) remains the Ministry of Gender
Equality, Child Development and Family Welfare. Its implementing arms include the
National Women’s Council and the National Women’s Entrepreneurial Council. Other
Structures of the Gender Management System which includes the Gender Focal Points
in sectoral Ministries, and stakeholders such as the women’s associations at the level of
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the community and grass-roots and formal Women’s Non-Governmental Organisations,
as well as the United Nations Development Program (UNDP), which remains a key
donor agencies.
In order to situate the emergence of a full-fledged institutional mechanism for the
promotion and protection of women’s rights, it is deemed important to briefly locate the
international and local feminist and international frameworks that led to its
establishment. It then appears that ideas derived from femiale consciousness have
been merged (without being apparent and explicitly mentioned in Mauritian discourse) in
the overall development of the country. This essence of feminism has been detected
whilst speaking to most women participants during interviews, where women have
stated that they know they have rights that the State needs to respect. In Mauritius,
women were seen in greater numbers in Parliament around the late-eighties through to
2010600, which one may argue relates to the international and regional movement
towards women’s rights and gender equality as specifically stated by one participant
and echoed throughout interviews with women activists601.
…with Beijing, it is as if we had legitimacy in saying that , yes women’s rights are
human rights. It gave us the working guidelines to tell the Government, this is
what the Ministry should be doing… [exWMP 2]

The Ministry was established, as mentioned previously, in the wake of the International
Women’s Decade in 1976, with programmes geared towards meeting the practical
600
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needs of women. The Government of Mauritius was one of the first in the southern
African region to establish a women’s machinery and the Ministry has always been led
by a female Minister. The first Ministry for Women’s Affairs was established in 1976 and
was headed by a woman parliamentarian having the portfolio of consumer protection.
The Ministry was however short-lived and replaced by a Women's Desk at the Prime
Minister’s Office, until the setting up of a full-fledged Ministry for Women's Rights in
1982, endowed with its own budget and an expanding infrastructural base of
decentralised women centres. Since the establishment of the first Ministry in 1976, the
latter has been headed by a female parliamentarian.
Addressing the capability of the Gender Unit of the women’s policy agency
to pursue feminist ideologies and issues of women’s interests, and its effectiveness in
engaging with NGOs given the limited staffing of the Gender Unit and marginal budget
allocation is essential. Moreover, activities performed by the Gender Unit of the Ministry
of Gender Equality are still being implemented to address mainly practical gender
interests, as opposed to both strategic and practical It is important to look at the ways in
which the State structures are able to promote women’s political empowerment in the
contexts of cultural beliefs, and the ideologies of the States elites, or whether “party
feminism” is shaping policy preferences.

In terms of policy formulation and implementation, since its establishment, the Ministry
of Gender Equality, Child Development and Family Welfare (MGE)602, as a specialised
apparatus of the Mauritian State, was mandated to protect women’s rights and promote
gender equality, had a strong palpable focus on catering to the practical needs of
602
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women. Presently, the budget of the Ministry in relation to the overall national budget is
approximately only 0.565 percent603, with 285 funded positions for the period 2015/2016
at the Head Office (based at the premises of the MGE); and 347 staff based in its
delocalised Centres in the 3 parastatals under its aegis (68 in National Children's
Council, 259 in National Women's Council and 20 in National Women Entrepreneur
Council)604. Projects that were previously implemented between the period 1975 to 2000
include, inter-alia, kitchen gardening, floral arrangement; tailoring, beauty care, adult
literacy and home economics classes. Over the years, the Ministry witnessed a shift in
paradigm from a women in development approach to that of gender and development,
focussing more on women’s strategic needs. In 2000, the Ministry spearheaded the
setting up of a Task Force to carry out a comprehensive review of legal provisions to
protect women’s human rights, which identified discriminatory laws and practices as
well as gaps between de-jure and de-facto equality. As a result, a number of measures
were implemented, such as the enactment of the Sex Discrimination Act (2002), which
covered direct and indirect discrimination, the Protection from Domestic Violence Act
1997 (amended in 2004), which imbedded gender -based violence in the definition of
discrimination, the Education Act (amended in 2005), which increased the age of free,
compulsory education to 16 years, and the amendment (1995) to 16(3) of the
Constitution, which included sex as a prohibited ground of discrimination605.
In 2005, the Government of Mauritius adopted the Commonwealth Gender
Management System (GMS). With a change of Government in 2010, the appellation of
603
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the Ministry of Women’s Rights, Child Development and Family Welfare (MGE)
changed to that of Ministry of Gender Equality, Child Development and Family Welfare.
A National Gender Policy Framework (NGPF) was further adopted by the new
Government. The mission and vision of the MGE was to strive towards a:
A society in which all girls and boys, women and men live together in dignity,
safety, mutual respect, harmony and social justice; thrive in an enabling
environment in which they are able to achieve their full potential, in full enjoyment
of their human rights; are equal partners in taking decisions to shape economic,
social and cultural development, in determining the values that guide and sustain
such development and equally enjoy its benefit606.

In line with the change of Government in 2015, the new strategic direction of the
MGE were to redress existing gender gaps for women’s full social, economic and
political empowerment; strengthen policies for the welfare and development of the child;
and eliminate gender-based violence and foster family welfare. In turn, the specific
outputs of the different delivery Units are to monitor the implementation of the National
Gender Policy Framework; adopt a Children's Bill to harmonise the different existing
legislation into one legislative provision;

strengthen the capacity of the National

Women’s Council to operate as a full-fledged implementing arm of the Gender Unit
through the introduction of the National Women's Council Bill; and improve immediate
response to reported cases of children victims of violence and ensure that existing
Child Day Care Centres comply with overriding regulations607.
Thus, new political parties in power can introduce policies to engender
programmes and discourses to address unequal power relations in society, as was the
case in changing the name of the Ministry from “Women’s Rights” to “Gender Equality”;
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or revamping the National Women’s Council Act, or putting in place programs to support
women entrepreneurs.
What was positive was changing the designation of the Ministry from Women’s
Rights to Gender, that was a big step, and it was not something popular to be
done, but they did it, then they had to embark on this campaign to sensitise
women and men (on the difference between sex and gender), men felt
threatened, there was a threatening letter received at the Ministry. Articles in the
newspaper, I don’t know if you’ve read them, but it was not something easy to
do, but the new Minister did it. And Staff of the Ministry convinced the Minister
and she probably convinced her (party) Leader. That was bold, but good for the
country, meaning that we could understand that women’s conditions was a result
of unequal power relations …once gender equality was seen as part of the work
of the Ministry, then they could work towards redressing the gap” [WMGE2608]

The question remaining, however, is how effective a change of name is in practical
terms.

Interviews with representatives of the Ministry shed some light on the

effectiveness of the different Units. The conceptual framework for these Units remained
that they would complement each other in terms of policy formulation and strategic
implementation, however, during the course of interviews it was revealed that these
Units lacked internal coordination with each other as well as with implementing partners
and related NGOs. The Planning and Research Unit (PRU) was established as the
overall think-tank and coordinating unit to service the Child Development Unit (CDU),
the Family Welfare and Protection Unit (FWPU) and the Gender Unit (GU) as well as
liaise with the para-state bodies for program implementation. Its main aim is presently
to formulate policies, programmes and projects in consultation with the Heads of Units
and other sectoral Ministries with a view to promoting gender equality, women’s
empowerment, welfare and development of the child and safeguarding harmonious
family relationships. However, the PRU is under-staffed with three technical cadres,
and seems to be a coordinating Unit that collects information from the other Units of the
608
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MGE to compile data to comply with the Government’s reporting obligations to the
different human rights bodies in relation to relevant treaties and conventions which the
State is party to.

Whilst the PRU works in close collaboration with an in-house

statistician from the Central Statistics Office609 based at the Ministry to compile all
gender disaggregated data, one Officer at the MGE mentioned that this readily
available data is not being explicitly used to inform policy-planning to redress gender
gaps; implementation and monitoring610.
Likewise, the Family Welfare and Protection Unit implements programs to
promote the welfare of the family and puts in place strategies to combat gender based
violence and intimate partner violence. However, the Unit works in partial isolation from
the Gender Unit sometimes resulting in project duplication. In fact, it was stated that the
Gender Unit should have oversight of the different Units of the MGE, given that all the
Units of the Ministry address gender issues. A complete internal re-structure of the
MGE was even proposed by one of the Ministry’s Official, which bears legitimacy in
light of its overlapping mandate with the Gender Unit.
…as it stands, gender is supposed to be mainstreamed in all the Units…but we
work in a disjointed way…the gender unit should be the brain of the ministry, it
should work with the PRU, we have stats, we address the gaps, we guide other
ministries to formulate their action plans to close these gender
gaps…[WMGE5]611

Another Official went further to stipulate that the Gender Unit of the MGE should be
located at the level of the President or Prime Minister’s Office so that it holds the
necessary power to direct other Ministries to implement their gender policies.
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The Ministry itself is not at a location where it influences policy making. We are
only 19th in the hierarchy. The Gender Unit would have worked miracles if it were
at the level of the Office of the President …or maybe if our President holds
power.. [laughs] and she is a woman, you tell me what we can expect, what does
it mean to be a female President [WMGE2]612

Another idea put forward by a GFP related to the fact that the Gender Unit should fall
under the Ministry of Finance so that it would have proper weight and legitimacy to
instruct all Ministries to implement gender responsive budgeting.
…the location needs to be ideal, with a better strategic location, Finance, it will have
more weight, it (the Gender Unit) will not be a peripheral Unit…[GFP7]613

Based on interviews at the level of the Ministry as well as with Gender Focal Points, the
clarity of its mission, vision and portfolio was called into question. A number of GFPs
asserted that the Ministry (through the Gender Unit) appeared to have cross-sectional
mandates with various other Ministries in terms of its role associated with gender
mainstreaming in all policies and programs of Government. This notion was strongly
expressed so much so that the relevance of the Gender Unit was brought into question
given the institutionalisation of the GFP mechanism, which to them, appeared to have a
similar Terms of Reference as the Gender Unit. The idea of having a Gender Unit was
seen as a waste of resources, instead participants expressed the fact that such
technical and finances resources should be re-invested in sectoral Ministries to enhance
the technical capacity of the GFP of that Ministry to mainstream gender into their
respective sectors as stipulated below:
…I have read the ToRs (terms of reference) of my role as a GFP. I understand
that I am here to mainstream gender, how, I still don’t know, but what intrigues
me is that the GFP seems to be doing the work of the Officers of the Ministry.
Why is there a Ministry if the work is then dumped on the GFP, remembering that
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they get paid as their scheme of duties, and for us it is extra unpaid
workload…[GFP7]614

However, whilst the ideas expressed by GFPs cannot be dismissed, there also needs to
be an appreciation of having a specific Agency and Unit endowed with its own budget
for gender mainstreaming that oversees all activities of Government geared towards
women’s empowerment and gender equality. Based on the overall opinions expressed
in interviews with participants at the level of the State, women NGOs and women’s
associations, it may be argued that the ambiguity in clarity of the mandate of the MGE
arises amongst different stakeholders as there are different expectations as to what the
said Ministry should be working towards- either gender equality and/or women’s
empowerment; and its role in the overall goal of the Government towards democracy
and sustainable development. One representative from a Women’s network mentioned
that the Ministry should be collaborating with NGOs and women at the community level
to achieve participatory democracy and sustainable development; while a representative
of the Ministry stated that the mandate of the Ministry should be to formulate gender
sensitive policies based on existing statistics to redress gender gaps; and another
representative of the Ministry mentioned that the Ministry should keep its focus on
women’s empowerment projects. Likewise, a representative from the Ministry stated that
the Ministry should act as an advocate for issues that were being expressed from
women at the community level615. These competing perceptions of what the mandate of
the Ministry should be is problematic but it appears that there are two distinct views –
that of the role of the Ministry in gender mainstreaming and women’s empowerment
614

Interview with GFP, Interview held on 23 August 2013, Port Louis
Based on an analysis of the interview responses carried out with women NGOs, representative of the Ministry of Genders and a
member of a women’s network, as well as sentiments echoed from women in associations
615

217

through either a participatory-based approach involving women from the grass-roots or
a bureaucratic technical expertise process recruiting gender experts. In the Ministry’s
case, it appears that the institutional structure is set up in such a way that it allows for
both a participatory approach to addressing women’s issues of interest through the
decentralised system of Women Centres and the National Women’s Council. Moreover,
the Gender Unit has multiple functions of policy-making, coordinating, evaluating and
monitoring the status of gender equality on the island. Its twin-track approach further
seeks to put in place programs that address women’s practical needs through courses
on self-empowerment amongst others, as well as carrying out sensitisation campaigns
on gender issues such as women’s sexual and reproductive health or giving free legal
advice616.

At the same time, the determination of the Staff working at the MGE was called
into question. A few GFPs of sectoral Ministries mentioned that in order for the MGE to
push through its agenda, it had to recruit more overt gender advocates that would work
inside the system and with sectoral Ministries to mainstream gendered perspectives in
public policy formulation and implementation. It was reported that when the Ministry was
established, there was a clear determination and commitment to feminist principles, with
the recruitment of Staff from past feminist organisations, yet, as time went by, the MGE
weakened its ties with radical feminist organisations, with the exception of a few
femocrats working at the Ministry.
…The Ministry is not what it used to be, it used to be the lobby force for us women, it
rallied women and lobbied for women’s rights…it took the commitments made at Beijing
seriously, inviting NGOs to be part of this equal rights process…you cannot find the
616
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same spirit at the Ministry now, it is now mostly civil servants doing business as usual.
You have a few women who push forward the agenda but they are the select
few…[NGO5]617

This notion of having “femocrats”618 entering the Ministry seemed to have influenced
policy making and implementation in the earlier days. However, studies on femocrats in
Australia, the United States and Canada suggest that there have been varying levels of
success in feminist engagement from inside the State due to the political opportunity
structure619. In Mauritius, whilst digging further, through the interviews, into the reasons
why a majority of Officers within the public service seem to be disengaged with feminism
or be labelled as feminists, it was uncovered that in the earlier days of the establishment
of the MGE, some staff with overt commitments to feminism had indeed been recruited
to guide the work of the different Units of the Ministry, drawn from women’s NGOs, and
even though some of the ties of the women to a particular NGO weakened, they still
worked to pursue a feminist agenda while still being aware of activities of women’s
organisations at the community level. These women “femocrats” were responsible for
instituting policies and legislation relating to domestic violence, or raising awareness on
women’s choice and right to their bodies in terms of the right to abortion. It is reported
that even though the public sector in general was a substantially gendered institution,
the Ministry of Women’s Rights was seen as essentially a female domain, thus acted as
a buffer to enable women femocrats to enter the State structure and effect changes from
within.
617
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However, with the successive Governments, each appointing their own
representatives, feminist influence in the Ministry was slowly diluted, and “femocrats”
seemed to leave the women’s machinery to go into other sectors such as education or
pursue other political interests. Furthermore, the work of the Ministry is a reflection of
the political stance of each successive Minister focusing more on strategies that relate
to sensitisation campaigns, rather than strategic measures or economic interventionist
programs620. Moreover, Officers are cautioned not to engage in partisan politics and are
expected to implement policy decisions in line with the political party in power. In an
interview with a high ranking public officer of the Ministry, it was further stated that
women who had inherent feminist principles or even strong opinions about the
Government are expected to toe the line or risk being side-lined. At present, the
situation at the Ministry is such that there is an undertone of neutrality so much so that
Officers follow Ministerial policies and remain prudent in forming alliances with activists
at the level of the community or NGOs.

Nevertheless, the few present day self-defined femocrats working at the level of
the Ministry state that they take advantage of the fact that the Mauritian Government
has signed a number of international and regional Conventions that cover women’s
social, economic and political empowerment to draft strategies which honour these
commitments, whilst feminist women Councillors in local governmental level mention
that

they take advantage of the fact that they are less bound than women

620
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Parliamentarians to effect changes that would empower women, a notion that closely
resembles Galligan’s idea of “double democracy621

Gender Programs and Coordinating Mechanisms
The Gender Unit acts as the policy making body and implementation is undertaken at
the level of the National Women’s Council, the National Women’s Entrepreneur Council
and through the 15 community based women centres. At present, the staffing of the
Gender Unit (18 members of Staff) and its funding ($2.5m) is far too limited to carry out
the mammoth tasks in its programme based budget exercise, with a Head of Unit, 2
Coordinators, and 16 Family Welfare and Protection Officers who are located in the 15
Women Empowerment Centres delocalised across the island622 623.
Concurrently, in line with the international paradigm shift, from a “women in
development” to a “gender and development” approach in policy making and
programming, the National Gender Policy Framework (NGPF) was launched in 2008 624.
The NGPF was adopted by Cabinet following consultations with the 18 sectoral
Ministries. The services of an International Expert was enlisted with financial support
from the United Nations Development Programme to draft the final document and a
621
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National Steering Committee on Gender Mainstreaming was established under the
chairpersonship of the Hon. Minister of Gender Equality, Child Development and Family
Welfare. The objectives of the Committee are to monitor the progress of Gender Cells at
the level of their Ministries, and evaluate the overall implementation of the NGPF;
provide a forum for exchange of views and discussions on current and emerging
gender issues and on engendering of the Programme Based Budgeting (PBB)
exercise, amongst others;

identify gaps towards successful implementation of the

NGPF and provide solutions for redressing gender gaps; establish, where necessary,
sectoral working groups at the level of Ministries, to formulate gender policies; and
promote a culture of gender responsiveness in the work-place.
Since 2008, the NGPF stands as a generic policy document that is guided by
State action towards human-centred and sustainable development in line with its
commitments towards the Sustainable Development Goals. It further provides the
guidelines for each Ministry/ Department and Agency to derive their organisational
gender specific policy which will guide their strategic framework for programmes and
budgeting. The revised policy framework provides the guiding principles of the policy;
the broad operational strategies; and the institutional arrangements for achieving
gender equality. Given the cross cutting nature of gender issues, the policy framework
calls upon a strategic partnership at the levels of the State; within organisations; among
the private sector; the media; political parties; and civil society organisations to
consolidate resources to achieve gender equality. As af 2017 the Ministry of Gender
Equality, Child Development and Family Welfare (MGECDFW) has extended technical
assistance to all Ministries to formulate their respective gender policies as at the

222

operational level, each individual government department bears the main responsibility
for ensuring the effective implementation of their Gender Policy. Interviews with some
Gender Focal Points625 revealed that whilst sectoral gender policies have been
formulated, there has been no professional interest by Officers of respective Ministries
in taking the leadership towards formulating an Action Plan to implement their gender
policies although a sum of $10,000 has been allocated in their respective budgets to
implement activities for gender mainstreaming in their sectors. Delving further into the
reasons behind this limitation, it was revealed that staff believed that gender
mainstreaming was not an actual requirement specified in their scheme of duties and
did not believe that implementing the policy would result in any transformation. The
latter part of this section also addresses the limitations identified in implementing
sectoral gender policies.
Following Government approval in June 2010 for the setting up of a National
Steering Committee on Gender Mainstreaming (NSCGM), the Minister of Gender
Equality, Child Development and Family Welfare chaired a first meeting in July 2010 to
instruct GFPs on the pertinence of mainstreaming gender in policy formulation and
implementation. The implementation of the National Gender Policy Framework and
measures spelt out in paragraph 128 of Government Programme 2010-2015 relating to
the formulation of gender sectoral policies by all Ministries were also highlighted.
However, it was noted that there was a high turnover of GFPs because the latter were
from an administrative and human resource background and moved around in other
Ministries/ Departments, often leaving behind unfinished gender mainstreaming
625
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agendas. Hence, as a way of turning the GFP mechanism into a permanent structure, it
was deemed important to institutionalise a structure that is sustainable over time, whilst
ensuring that the concept of gender permeates in all policies and programmes of
Government. The concept of Gender Cells was therefore introduced as a sustainability
measure626. The Gender Cells were seen as being a holistic team in all sectoral
Ministries comprising a Gender Focal Point (either male or female, not below the rank of
Deputy Permanent Secretary); A Senior Technical Officer; Senior Officers of the Human
Resource and Finance Sections; A Senior Officer of the Statistics Division; and any
other co-opted Officer, as deemed necessary. The Gender Cell would be spearheaded
by the GFP. The GFP would also be called upon to adopt a two-pronged approach
whereby he/she will trickle down information received at meetings of the NSCGM and
provide feedback to the NSCGM on the status of gender mainstreaming at the level of
his/her respective Ministry. GFPs would further ensure that gender is mainstreamed at
the different levels of policy analysis, formulation, implementation and budgeting, as
well as monitoring and evaluation. The different Officers comprising the Gender Cells
were given specific tasks.
The Senior Technical Officer would identify gender gaps and propose policy
measures to redress such gaps; He/she would inform gender sensitive policy and
programme formulation; ensure that gender is mainstreamed in day-to-day work and
that the concept of gender mainstreaming is disseminated amongst staff of the Ministry.
Likewise, the Senior Officer of the Human Resource Section would ensure that the
Performance Management System is rendered gender sensitive; he/ she would ensure
626
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that the work environment is conducive to the practical and strategic gender needs of
both women and men; and strive to ensure gender balance and equal opportunities for
both men and women in nominations for training/seminars and workshops at the local
and international levels. The Senior Officer of the Finance Section would ensure that the
programme-based budget of his/ her Ministry is engendered, namely through the
formulation of gender sensitive indicators and outputs, as well as costing of outputs in a
gender sensitive manner; and would need to understand the concept of gender
responsive budgeting to ensure an equitable allocation of funds for the implementation
of projects and programs. The Senior Officer of the Statistics Division would strive to
collect both administrative and technical data that are sex disaggregated; and would
ensure that whenever gender gaps are prominent, effort is made to notify the GFP to
redress such gaps. In so doing, each sectoral gender cell for each Ministry would
remain guided by existing documents and commitments such as government policy and
action plans, international/ and regional or any other commitments, and blue-print
documents pertaining to their respective sectors. Such documents would then form the
basis to draft a sector specific situational analysis, and identify gender gaps in their
sectors, constraints as well as challenges to be addressed in the gender policy
statement to be adopted. In relevance to women’s substantive representation the
setting up of Gender cells entails that each Ministry would be able to identify gaps in
their sectors and raise these issues at the level of their Ministry and to the respective
Ministers who would in turn raise these at Parliamentary level.
By looking at all these different structures and strategies put in place at the level
of the Ministry and sectoral Ministries with a view to promoting gender mainstreaming in
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policies and programs of the Government, one is lead to believe that gender
mainstreaming could be successfully implemented. However, further interviews with the
Gender Focal Points revealed a number of concerns with respect to the overall
coordination and function of the national gender machinery and gender cells, as stated
below:
…I did not know that Government had a National Gender Policy Framework. I
read of it in the file, one day before going to the meeting…[My job as a GFP]… I
think it would be much easier to implement strategies, but there is no
coordination among GFPs, we only meet during meetings. Gender is cross
cutting as they say, but there is no coordination among GFPs. It is also not taken
seriously at the level of the Ministry. We have a ToR (terms of reference) but we
are actually not clear what exactly we have to do and how and why. Sometimes it
seems that’s the role of the Ministry of Gender, so why do we have to take on
that mandate too, to mainstream gender… I think that the Ministry (of Gender)
just expect us to liaise with them, but it does not occur to me that the Ministry (of
Gender) itself goes out of its way to give us direction on how to actually
mainstream gender, there is no coordination…[GFP8]627

Furthermore, interviews with women’s community based organisations and NGOs
revealed a very concerning gap in terms of lack of coordination amongst the Ministry
and the grass-roots level and a lack of proper framing of women’s interests. All of which
questions the Ministry’s ability to substantively represent the “real” issues that women
are facing. Moreover, women’s community based organisations expressed deep
concern about the fact that the Ministry was mostly involved in addressing its
commitments towards the international community instead of framing their “true”
practical and strategic needs.
Institutional structures differ in their location, autonomy, ability to coordinate and
liaise with other institutions, staffing, and resources in terms of their ability to fund their
627
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own internal programs, let alone external programs, their ability to influence policymaking, and the degree of marginalization from the main delivery centres where
decisions are taken. Having such a structure as a Gender Cell institutionalised at the
level of sectoral Ministries conceivably speaks of a commitment to gender equality.
Furthermore, based on the interviews with the Gender Focal Points, it is revealed all
Ministries do have in place their sectoral gender cells and respective gender policies.
Moreover, Officers have attended numerous capacity building workshops to build their
skills in gender mainstreaming strategies in their respective sectors, some sponsored by
the UNDP and regional bodies such as the African Union and SADC.
However, the validity and effectiveness of the GFP mechanism were immediately
called into question by participants. Interviews with approximately half of the existing
GFPs628 revealed that being a GFP was merely an additional unpaid duty that was not
recognised as part of their performance appraisal system, and these tasks were
assigned alongside their regular schemes of service, combining gender mainstreaming
duties with sectoral responsibilities in their normal workload. It appears that not
legitimising gender mainstreaming as a valid task in itself puts the whole programmatic
notion into jeopardy, as put forth by a GFP
…Being a GFP should be paid. We have a scheme of service, and we are
expected to report in quarterly Steering Committee meetings. As such, we
are already overburdened with daily activities…[GFP11]629

In most cases, it was felt that most GFPs were nominated solely because they are
women, although both males and female Officers are eligible to be in this position.

628

3 Interviews held on 25/09/13; 2 Interviews held on 27/09/12; 3 Interviews held on 28/09/13; 3 Interviews held on 30/09/13; 2
Interviews held on 01/10/13; 1 Interview held on 15/10/13
629
Interview with GFP, Interview held on held on 27 September 2013, Port Louis

227

GFPs indicated that the capacity building workshops that they had been attending were
too generic in nature and not tailored to address specific differences between the
sectors. Additionally, a very poignant response by a former male GFP questioned
whether and how men630

would be positive and efficient allies and whether these

women and men operating at the level of the WPAs would see the value added in
supporting change towards women’s empowerment and gender equality and
addressing existing unequal gendered power relations631
…I was nominated, it was much against what I wanted to do, but when your
Permanent Assistant Secretary nominates you, you have to attend. I just did
not see what the problem was, where were we discriminating against
women…if you ask me, up to now, I don’t understand what it is that we have
to do, where is the gender issue in ***(name of sector)? Maybe if someone
had sat down and explained what the gap was, ok I would have understood,
but all I kept hearing is that gender equality contributes to sustainable
development…[GFP11]632

Effectiveness of the Ministry of Gender as a Lead Agency
The power, effectiveness, coordinating function and performance of the National
Gender Machinery lead by the Ministry of Gender was also called into question by a
Gender Focal point, who argued:
…I think we need an institution, which has more authority than the Ministry of
Gender to spearhead gender mainstreaming. It’s as if it is only teasing us with
ideas at the moment, we need more authority…it (the Ministry) says, “here’s the
framework, write your policy, implement it” … and at our level, we think, HOW,
with what budget, who are we accountable to … it (the NGPF) is just an eyewash almost, for reporting to the UN…[GFP12]633
630

The analysis can be extended to even women, given that women is not a homogenous category differentiated by their
intersectionalities
631
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Clearly, there is a lack of coordination mechanism between the Lead Agency and the
sectoral Gender Cells and amongst GFPs themselves. Furthermore, it can be
acknowledged that, whilst the setting up of the Gender Focal Point mechanism, and/or
Gender Cell in practice seems to be a holistic approach, nevertheless, it appears that
GFPs themselves remain clouded by their mandate, and still have to build up their
capacity to practically mainstream gender in their respective sectors, as well the
formulation of gender-disaggregated data. This is reflected in an example of the
program of the Ministry to implement gender sensitive budgeting which remains an
issue of concern to GFPs given the already limited budget that they have been allocated
to fulfil their existing mandate and their limited gender mainstreaming skills:
…When it comes to PBB (Performance Based Budgeting), it becomes difficult to quantify
the performance indicators to measure gender equality, and we do not even know how to
come up with gender disaggregated data for the PBB and we are expected to engender
634
the PBB…[GFP3]

Concerns regarding the lack of power of the Ministry of Gender Equality have
also arose, as well as the question of the strategic location of the Gender Cell/ GFP
mechanism. A further poignant issue is the lack of knowledge about women’s practical
and strategic needs in the sectoral areas. Whilst gender disaggregated data is available
through the Central Statistics Office, it appears that Officers of the technical and
administrative cadre are not in touch with women at the level of the community, and
there is no linking mechanism, according to these Officers, apart from the Ministry of
Gender Equality which would operate through the National Women’s Council and
Women Centres to be able to discern these issues of interest. There appears to be a
lack of coordination between the Lead Agency and the sectoral GFPs and most
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importantly a lack of belief that change may be effected through the present system,
unless directives are given through a higher Authority, such as emanating from the
Prime Minister’s Office or the Ministry of Finance.
These findings resonate with the findings conducted on the needs assessment of
the GFP mechanism in the African region for example in Tanzania, Mozambique,
Zambia, Angola, Botswana635. Perhaps, it may be stated that for the GFP mechanism to
work, the Ministry would need to consider a best practice that has emerged based on a
review of relevant literature reveals that South Africa has an all-encompassing network
of institutions working towards gender mainstreaming for equality, including GFPs in all
governmental bodies in which the formulation and implementation of the National
Gender Policy Action Plan occurs within in their respective sectors. The GFP
mechanism is strategically located in the Office of the Director General/ Chief
Accounting Officer in each Department facilitating access to programs/activities of their
departments, thus creating an enabling environment for gender mainstreaming. In
Tanzania, GFPs are located under the Director of Policy and Planning of each
Governmental Institution and are recognised in the organisational structure, giving them
added legitimacy and weight to carry out gender mainstreaming activities636. This idea of
having a Ministry with an additional positional power would be consequential in the
Mauritian context to address its effectiveness. It can be argued that the Ministry for
Gender Equality has a lesser degree of influence as compared to the Ministry of
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Finance or directives from the Prime Minister’s Office, first and foremost, given its
budget allocation637.
GFPs interviewed mentioned that the present institutional structures in place for
gender mainstreaming are limited. Concurrently, the literature explains that institutions
which are independent or have an advisory role tend to be more able to influence policy
making and bear a higher authority. However, equally, they may face the risk of being
marginalised if the directives do not resonate well with the political parties in power. It
may also be argued that Ministries/ Governmental department may bear a type of
legitimacy in shaping gender sensitive policy, yet, being a part of an “official”
governmental body also implies that a women’s NGO may feel reticent in interacting
and sharing information with Governmental bodies638. In the same vein, within the
Governmental system and its hierarchy, Women’s agencies are ranked lower in this
hierarchy of “prestige” or standing, with a lesser portion of the national budget and
limited staff. Moreover, the budget of a Ministry, is an indicator of the strength of that
Ministry’s input into policy debates vis à vis other sectoral Ministries. It is claimed that
location at the level of the Prime Minister’s Office may give added weight to gender
equality issues on the agenda, given the strategic positioning, however, at the same
time, there may also be a loss in impetus should the priorities change; for example, the
literature reveals that the Women’s agency in Canada originally located within the Office
of the Central Privy Council was sent to the periphery as a separate entity, resulting in a
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lack of coordination and political influence639. Correspondingly, limited standing may
also imply that the Women’s Agency would be relatively vulnerable to restructuring
changes, as was the case with the United Kingdom Women and Equality Unit which
moved from the Department of Trade and Industry to the Department of Communities
and Local Government with no apparent linkage to that portfolio in 2006 and was
expected to work as in a collaborative manner in a “joined-up government” where
Ministers and Ministries would work together, however, this has been criticized because
‘…[Ministers for Women] have been expected to combine a proper job with the woman’s
job, thus reducing it to the status of political housework’ 640.
In terms of the shift of the Mauritian Government from line budgeting to
Performance/Program Based Budgeting, the same issues about the formulation of
gender disaggregated data and the monitoring of progress seem comparable and
resonate with the Australian context. In the Australian context, it is reported that the
New Public Management System is detrimental to women’s policy agencies in three
ways, namely in terms of resulting in an increased volatility in administrative structure
which would impact on long-term gender equality projects and impede on prior genderimpact assessments of policies. Concurrently, the new PBB tends to be geared towards
measurable outcomes, through performance indicators, whilst gender equality issues
are rather qualitative issues, and similarly, performance indicators being used for
measurable outcomes may not necessarily be gender-disaggregated641.
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In the same vein, the technical capacity of Officers of the Ministry of Gender themselves
to guide sectoral Ministries to implement gender policies was interrogated by several
GFPs. One interview in particular summarised a two-fold notion relating to lack of
technical capacity of the Officers of the Ministry of Gender and lack of Ownership of the
process of sectoral gender mainstreaming:
…We always hear of “gender”, “gender, gender”, we have to mainstream gender,
but how! Each time we go to a workshop, we hear the same story, about what is
gender. I know what gender is now, but not one workshop by the Ministry has
been able to give me a specific way to mainstream gender in land transport…if
we ask the Ministry of Gender, we get told, identify the gaps in your sector, to me
this sounds like they don’t know and expect us to know…they are the gender
ministry, they have to guide us, it is their initiative…[GFP4]642

Digging deeper into the technical capacity of the Staff of the Ministry of Gender to
perform gender mainstreaming reveals that there is indeed a capacity limitation by
Officers themselves in terms of understanding what gender mainstreaming was and
how it should be undertaken:
How do we do gender mainstreaming? Do we re-do all our policies? Because they are
mostly neutral? Or do we just include something in there for women… What about the
laws? As part of the gender policy, we have to amend our discriminatory laws, so how do
I do that? Just change the words? He/she? Do we repeal the law, its complicated, or just
643
add it to policies? [GFP9]

It was clear that Officers felt that they needed additional training on gender
mainstreaming strategies, however, this gap was explained in terms of either the limited
budget of the Ministry to send Officers to regional training institutions or the high workload of Officers that acted as a barrier for them to do personal research on gender
mainstreaming techniques. The will of Officers, however, remained clear- there was a
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definite commitment to the work that they were undertaking towards gender
mainstreaming as stated by one Officer:
…I do believe that the Ministry should take the lead to address women’s issues, but we
face too many obstacles…we are dependent on donor agencies to give us the funds to
go do a training…there are a lot of institutions, like the ILO (International Labour
Organisation) and the UNDP (United Nations Development Program) that offer capacity
building workshops, but there is no time, there is no money. The Ministry should invest in
644
its Staff…[MGEWS]

Whilst it remains clear that there is a flagrant gap relating to technical capacity of
Officers to perform their duties, a second set of challenges as put forth by a Senior
Officer from the Administrative cadre, and reflected in three other interviews, in relation
to the mobility of Government staff which in turn impacts on the sustainability of the
Gender Focal Point Mechanism
…My PAS was named GFP for one month, and she set up the Gender Cell, and then
she changed Ministry! It’s as if it was also a waste to send her to a regional workshop.
645
What I am saying, the turnover of GFPs is high [GFP6]…

Having a high turnover of Staff in turn implies that GFPs who are being trained are not
able to put their gender mainstreaming skills into practice resulting in a loss of technical
skills which in turn impacts on the overall effort towards implementing gender sensitive
policies
Towards a Collaborative Effort for Substantive Representation?
…Why bother with approaching, the Ministry? We have our own way of distinguishing
ourselves, we take matters in our own hands to address issues that are important to us,
we are on the ground, the Ministry deals with issues that they think are important to
646
us…[WCBO21]
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Starting this section with this very poignant statement sets the tone for the subsequent
arguments about the type of collaboration entertained between the Ministry and
women’s organisations acting at the community level. During the course of interviews
with around fifteen women’s organisations, it was revealed that women at the
community level do not necessarily feel that there is an effective channel of
collaboration with the Ministry. Whilst the Ministry has put in place a structure entitled
“Participatory Advisory Committees” (PAC) at the level of all its women centres, where
members of civil society organisations would be able to have a medium of
communication to raise issues that are important to them, the fact remains that
members of the PAC feel that their concerns are not being adequately addressed. The
PAC had been set up in 2009 at the level of Women Centres by the Ministry of Gender
Equality through the National Women’s Council as a platform comprising women (and
initially men) of different socio-economic backgrounds to discuss and identify projects to
cater for their overall welfare. Deliberations of the PAC would be passed on to the
Ministry in a bid to adopt a bottom-up approach to development and tailor-make
programs that are seen to be more in tune with what women perceived as being
relevant to address their practical and strategic needs. An action plan had been drafted
by members of the PAC for the period 2009-2010 highlighting eight priority areas
relating to economic empowerment, addressing social, environmental, legal and health
issues as well as sports and physical activities and education and training, as the basic
themes to improve women’s livelihoods. This initiative spearheaded by the Ministry is
seen as good democratic practice as stated by a representative of PAC. However, it
was also mentioned that the implementation of the Action Plan has yet to yield the
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expected results in light of the very bureaucratic reporting process involved in bringing
issues put forth by members of PAC up to the level of the National Women Council and
the Ministry, let alone at the Parliamentary level
…We started very enthusiastically…as the meetings happened over the months, I
realised that this committee was yet another idea of the Ministry that was not working for
us. Our concerns were being only partially raised at the level of the
647
Council…(PACRep1]

The capacity of the Government Officer in charge of raising issues expressed by PAC
was also put into question, where the PAC member stated that the Officer was too
young and not holding enough power to raise issues up at the level of the Council. In
this context where a mechanism instituted by the Ministry that sought to adopt a bottomup approach to decision making, is itself being seen by members at the community level
as failing, this raises concerns as to democratic decision-making in favour of members
at the grass-roots level. Hence, a look at the other sites of representation that woman
have resorted to, given the fact that their issues of interests are not being accounted for
by the State remains critical.
Throughout interviews, participants seemed to express a level of reticence in
stating whether they collaborate effectively with the Ministry of Gender Equality, or
whether there was an established level of trust amongst the NGOs/women’s association
and the Ministry. Whilst a few bigger and more formal NGOs have revealed that there is
a very low level of collaboration, the smaller women’s associations seemed more
discrete in commenting on their relationship which may also pertain to the fact that they
receive seed money and commenting on their working relations with the Ministry would
seem hypocritical. However, representatives of formal NGOs and even the
647
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representatives of the Umbrella Organisation for NGOs have diplomatically stated that
there should be a strengthened collaboration with the Ministry, but at the present time,
they would not venture to collaborate with the Ministry as stakeholders on formulating
and implementing national programs for women’s empowerment, as one participant
stated648
…We do not want to thread on their territory, the Ministry has its raison-d’etre, but as an
institution, it has its forte, us as NGOs we have our own agenda and
649
expertise…[WNGO6]

In terms of the collaboration of women MPs and women councillors at the local
governmental level, a similar disconnection was identified by a woman councillor who
stated in a sarcastic manner that she believed that individual women had more access
to their women MPs than women councillors.
The arguments so far have looked at the key aspects the Ministry of Gender
Equality in Mauritius, its political context, its political and bureaucratic leadership, and its
institutional design as being important features in discerning both the Ministry’s
resilience and the limits on what it has been able to achieve to represent women’s
interests. Looking at the State Structures and their capability in representing women’s
interests, it can be argued that fundamentally, there are dilemmas arising within the
structures of the different mechanisms within the Gender Management System. In the
case of Mauritius, based on the findings from the interviews with representatives at the
State level, it is revealed that the main structures such as the Ministry for Gender
Equality, and its para-state bodies bear legitimacy by their very existence, in in setting
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the agenda, formulating and implementing policy and costed programs, however, they
are equally highly influenced by the ruling political powers. They are also seen as being
“outside” a channel of co-operation and information sharing by NGOs and women’s
groups. The limited effectiveness of State Structures hence leads to the question of how
to conduct substantive representation in Mauritius.

RECONCILING THE STATE AND NON STATE ACTORS
Overall, it can be argued that Women’s Policy Agencies (WPAs) are crucial in
representing women’s interests, in terms of setting the overall policy framework for
women’s empowerment and gender equality. According to the literature, one of the
main raison d’etre of WPAs are ‘presence, process and voice’ 650. The idea of ‘presence’
leads to the view that issues of women’s interests and gender equality are given
legitimacy and visibility; whilst process would entail giving critical actors and advocates
of gender equality access to State processes (from policy making to implementation) to
be able to influence decision-making towards gender equality from within the State.
Voice provides critical actors with a legitimate position and power to operate both within
and outside State Structures. Ideally, the Ministry should operate as a value-added- an
institutionalised and budgeted structure within the political apparatus and processes as
well as the State’s administrative structure to advance women’s interests at the higher
echelons of decision-making/Government/Parliament where to counteract established
male-centric institutional norms, legislation 651.
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In Mauritius, the Ministry of Gender Equality, Child Development and Family
Welfare has been set up as a response to a couple of different factors and ideological
reasons or obligations, such as the First World Conference on Women, and operates in
light of its international and regional commitments, as per a number of WPAs around
the world652. It does remain the one institutional vessel that deals with women’s issues
and gender equality and its institutional architectures are used to serve different
interests, for example, the National Women’s Council ideally should link up with
women’s associations and address the practical needs of women, whilst the Gender
Unit should provide the overall strategic framework for gender equality by addressing
strategic gender interests. At the same time, the Ministry is seen as fulfilling the
demands of party politics and for the benefit of political parties in electoral campaigning
and canvassing female voters653. Hence, whilst the Ministry has been acknowledged as
an essential vehicle used for women’s empowerment and gender equality, it has also
been assessed as an agent for a number of other opportunities, whether in favour of
women’s interests or not. Furthermore, its technical and administrative capacity to
actually address all women’s and feminists’ interests has questioned its capability (and
that of the State) of being an ally for all women in any given time or context.
Additionally, it remains unclear how the Ministry and its structures can be accountable
to women’s movements, apart from publishing their annual reports, or presenting overall
achievements at election times, or presenting their periodic report to treaty bodies. The
ministry itself also becomes a focal point for international and outside funding – relieving
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it of finding the money to meet its international obligations under the treaties it is
signatory to.
It remains fair to say that the Ministry of Gender Equality in Mauritius has
institutionalised a number of systems in place to address women’s needs, however, the
Ministry is confronted with a number of obstacles. Analysis of the interviews with the
GFPs and women in State structures in Mauritius reveal that the type of structures, the
proximity to Units of Power, administrative, technical, financial and leadership capacity
are critical for the Women’s Machinery to substantively represent, promote and protect
women’s issues of interest654. These aspects have impeded the way that programs for
gender equality and women’s empowerment have been implemented at the State level
in Mauritius. Additionally, Mauritius is at a conjuncture where it is engaging in economic
re-structuring and trade liberalisation which may bear negative consequences on
gender mainstreaming in policy making as State Structures (Ministries and
Departments) first and foremost seek to achieve their business port-folio outcomes,
rather than prioritise gender mainstreaming. These processes are intertwined in a
complex manner embedded in the socio-economic and political structures with the way
that policy-making processes are undertaken, and have negative consequences on
effective gender mainstreaming. It may be argued in this case, that if addressing
women’s interests cannot be solely undertaken by the State, the roles of other actors
and sites of representation need to be delved into with a view to assessing whether
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there is a potential for substantive representation of women’s interests (at all) in
Mauritius.
While institutionalised voices, provide a way of substantive representation, as
they specifically seek to address the institutionalised gendered policy-making, it can be
seen that there is a lack of capacity to do so. Moreover, whilst there is an
acknowledgement of the critical role of political institutions at the level of the State to
address women’s interests, there is also a recognition that institutions contribute to
imbalances of power and gender remains a pivotal axis for structuring institutional
dynamics. Masculinist ideologies permeate through the working of institutions in
Mauritius, and forms of masculinist ideologies remain embedded as gender-neutral
norms. The way that gendered norms are engrained into institutional systems present
obstacles to framing claims for substantive representation of women’s interests and
challenging underlying masculinist systems. Recognising that gender remains a process
by participants becomes encouraging as there is the potential to engender political
processes and institutions and re-think gendered power dynamics.
In the same vein, interviews with the Gender Focal Points (GFPs) have revealed that all
Ministries receive a sum of around USD6,000 for gender responsive budgeting,
however, a number of GFPs have stated that the judicious use of this allocated budget
remains challenging given their lack of technical capacity for sectoral gender
mainstreaming to address women’s issues. Given this gap, it is argued that broadening
the concept of representation into one that takes into account the power to engender
institutional frameworks as well as the capacity of State institutions in Mauritius to
address women’s interests through an accountability framework remains important to
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carry out substantive representation. Assessing the gender responsiveness of the whole
policy-making and implementation cycle, through a gender audit, in the public sector as
well as the institutional culture, in that regard represents a more holistic way of seeing
substantive representation655. Similarly Goetz

656

calls for a shift from analysing the way

that women MPs and civil society organisations perform substantive representation to
looking at how representation is being effectively performed within institutions. By
transposing Goetz idea, in this context, the strong focus on accountability of institutions
holding the legislature and executive accountable in respect with their performance
towards gender equality in Mauritius should form part of discussions around substantive
representation. Goetz thus explains two dimensions of accountability, namely, “soft” and
“hard” accountability which could be adopted in Mauritius. Furthermore, adopting a
structure of vertical accountability which holds institutional and processes accountable,
for example, whereby civil servants and MPs become answerable to the electorates on
gender sensitive measures; and horizontal accountability relating to close scrutiny of the
administrative and financial processes and redistribution of resources would further
thicken the process of substantive representation.
Analysis of the interviews by GFPs further reveals that policy tends to be gender
blind. Yet, recognition of women’s interests by State institutions and actors remains an
important element in the process of substantive representation. Recognition of women’s
interests and women further impact on women’s full citizenship status. Through gender
655

For example, there are soft (answerability) and hard accountability (enforceability) Measures in Uganda the Equal Opportunity
Commission holds the Permanent Secretary (PS) personally responsible for gender mainstreaming, failure of which, a the PS pays
a fine, according to the Financial Management Act 2005
Interview with the Equal Opportunity Commissioner, Interview held on 13 February 2018, Kampala
In Rwanda, the national budget is not voted if sectoral Ministries do not provide a Gender Budget Statement to the Gender
Monitoring Office to stipulate how gender gaps will be redressed within their sectors.
Interview with Officers of the Gender Monitoring Office, Interview held on 16 February 2018, Kigali
656
Goetz, A., 2003, ‘Gender and Accountability’ in Dobrowolsky, A. and Hart, V. (eds) (2003) Women Making Constitutions. London:
Palgrave, pg. 52-67

242

blind or gender neutral policies being implemented, it appears that there is a certain
degree of non-recognition of women’s specific interests further diluted by cultural norms.
Regarding the existing gender blind policy making, it remains essential to identify
and highlight those issues that Mauritian women see as being important to the
legislature and the executive. For substantive representation to take place, there needs
to be a homogenous framing of women’s issues or interests, however, as it has been
argued throughout the thesis, women in Mauritius are divided by their intersectionalities.
Moreover, there appears to be a disconnect between the Ministry and women at the
grass-roots level. This poses a further challenge in the way that interests would be
effectively addressed in different sites of representation.
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CHAPTER 6

Considering Other Sites of Representation
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I have always considered myself as an agent of change. I am not a
politician, I am not the Director of a big company, but I think that I am
doing something to make my life better, to make the life of my family
better… No I don’t think it is political…it is an action that I do but its
contributing to making the life of my surroundings and community
better… [WCBO11]657

The different pathways adopted by women to enter institutional and non-institutional
politics in Mauritius reveal that women have a form of female political consciousness
even if most women who were interviewed at the community level mentioned that their
acts were not political in nature. The women interviewed at the grass-roots level have
adopted different strategies and pathways to enter formal and informal politics. Some
women interviewed have made the transition from non-institutional to institutional
politics, whilst those interviewed at the level of NGOs and women’s associations have
remained in non-institutional politics, however, both categories of women have revealed
that whether they are in either domain, this has not occurred haphazardly or within a
vacuum. Some women’s associations have emerged from a larger mixed (women and
men) movements when women came to the realisation that gender differences resulted
in and exacerbated their oppression, resulting in women’s sections of some larger
associations as is the case with the Muvman Liberasyon Fam which arose from LALITa larger political organisation that seeks to, amongst other things, redress class
imbalances in Mauritius658. Some women have been cultivated from a very young age to
be politically engaged. For one participant who is the Secretary of the Mauritius Alliance
of Women, one of the first Women’s NGOs in Mauritius, the Girl’s Scout was her first
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point of entry into activism659, or another member explained that she had followed the
footsteps of her mother who was a member of a women’s wing at the level of the village
council660. Similarly, one former member of a political party explained:
I was always interested in politics. The burgeoning of ideas in Europe around
women’s political citizenship and the student movement in 1969 in Mauritius
played a major role to push me towards joining some form of political movement
or express a form of political sentiment. I joined a group of friends to give support
to the student movement in Mauritius and got a taste of political activism. In 1976
at the age of 30, I was asked to join the MMM (a major political party) and won a
seat as a Deputy…following which I served as a member of parliament for 5
years for the Opposition…[exWMP3]661

In the same vein, a fifty three year old woman councillor stated that she had been
involved in social work since her twenties and it was through her membership and
involvement at the level of her local women’s association that she managed to pave her
way into formal politics at the local governmental level662, while another member of a
women’s association stated that she had been involved in school as a Class
Prefect663.These actions remain political in nature as they carry with them the potential
of doing political acts, although women interviewed did not link their acts and pathways
as being political.

Retracing the Waves of Women’s Organising and Political Acts
There appears to be different forms of waves of women’s organising in Mauritius as
revealed through interviews with different groups of women- the older and younger
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generation664. The first wave of women’s organising started in 1940, a number of
women’s associations were set up by the Mauritius Labour Party in its struggle towards
independence and to get women the right to vote. However, the percentage of illiteracy
was high amongst women in Mauritius and women’s associations were established at
the grass-roots level to dispense literacy courses to women. At the same time, women’s
organising was seen to have emerged as part of the national movement towards
independence where women were considered an electoral force for independence.
Hence, the first wave of women’s organising was related to politics, civic duty and
literacy. The second wave of feminist organising such as the Muvman Liberasyon Fam
that arose around the late seventies revolved around addressing patriarchy and
capitalist systems which contributed to a system of double oppression towards women.
Following the First World Conference on Women in Mexico (1975), the
Government established the Ministry of Women’s Rights and the country saw the
emergence of a new form of women’s organising where a number of women’s NGOs
with formal structures were born and worked in close partnership with the Ministry to
address women’s practical needs. This period also saw the formalisation of women’s
association in terms of having to be registered in order to receive seed allowance from
the Government. Presently, the fourth movement which cohabits with the women’s
associations of the first movement remains a form of women’s organising through
NGOs. However, these NGOs have been criticised on the fact that they operate within a
system of neo-liberalism where women are seen to compete within the patriarchal
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hierarchy665. Presently, Mauritius has 368 Non-Governmental Organisations (NGOs)
registered under the Mauritius Council of Social Service (MACOSS), the umbrella
organisation set up in 1965 that acts as the focal point for the NGO sector providing
coordination and capacity building for its members666. At the same time, MACOSS falls
under the purview of the Ministry of Social Security, National Solidarity and Environment
and Sustainable Development, which provides registered NGOs with seed money to
undertake activities relating to social welfare in Mauritius. On the other hand, 1500
women’s associations are registered with the National Women Council under the aegis
of the Ministry of Gender Equality, and are also provided with annual grants to
implement activities of interest to them. Whilst the provision of seed money by the State
to non-State actors can immediately raise red-flags about the autonomy of the NGO
sector and women’s associations in Mauritius, participants from women’s association
argued that receiving a token financial support to conduct their activities did not hamper
any advocacy or lobbying initiatives667, rather it demonstrated the fact that NGOs and
women’s associations acted as a complementary entity to support the Government to
address national issues of interest. Concurrently, the representative of MACOSS
argued that granting seed money to non-State actors was seen as a way to encourage
NGOs and Government to engage in a form of dialogue and collaborative effort to
improve national developmental efforts668, although at the international level, donor
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agencies do not encourage a joint government\non-government partnership in a bid to
maximise impact of lobbying activities669.
When viewed in isolation with one another, it would appear that the activities of
women’s associations and NGOs would not have a major impact in addressing
women’s needs and interests and improving their livelihoods, however, as the
interviews revealed during the course of the fieldwork, each activity when added
together over a period of years has represented incremental steps for change for
women at the grass-roots level, with a cumulative impact at the State level.
Traditionally the idea of the multiplicity of women’s identity in Mauritius has
formed the basis of women organising at particular points in time and the socioeconomic and political context they were evolving in. Women’s organising has been
present in Mauritius since the colonial and post-colonial days and has been undertaken
in light of the structures and relations of power that have been present in those periods.
In contemporary Mauritius, the same type of organising is seen where women’s
organising emerges in response to daily challenges that they are experiencing, or act in
relation to challenges posed to their families. Their organising in present day Mauritius
is also in response to relations of power such as motherhood, the gendered division of
labour, as well as in response to economic systems of inequality. While women’s
identity is not culturally and ethnically neutral, nevertheless women of different
communities do engage in collective action to address the political economy670 in terms
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of the modes of production and the class system. In Mauritius, women are engaging in
critical political acts, although they do not necessarily term their acts as essentially
political in nature, but at the same time, the findings need to be understood in light of
the existing political, ethnic, economic and cultural constraints that affect their political
mobilisation and political acts. Yet, the interviews reveal that women give meaning and
act in response to the structural and social context and through a political interpretation
of their daily lived experiences to regroup themselves in small women’s associations in
a process of political activity to address their needs, revealing a sense of feminist
consciousness
Forms of Critical Political Acts at the Grass-root level
In the absence of a critical mass of women in Parliament, it remains necessary to study
how women are effecting changes to address challenges facing their families, their
communities and their own lives. Adopting the concept of “critical acts” thus becomes a
useful framework to look at the ways in which women are engaging in . Dahlerup
explains that a critical act is one in which the position of the minority will be changed in
a positive manner and in turn inititate further changes at a macro level671. Critical acts
further imply that the minority (women in this case) are able to form alliances and act on
behalf of the women who are part of that group. Traditionally, the literature stipulates
that critical acts encompass voting, the introduction and supporting of Bills to be
introduced at the level of Parliament, engaging in lobbying activities with the State, or
women’s activism. See Also ; Inter Pares (2004). “Towards a Feminist Political Economy.” Inter Pares Occasional Paper, No. 5.
Available Online at: http://www.interpares.ca/en/publications/papers.php Last Accessed April 2018
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debating policy contents672. However, in this section, it is argued that the notion of
critical acts may be broadened to reflect other forms of activities and political
engagement that women in Mauritius participate in, however, small. These critical acts
may simply take the form of consciousness raising, capacity building programs that give
women additional skills to perform their daily activities, assisting sensitisation
campaigns on gender issues, participating in rallies and signing of petitions.
Additionally, the critical act may even encompass an unfinished agenda, for example,
framing a claim in terms of a proposed bill, even if it is not translated into law.
The common terrain for women’s political action in Mauritius remains activism at
the grass-roots and community level. Women’s organising in Mauritius is a result of this
kind of multiplicity of expressions and, in a number of smaller women’s associations
further reflects the divisions across ethnic, social and class lines. This is evidenced in
the fact that there are religious women’s associations as well as cultural women’s
associations, and youth associations. Moreover, women are engaged in Trade Unions
and effect changes at the level of the State. The types of activities that women engage
in remain multifarious. While there appears to be a lack of “feminist orientation” in the
type of activities organised by women at the level of associations, and the fact that
women’s associations have been regrouped into semi-governmental and socio-religious
organisations in Mauritius673, there appears to be a pride in the multiplicity of activities
that they are undertaking as a women’s collective and a rejection of the fact that they
672
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cannot effect change-they rather be effecting changes at the grass-roots level as stated
by a long standing member of the Mauritius Alliance of Women- a women’s alliance
organisation bearing the status of NGO.
I am a very proud to be part of change in Mauritius, it may not be a big change,
people think we just go out, but by being in a group, we have a friendship, we
have solidarity, we do what is best for us…here we are all senior citizens, the
other associations have other types of members, so our activities are different to
them…we organise activities that concern us…but we do fundraising activities by
selling cakes and then we give the money to charity. Recently we visited an
orphanage and gave books to the kids. Books are too expensive for the
orphanage to buy, so we help to educate these kids… [WCBO21]674

This strand of discourse arising at the level of small women’s associations across the
island speaks to women’s solidarity and raising female consciousness and has been a
recurring theme amongst almost all of the women’s associations. The type of organising
that is being undertaken by women is also divided by their intersectionality based on
age, socio-economic status and ethnicity. In one women’s association where fifty elderly
women meet on a monthly basis, activities revolve around touring the different parts of
the island in a spirit of women’s solidarity and exchange of experiences and sharing of
personal stories along the way as a form of female consciousness-raising. Cultural
Programmes organised by the Association target members of the groups and their
families. It was argued that these cultural programmes serve to sustain the social and
cultural values and norms pertaining to each of the women of different ethnicities
present with a view to contributing to instituting a culture of tolerance and acceptance in
Mauritius. Similarly, various women’s associations organise similar types of cultural
programmes, which they stipulate serves to preserve harmony and understanding
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amongst all the ethnic groups. Each year the Association organises a gathering on the
occasion of International Women’s Day where they address specific themes such as
Road Safety for Women, Violence against the Elderly, Mental health, and Drug Abuse
so that members can pass on the information to their grand-children in their roles and
identities as family elders. As one member of the Association reported:
…people think that we are just old women gathering for gossip, but we know that
we are making change even if we are old. We take care of grandchildren, we
have children, so what-ever we learn here with the sensitisation talks, we pass
the information down to those people we know. This is our way of contributing to
society by telling our stories to the next generation… [WCBO22]675

It may be argued that having activities of female consciousness raising are
political in nature, despite the fact that all of the women who were interviewed did not
think their actions were political in nature, yet it appears that every day women in these
small women associations perform unconscious political acts by the very nature of
women being able to leave the private sphere and access the public sphere.
Regrouping in associations represents a form of political activism in itself. Similarly,
women members of these associations may be viewed as political individuals who act
on their female consciousness and their values as women of different ethnicities to
empower other women in a spirit of solidarity and sisterhood amongst women. Telling
their stories may even relate to the narrative being a socially symbolic political act
where the personal becomes political. Personal problems and lived experiences of
many of these women who have participated in the struggle towards independence
become political discussions and their actions become political in nature.
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At one of the meetings women talked about the issue they were facing in the
home which related to the rising cost of vegetables in the local market. As the issue was
raised by one woman, a number of other women expressed the same concern as senior
citizens on meagre pensions.
Oh my god, tell me about it, I am a vegetarian, this is just too much, especially
after raining, the sellers think they have the right to increase price, they justify the
price increase by the weather!..you know what I did, I have my own little garden,
you don’t need to walk with your heavy basket to the Market, it will save your
money. You can even see that the rain doesn’t affect your harvest! I followed a
course by the Ministry on Kitchen Gardening and Composting. I will call them
later to see if they can come and show us again, maybe we can organise a talk
on Kitchen Gardening and Composting, I will call the Women’s Centre
later…Apparently, growing our own vegetables like we did back then is good, it is
called organic or bio food, it is better for your family, maybe you can puree the
food you grow yourself for your grandson, it is better for his health instead of
these glass pots we buy with preservatives…[WCBO14]676

It quickly became apparent that there was no “personal” problem as such, rather these
were “politically charged” issues, and as the discussions amongst women ensure, there
appeared to be a collective action by women to reach a consensus for a collective
solution. For the women, the action of having a kitchen garden did not represent a
political act, however, women were acting out of necessity in response to external
factors. They were taking a political position as consumers by engaging in subsistence
farming and composting. Moreover, the dialogue initiated by women did not simply
relate to sharing of personal stories in a public space - on the contrary the dialogue
turned into a co-operative activity which developed consciousness that had the potential
power to transform the way that women went about their daily livelihoods and built
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social capital. As Freire would argue, women were being transformed into “conscious
beings”

677,

and where they saw their actions as complementing the role of the State,

and helping the State in terms of keeping harmony in the status quo. Concurrently,
during the course of the interview, it was noted that there were five men present who
were sitting at the back of the Hall where the meeting was taking place. As they were
approached, the latter mentioned that they were waiting for their wives to finish “solving
the world’s issues and everyone else’s problems”, which strikingly is linked to the idea
that “The personal is political”. At the same time, the triple role of women appears to
stand out in this case, where women are seen to be involved in community issues,
productive life and unpaid work.
Women’s organising in Mauritius takes various forms, as well as the size of the
associations/ NGOs and type of activities conducted. NGOs with more formal structures
as well as smaller women’s associations are registered under the national Women’s
Council or the Mauritius Council of Social Service and have to be formally registered
under the Registry of Associations of the Ministry of Labour, Industrial Relations,
Employment and Training. In order to have a legal status and operate within the legal
frameworks, Associations/ Unions are further expected to submit their records of
proceedings and returned accounts678 when deemed necessary. Small Women’s
Associations comprising fifty members or less are regrouped according to their towns
and localities, for example, in the district of Plaine-Wilhems, there are around 40
677
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women’s associations affiliated to the Municipal Council of Quatre-Bornes with an
average of 25-50 women members. Activities of associations vary from organisation of
sensitisation campaigns to conducting outings. Whilst a quick overview of some
interviews of women in these community associations may suggest that the activities
performed tend to be recreational, a deeper analysis has led to the recognition that
there is an underlying form female consciousness permeating through the activities
where social cohesion has taken over the notion of individual gain and protecting and
promoting their quality of life has been a central axis in their organising as stated below
by a woman part of a community based organisation:
…as women, we have to safeguard our family, we need to carry on the
values…the association organises moral value classes for younger and old
members, on Tuesday we have a Pandit (priest) talking about marital
relationships and we also have readings from the Gita (indian holy script), this is
not because we are promoting Hinduism or we are fundamentalist, but we want
to preserve peace in the family and community… [WCBO21]679

At the same time, women of these smaller associations revealed that they were not fully
aware of the contents of regional and international human rights instruments that the
State was party to, such as CEDAW, however, recognised that women had basic
human rights680. Three small women’s associations interviewed have acted in response
to structural economic constraints of the larger economy and performed what would
appear to be non-transgressing acts that have nevertheless challenged their deeply
engrained gender roles by leaving the private sphere to enter paid employment, and
emphasising the fact that women of different socio-economic groups interpret their
gains differently such as the statement below
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…my husband lost his job because he was drinking, alcoholic and continues to
be one, I have 3 young children, I never in my life worked…not even as a
servant…but my children have to go to school, and we did not have that much
money and did not want to ask my in-laws, so I talked to the women in the
association, we said why not start our business, like a small cooperative, I started
first selling “gateau-piments and Dupain frite” (fried foods) at that street
corner…after a month my sister came to help me…the days that she could not,
my mum came to help and as the business grew, we had more customers, as the
fried food was delicious, so then we involved more women in the association to
help, we each got a small salary from the profit… as the business grew some
women working had to look after their children, so then we had to have a little
system going, one woman would cook, one would look after all the other
woman’s children, it was a good system, we organised ourselves, then we
registered the association as a small business, got more grants from the
government, now we are expanding…it is not big money, but it is
sufficient…anyway, you only need that much money, you do not need more… I
am happy of what I have achieved, I am not a politician, like the type of other big
shot women you are interviewing, but I think that I have made a change for my
family [FBUS1]681

This kind of activism which redefines women’s traditional place in the private sphere can
also be retraced to the seventies in a deeply patriarchal Mauritius where women were
called upon to enter the Export Processing Zone to work in factories with very low pay
to contribute to the Mauritian economy. Subsequently, as a consequence of the
dismantling of the multi-fibre agreement682, and the closure of the EPZ sector, a large
proportion of the women were retrenched. However, meeting with a group of four former
women factory workers who are now regrouped under a small enterprise, they revealed
that despite the economic constraints, they regrouped in an association where they
were able to extend the necessary support to each other and were able to tap into
capacity building programmes being organised by the Government in order to be reskilled. These women explained that it was essential for them to have regrouped
themselves as this notion of the collective provided with an independent power-base
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and through mutual support, they gained additional confidence and autonomy to re-train
and build their own business683.
Moreover, it may be argued that women are addressing their practical gender interests
in various ways and also defending the strategic gender interests underlying the
intersection or symbiosis of the two - in turn, performing political acts as reflected in the
case below
…there was a case in Sodnac where a young girl was raped, the President of the
MAW organised a peace walk to denounce rape as something to do with unequal
power relationship, we mobilised women at the level of the Association, got good
press coverage and I think that this was a way for us to say that we are taking a
stand…not in our community…not to any girl…[WNGO13]684

Placing women’s experiences at the centre of analysis at the community level reveals
how women are actively addressing their immediate needs; for example, a group of
women interviewed mentioned that they were undertaking fund raising activities to be
able to provide charity donations to Convents and have taken the lead to engage in
“intergenerational dialogue” with younger women to inculcate leadership skills. Another
group of women have engaged in civic actions to maintain a green area for families to
gather together685. A group of Senior Citizens have engaged in kitchen gardening and
composting in a bid to contribute to food security, whilst another group of younger
women are actively engaged in protecting the environment by collecting trash on the
public beaches. The way that women have defined their actions places them as actors
seeking to redefine the ways that they are seen with respect to a particular issue.
683
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Rather than being viewed as survivors rather than victims of injustices; as one woman
from a senior citizen association stated:
…our society is changing, we used to be an extended family, now with all the
changes, we are faced with nuclear families, what this means is that, our children
get married and leave our homes, we are then left alone in our old age…when
we regroup at the level of the association, we have moral support and if we have
a problem, we know that we can rely on each other, three months ago, one of the
members had her house destroyed by a fire, we organised a charity run and
provided her with the essentials she needed, she went to stay with one member
who had a bungalow in the north…we also see ill-treatment towards the elderly
by their own children, so sometimes we have intergenerational talks with the
younger members of the family so we can see eye to eye so they can respect the
elderly…we now also organise premarital counselling which is one of the best
activity I have been involved in…we are also planning to set up an elderly watch
in the community to look after abused senior citizens…[WSC1] 686

Thus, senior citizen women are seeking to actively empower themselves, to combat
emerging social problems and confront the after effects of a rapidly evolving Mauritian
society. Likewise, given the nature of an ethnically heterogeneous Mauritius, different
community contexts have resulted in a variety of activism and strategies that women are
using to address problems arising in their communities as reflected below:
….we live in a region where there is a majority of (***name of religious
community)…we thought this was an opportunity for us as (***name of religious
affiliation) to invite these women to talk about their religious beliefs and we can
exchange our philosophies, that way, maybe they can educate their kids about
us and we can educate our kids about them, what they believe in …we thought
maybe that would contribute to harmony amongst communities, we do not want
our religious beliefs to divide us as women…we look at family and moral
values…[WSC4] 687

Activism in Mauritius is also being defined in terms of economic class, whereby in
blue collar communities, women are now engaging in shared community work to
address and compensate for the lack of infrastructure related to child-care they have
conducted sensitisation talks on energy saving strategies to reduce their electricity and
686
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water bills 688. In spite of the fact that none of these women interviewed saw their acts as
being political in nature yet, they were actively engaged in improving the quality of life of
their communities, despite the fact that this type of political activism originated from
community grass-roots activism remain unrecorded. The type of activism that women
are engaged in is in direct response to their daily lived experiences, transforming their
lived experiences into political acts- an idea reflected upon by a young woman member
of an international NGO and reiterated in another interview:
…a few friends and I joined in this initiative to preserve and protect the
environment. Right now in Mauritius, because we need to develop economically,
the Government is simply selling the land to investors, there is no consideration
towards conservation, there is no link to global warming, this is the land that we
will grow up on as the next generation of Mauritian citizens, and we need to
protect it… I mean some of our tress is now so rare…the activities we do is
replanting of trees. We need to get the eco-system alive again, this is part of
what sustainable development is, not only economic, but it needs to be
689
holistic…[WNGO11]
…we had started as a small gathering to share ideas about how to address this
physical handicap problem. My child had been diagnosed with (name of
condition) since the age of 11. My husband works in a high pressure environment
and I had quit my job to look after (name of child). I was finding it difficult to cope
myself and was questioning myself as a mother. I did not know how to deal with
my child condition and how to deal with this problem personally. At the market, I
was talking to a relative who said that she knew someone else whom she
thought had a child with the same problem….I spoke to her on the phone and we
met and sympathised. We shared tips and how to help other mothers facing the
same situation with their child…we had an advert in the newspaper saying that
there is a support group for mothers with children suffering from (name of
disease). From there, we grew, we went abroad once to talk to an expert, and
really I think that I am more confident in being a mother with a child with (name of
disease) now. People now just know this support group and even men call us
sometimes, few men, mostly mothers…we are empowering ourselves as
mothers and this reflects on us as wives……[WNGO24]690

Moreover, the type of activism that women are involved is shaped by their gendered
social identity, and further constructs their social identities. Looking at the narratives of
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women’s grass-roots politics has contributed to rendering women visible in the nontraditional definition of politics in Mauritius, and provides a way to transform the way that
politics has been defined as stated by a member of a women’s community based
organisation:
…yes I would say that the path I took with the association makes who I am, with
the association, I have assisted so many talks and seminars, they have taught us
how to write projects, I have learnt about healthy eating, nutrition, I use these tips
in my family while making meals, a balanced diet, I have listened to talks about
legal provisions for women, it has definitely made different, I feel
691
empowered…[WCBO]

Women’s Associations and Collective Identity
A number of the Presidents/Secretaries of the women’s associations that were
interviewed began by proudly stating that their associations started from small
beginnings to growing in numbers in a short period of time. Presidents and
Secretaries of Associations (except for religious women’s groups) further
emphasised the fact that the membership was heterogeneous in terms of ethnic
difference, but their momentum to act comes from acknowledging and respecting
each other’s differences. Concurrently, it further appeared that members of the
women’s associations were committed to not only acknowledging their
differences, but also maintaining an image of internal homogeneity as a
collective, but also externally distinctive in terms of their intersectionality
… The MAW was previously the Indian Women’s Association. It was mostly
Indian Women who joined the association to learn how to cook Indian food, but
over the years, more women from different cultures joined in …I can proudly say
691
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that we are doing our part to make women’s lives better. Sure it does not seem
like we are engaging with the Government, but little by little we are addressing
women’s needs…we are all different in Mauritius, but when we come to the
association, it is like we know we are different, but we are also sisters, like the
good old days, we act as one, you have Muslim women, Catholics, Hindus, very
few Chinese but they are present! …we do have clashes, women have opinions,
(laugh) we all want to be heard, we all have our differences because we are not
all the same, you have many cultures in Mauritius, but this harmony inside the
group is what kept the Alliance standing for so long. But also, we don’t want to be
seen as All the same, I mean we each have our identity, but when we go to
meetings, we consult each other before attending the meeting to make sure that
692
we have the same opinion as a group…[WNGO13]

This notion of a “collective identity” amongst women in Mauritius was also taken up by a
representative of another NGO called LALIT who stated that women’s solidarity is
mostly seen amongst the past generation of women who regrouped in associations,
however, women showed less solidarity in a hierarchical institutional structure. This idea
was reflected through interviews with women in the State structure where it was
mentioned that the limited resources in terms of power and priviledges climbing up the
hierarchy meant that women had to compete amongst themselves. This finding leads
one to question what brought women together in some associations. During the course
of the interviews with representatives of that women’s alliance who were mostly in their
fifties to seventies, it became evident that members formed part of the first wave of the
women’s movement in Mauritius where collective action by women irrespective of their
intersectionality was a sine qua non for resource mobilisation and addressing structural
inequalities and patriarchal ideologies of that period, as compared to their weakened
forms of solidarity in contemporary Mauritius.
The MAW was established in 1978 following a gathering of around thirty
women’s organisations. A number of representatives of these organisations had been
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present at the first World Conference on Women held in Mexico City in 1975 where a
World Plan of Action

for the Implementation of the Objectives of the International

Women’s Year693, which offered a blueprint to address women’s integration in
developmental efforts. However, as one member of MAW states
…I attended the meeting, it was an eye-opener, the conference acknowledged
the historic contribution of women, but there were so many gaps that were
identified…equal participation of women in decision making, women’s equal
rights and adopting laws, racial discrimination, having women entering the labour
force and establishing infrastructures such as childcare centres to allow them to
go to paid work…when we came back, it was as if we had gathered a momentum
meeting all the other women in the world facing same issues as us women in our
little island paradise. But after three years, nothing had changed, the Ministry
was not doing what it committed to do in Mexico…[WNGO13]694

It was reported that there had been slow progress made by the Ministry for
Women’s and Consumer Protection three years after the First International
Women’s Year especially in terms of reviewing marital laws on the island. This gap
in the law had negative gendered consequences as the women’s associations
witnessed recurring instances where men did not contract civil marriages after
undertaking religious marriages with their wives, and subsequently abandoned
them and their children. Women were thus left to fend for themselves and their
families. Moreover, the fact that organisations were duplicating activities gave the
impression of a fragmented vision of the women’s movement in Mauritius.
Representatives of around thirty women’s organisations who differed in terms of
their class, ideologies and political positioning regrouped themselves as a
Federation on the occasion of International Women’s Day in 1978 with one of the
first tasks being to reform the 1977 Immigration and Deportation Act that
693
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discriminated against all Mauritian women who chose to marry foreign men,
whereby the men would not be naturalised. The MAW along with its two more
active partners, the Muvman Luberasyon Fam (a more leftist party) and Solidarite
Fam, submitted a Communication to the United Nations Human Rights Committee
on behalf of three Mauritian women married to foreign nations after exhausting all
domestic remedies. It was stated that the Immigration Act, 1977, and the
Deportation Act, 1977 constituted flagrant discrimination based on sex against the
Mauritian Female citizen. Both Acts further hampered the rights of women to start a
home and family and these Acts also breached a number of Articles of the
International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights695. In 1981, the Committee ruled
out that there had indeed been discrimination based on gender bias with repsect to
women who married foreign nationals under the two 1977 Acts and recommended
that the Mauritian State provide immediate resolution for the three women who fell
victim under these legal frameworks696. This win by the MAW validated the type of
feminist consciousness at the national level which transcended the intersectionality
of women from around thirty women’s organisations.
Women of the Alliance developed a collective identity to achieve a new or
quasi autonomous presence enabling them to represent a united force that would
transcend the private sphere to demand changes from the State. Another form of
collective action with a liberal feminist undertone undertaken by the MAW revolved
around lobbying, protesting and signing of petitions with a view to changing the
1804 Code Napoleon (French civil code). The Napoleon Code instituted the status
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of “minor” to women and was characterised by patriarchal norms and values which
restricted women to the private sphere by making them properties of their
husbands or fathers. Under the Napoleonic Civil Code, women were essentially
viewed as second class citizens. In light of the protest actions undertaken by the
MAW, in 1980, the Mauritian State amended the Code in regard to women’s
marital rights and in 1981, amendments were further made to the Civil Status Act
for religious marriages to have civil effect.
As the Alliance gained momentum through the successes of its actions vis a
vis the State, In fact, the Alliance was a major force present at the United Nations
Beijing Conference on Women which remains a cornerstone in Mauritian women’s
history in terms of the importance accorded by Government to integrating the
resulting Beijing Platform for Action in the program of the Ministry of Gender
Equality. Another participant of the Alliance stated:
…coming back from Beijing, we felt a new force, there was a global sisterhood
even if there were all types of women from all background, but we were all
committed to women’s rights as human rights. We gave sensitisation talks to
other women in our Alliance…[WNGO14]697

With a new collective identity, members of the Alliance were able to engage in varying
degrees of political acts to push forward a feminist collective identity. It was further
mentioned that because women in the Alliance appeared to have this homogenous
collective identity, they were able to establish close support and collaboration with the
Governor’s Office and meetings were held at the Governor’s residence at the State
House and presided by the First Lady. At the same time, the Alliance worked closely
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with the Women’s Policy Agency (which was then a Women’s Bureau) on projects
related to the question of sexual and reproductive health as Mauritian women were
called upon to reduce their family size. This form of collective identity in the Alliance
acted as a major factor to gain recognition as a consolidated women’s movement as
well as give rise to a form of feminist consciousness to its members that enabled the
Alliance to put in place structures to empower women in the social and economic
sphere.
This is reflected in the way that the Alliance managed to obtain State land and
send a project to the European Union to build a multi-purpose complex to house the
different activities undertaken by member of the Alliance. The United Nations
Development Program (UNDP) funded the setting up of a Secretariat at the Complex
and with the establishment of a proper infrastructure and structure, the Complex was
able to carry out fund-raising activities to self-support and self-finance its subsequent
efforts. Such fund raising activities included the selling of potted plants (Jungle Sales)
by women who grew the seedlings. Given the growing recognition of the Alliance by the
Government, women dignitaries who visiting the Island in the eighties also paid visits to
the Complex to look at its activities and at different times provided additional financial
support. Members of the Alliance were subsequently trained on project write-ups so that
they would be better equipped to apply for funding from donor agencies such as the
UNDP. A Documentation Centre was set up to empower women by giving them access
to information, education and communication materials such as pamphlets and videos
on women’s rights. As the Mauritian economy called upon younger women to enter the
labour force, the Alliance realised that because of the support-net that young women
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provided in terms of caring for their elderly, a day-care centre was established for the
latter from funding provided by the European Union to enable younger women to enter
the labour force, in particular the Export Processing Zone- clothing manufacturing). To
that effect, the Alliance sought the support of the Ministry to acquire twelve industry type
sewing machines to train more women to work in the EPZ sector, offering women
greater economic independence. In the same vein, a not-for-profit child-care centre was
set up. Leadership courses were also organised to equip women with the skills to be
more assertive and negotiate their place in the labour force, which in turn saw an
increase in women’s paid employment.
By looking at the first example of women’s organising at the level of the Alliance
and from the interviews, it may be argued that in the eighties the Alliance and the
Ministry of Women held a close collaboration and that the activities undertaken by the
Alliance constituted political acts that have empowered the older generation of women
to gain entry into the labour force and be economically active in the absence of similar
programs by the Ministry of Women that would have otherwise addressed the needs of
women. However, in the nineties, with the establishment of the National Women Council
(NWC) operating under the aegis of the Ministry, it was noted that the level of
collaboration between the Alliance and the Ministry was greatly reduced as the NWC
started implementing similar projects and the collaboration with the Ministry to date
remains tainted. The representative of the Alliance stated that to date, collaboration with
the Ministry remains a grey area as the bureaucratic processes, combined with
hierarchical processes, at the level of the Ministry, delayed the success of any joint
collaboration.
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Bringing Feminist Theorising to the Ground
Further examples of a silent political act relates to the activities conducted by LALIT, a
left-wing political party established in 1976 that started advocating for the rights of
workers as well as working class women having as its close ally, the Muvman
Liberasyon Fam (MLF)698. A Women’s Manifesto had been drafted by the MLF in the
seventies that sought to address women’s oppression as a result of the deeply
engrained patriarchal nature of the Mauritian society. The Manifesto was revamped in
2011 to further address the dangers of capitalising on women as a cheap and
dispensable labour force. Similar articles have been released by LALIT that seek to
warn and educate the population of the disproportionate effects of capitalism on women
and gender relations, for example the Women’s Commission on the Question of
Women, as a branch of LALIT emitted a document that was circulated amongst working
class women during the electoral campaigning period to raise feminist consciousness
on the political program of a political coalition (MMM-MSM) that sought to run for Office.
The document denounced the various proposals of the Coalition stating that the
programs being proposed would relegate women back to the private sphere, or create a
higher level of unemployment amongst women or even warning women that with the
impending closure of factories proposed by the Coalition and their dubious deals with
the private sector, women would lose their jobs and be forced to eventually enter the
informal sector699. By raising levels of awareness and creating a feminist consciousness,
it may be argued that challenging existing discourses remains a political act in itself.
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It is evident from these two examples, that critical political acts have varied in
nature, but it can also be argued that they include action that encompass more than a
concrete outcome, or can instead be referred to as “acts of empowerment” 700 which can
be seen as a richer and broader analysis of women’s substantive representation at
different levels In Mauritius, these acts of empowerment are constantly conducted by
women’s associations or women’s NGOs ranging from empowering women through
capacity building, or lobbying towards bills to be adopted in Parliament. The
collaborative actions of two NGOs immediately stand out in this context- that of Women
in Networking (WIN) and Gender Links701. WIN was founded in 2006 by six formal
organizations in Mauritius, namely Soroptimist International, the Junior Chamber
International (Civil Society Organisation), the Association Mauricienne des Femmes
Chefs D’Entreprise and the UNDP and evolved as a network of women. With more than
one thousand women members irrespective of class, political affiliation and ethnicity
(even if men do attend WIN gatherings), it may even be argued that WIN constitutes a
women’s movement in Mauritius. One of main objectives of WIN through its 2009
“Women in Politics” (WIP) program was to transform the way that formal politics is
undertaken in Mauritius by encouraging more women to enter politics at the local and
parliamentary levels. Strategies adopted by WIP in that regard has been to lobby for
electoral reform; educate Mauritian women about voting and civic rights; conduct
capacity building programs on electoral campaigning skills targeting women councilors
and individual women; as well as conduct training on different aspects of engendering
governance.
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Since its formation, WIP has undertaken a number of actions since its creation in
2009 that may be situated as empowerment and critical acts. These relate to organizing
debates on electoral reform with a view to gathering a national momentum for electoral
reform and act as a lobby group vis a vis the government to reform the existing electoral
system at the Local Governmental level; coupled with conducting capacity building
workshops for WIP Trainers to deliver training to those individual women wanting to
stand for election at the local and national level, as well as women Councilors. Through
its advocacy with the British High Commission, WIP managed to secure sponsorship to
deliver this related training. In 2010, WIP initiated the signing of petitions by women and
men towards a “1 in 3 campaign” which sought to institute a 30% of quota for women at
Local Governmental levels whilst working with other women’s groups such as Gender
Links and the National Women’s Council to sustain its lobbying efforts towards holding
the Mauritian State accountable to its commitments under the SADC Protocol on
Gender and Development (2008) (Article 5- Affirmative Action). At the same time
holding meetings with the Minister of Local Government on the potential of instituting
Affirmative Action in the Local Government Act, WIP, in collaboration with Gender Links
as a strategic partner, undertook a series of actions to advocate towards a 33% quota of
women candidates at the local government level, including holding meetings with the
Electoral Commissions to better understand the processes involved in electoral reform
initiatives, writing letters to all political parties on being more conducive to women in
their selection criteria to enable women to

gain access into the Party; organising

Information and Education Campaigns across the island in the form of live radio shows,
press conferences, roundtables and writing articles in the press. In parallel, WIP and
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Gender Links organised capacity building workshops across the island for around 500
women who were seeking to enter the political sphere in forthcoming general and local
government elections. Voters Education Campaigns were further promoted through
radio messages, billboards, press releases and roadshows encouraging women to vote
for women and calling upon all Mauritian women to act as a united front and support
women candidates in the local government election. Poster messages were also printed
on buses with a view to disseminating information about supporting more women in
politics. These IEC materials appeared to be “omnipresent” whereby IEC campaigns
were seen across the island and heard on the radio at different intervals in order to
reach a large target group of women. These efforts culminated in the State amending
the Local Government Act in 2011 to allow for affirmative action in terms of requiring
political parties to field a minimum of one in three (1/3) candidates of either gender in
the village and municipal council elections thus instituting a 30 per cent women’s quota
at the local governmental level. This initiative contributed to women comprising 26.2
percent of Councilors at the local government level in 2012 702.

Interviews with women councillors who followed the training extended by WIP
and Gender Links reveal that participants felt that they had gained more confidence to
speak during meetings through the practical leadership ideas imparted in the capacity
building workshops. Likewise, individual women felt the same sense of personal
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empowerment and autonomy. One twenty year old woman aspiring to become a female
politician stated:
…the workshops have built my confidence, my planning and organisation skills,
and I can speak confidently at University now, and interact with a range of
people, the courses have given me strategies on how to adapt to different
personalities and new ways of thinking. I want to become a politician and
learning about Ethics and Good Governance have opened my eyes on how to be
703
a transparent politician [WIPRep4]

Looking at the collective action of WIN/WIP and Gender Links, it can be argued that the
parliament is not the only site of substantive representation for Mauritian women.
Advocacy and Lobbying represents a major form and force of substantive
representation. It may be argued that lobbying and advocating may also be rooted in
holding the State accountable towards its international and regional commitments, and
perhaps using human rights based framework may also imply that the two NGOs had
gained additional legitimacy in framing their claims. Moreover, by enlisting the support
of individual women to sign petitions to be forwarded to representatives of the State,
feminist activism in Mauritius had moved from the streets to the institutions. It may be
further stated that women’s activism through collective action resulted in a
reconfiguration of the electoral structure of the State, through State and Civil Society
relations.
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Enabling Conditions for Critical Acts
Based on the interviews and types of activism undertaken by the various women’s
NGOs and associations at the community based level, in Mauritius, it may be argued
that women’s collective action and activism represent a form of critical act or acts of
empowerment for women. Whilst the type of organising varies from strategic feminist
interests such as demanding the right to abortion to consciousness raising or
addressing practical needs, there appears to be specific conditions that have enabled
women’s community based organisations and NGOs to make significant changes or act
in a substantive manner to represent issues of interest to women. The findings of the
fieldwork have revealed that there may be optimal conditions that enable successful
women’s organising for change and addressing women’s interests.
The first condition relates to the ability of women’s groups to engage in
collaborative partnerships and alliances with one another, or with other movements as
has been the case with instituting affirmative action in favour of women at the local
government level. Secondly, substantive representation is made possible when
women’s groups navigate in policy areas or seek to frame claims that are specifically
related to women’s practical and strategic needs as reported in the decriminalisation of
abortion example. Thirdly, it appears that when the political discourse has been framed
in a gendered manner or where the centrality of gendered differences in the issue at
stake are acknowledged, as has been the case when women were called upon to
control their fertility in the sixties, women’s groups are in a better position to advocate
for their rights.

Fourthly, with the number of women’s associations implementing

activities related to addressing the strategic and practical needs of women, in Mauritius,
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it appears that smaller women’s associations act at the level of policy/program
implementation, rather than participate in their formulation as reflected in the limited
collaboration with PAC members and the Ministry which in turn impeded on the way that
PAC members viewed that their issues were being addressed at the level of the State;
as well as with interviews with women in smaller associations across the island.
The media and information and education materials comprising booklets,
pamphlets and stickers remain an important medium and tool adopted by women’s
groups to create feminist consciousness amongst women at the grass-root levels as
has been reflected through the intensive media campaigns adopted by WIP/Gender
Links. Similarly, whilst visiting the Documentation Centre of the Ministry of Gender, the
MAW, LALIT during the fieldtrip, it was revealed that all of the latter had published a
vast collection of educational materials to sensitise women on their rights and issues
surrounding their sexual and reproductive health. It appeared that there was a
numerous educational materials produced (such as brochures) during the eighties and
nineties to raise feminist consciousness, also in line with the general global women’s
movement politics.
In conclusion, the most important factor that enabled substantive representation
to take place remains the actions of critical actors and partners. The example of one
program of the Ministry of Gender that seeks the collaboration of men and boys as
partners in an effort to address gender based violence may be cited in this context. The
“Men as Partners” Program which is being run by the Ministry in collaboration with the
Mauritius Family Planning Association seeks to sensitise men on gender relations,
marital relations, masculinities and their duties in reproductive health, family and in the
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community at large. A similar initiative was launched in 2011 by WIN entitled “Men
against Violence” with a view to changing men’s attitudes towards women to combat
Gender Based Violence704.
An overview of the programs of the Ministry of Gender Equality in Mauritius
revealed that donor agencies remain critical in the context of a Ministry with a very small
percentage of the national budget. External donor support has mainly been from United
Nations Development Program (UNDP) support in an effort to achieve MDGs Goal 3
(Promote Gender Equality and Empower Women) due to the fact that other donors such
as the European Union, World Bank, or African Development Bank have had alternative
priorities to the question of gender equality and women’s empowerment. The UNDP has
extended financial assistance and technical support to the Ministry of Gender Equality
since its presence in Mauritius, as reflected in its Country Programs. Given the limited
technical local expertise on gender mainstreaming in Mauritius, the UNDP has
systematically extended donor funds to the Ministry through the recruitment of
Consultants to implement activities such as women’s social, economic and political
empowerment; formulation of gender policies and in parallel provide funding support for
Officers of the Ministry to attend capacity building programs at the international or
regional levels. There appeared to be an excellent channel of cooperation amongst both
the UNDP and the Ministry whereby Officers of the Ministry extended their deep
appreciation on UNDP funding, without which some mandates of the Ministry would
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have remained unaddressed; and likewise, the Senior Program Manager of the UNDP
Country Office stated:
…the UNDP has excellent working relations with the Officers of the Ministry and
the Minister. We have been supporting the Ministry for more than 20 years, we
will continue to do so because we realise that we will not be able to reach the
MDGs (Millennium Development Goals) without the empowerment of Mauritius
and gender mainstreaming in all sectors of society…we have invested a
considerable sum of money to support the Ministry and its Officers to achieve
705
their mandate…” [DON1]

However, while donor support from the UNDP has been critical, an interview with a
Gender Focal Point revealed that the programme-based budgeting exercise of the
Government (which also included a component on gender based budgeting) was seen
as a western imposition of ideas which did not work in the Mauritian context706. Hence,
while donors can act as critical actors, the terms of aid effectiveness needs to be
addressed so that programs of donor agencies do not lead to a specific type of
empowerment discourse, nor should they dictate the type of activities that need to be
implemented. Donor funding should be obtained to implement activities that are
contextual to Mauritius. Likewise, a statement by a woman representative of a larger
women’s NGO cautioned against the fact that presently there is a trend to formulate
activities in line with the Donor Organisations areas of intervention as stated below:
…what we do is that, we know this agency is funding an activity on, say, women

and drug abuse, so we write up our project and submit it to them, we know this is
what they will fund, so that’s how we come up with our activities, I mean, if the
funding is there, we might as well use it for the good of women…[WCBO]707
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In fact, women’s activism at the community level and through NGOs has been crucial in
perhaps one of the most important gains for women in Mauritius, in relation to the
decriminalisation of abortion in Mauritius.

Framing a Claim for Substantive Representation- Bottom-Up Non Linear
Approach708

In May 2012, Cabinet Ministers approved the partial decriminalization of abortion in four
specific cases only, however, women at the community levels and women in NGOs who
have been interviewed saw this attempt as a step in the right direction 709. The Amended
Section of the Criminal Code710 now provides for abortion in the event that it jeopardises
the mother’s life; if the pregnancy may lead to permanent damage to the physical and
mental health of the mother; in the case of foetal abnormality; in cases of rape with a
pregnancy of no more than fourteen weeks; and minors of sixteen age or less having
had sexual relationships. The issue of abortion in Mauritius showcases that there is
potential for collaboration amongst the different stakeholders in substantially
representing women’s interests. In this case, more specifically, abortion was framed as
an issue of interest from women from the ground up and successfully represented at the
level of parliament.
In 2009, a young woman was charged with illegal abortion, risking prison time.
Given that this issue found its way into the popular media, this was raised at the level of
708
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a couple of women’s NGOs and the Director of Public Prosecution (DPP) dropped
charges after the mobilization of a number of women’s NGOs and women’s
associations across the island, led by long standing and “influential” women’s NGOs
such as Muvman Liberasyon Fam (MLF), Gender Links, and a political party (LALIT).
The DPP stated that the wording |quick with child” contained in the section relating to
“abortion” was too ambiguous to arrest and charge the young woman. Section 235 of
the 1838 Criminal Code711 defined “abortion” as
(1) Any person who, by any food, drink, medicine, or by violence, or by any
other means, procures the miscarriage of any woman quick with child, or
supplies the means of procuring such miscarriage, whether the woman
consents or not, shall be punished by penal servitude for a term not
exceeding 10 years.

The 1838 British Colonial law further penalised abortion as follows:
(2) The like punishment shall be pronounced against any woman who procures her own
miscarriage, or who consents to make use of the means pointed out or administered to
her with that intent, if such miscarriage ensues.
(3) Any physician, surgeon, or pharmacist who points out, facilitates or
administers the means of miscarriage shall, where miscarriage has ensued,
be liable, on conviction, to penal servitude.

Following an analysis of the jurisprudence on the term “quick with child”, it was stated
that this related to the 20th week of pregnancy, instead of simply being pregnant, as the
DPP had assumed for around 174 years given that the French translation of the law
merely used the word “enceinte”712. Following the case dismissal, shortly after, the death
of a woman journalist caused by back-street abortion stirred concern amongst women
at all levels of society, leading to the formation of a common front comprising women at
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the community level, in women’s associations, in NGOs, and at parliamentary level.
Members of the Press also decided to mobilise and advocate towards a change in the
archaic law. It should be noted that a couple of private companies that run the local
press have close-knit relationships with the Catholic Church. There were silent protests
in front of the Parliamentary House as well as in a public park in the Capital with women
holding candles and speeches on the dangers of unsafe abortions as well as the rights
of women to control their bodies, the conventions that the Mauritius has ratified and the
implications of the State’s control over women’s bodies.
The Ministry of Gender Equality organised a Workshop to seek the views of
different stakeholders on whether abortion should be legalised at the National level, and
passed on its findings to the Attorney General’s Office. The deliberations of the
workshop revealed that most NGOs, women’s associations and religious bodies were in
favour of decriminalizing abortion. Nevertheless, the Catholic Church and one Catholic
women’s NGO vehemently opposed the passing of the Abortion Bill. From the beginning
of the campaign until the Abortion Bill was read in Parliament, groups of women stood
outside Parliament holding banners, or press conferences to sensitise the population at
large on the importance of the subject matter. Women’s organisations were then backed
by the Nursing Association as part of the biggest Union in the Health Sector and the
women’s wing of the Nursing Association gave strong vocal support to the cause calling
for a complete decriminalisation of abortion so that women would be freely able to come
to hospital in the event that they have had unsafe back-street abortion. There was a
particular emphasis on the fact that back-street abortion was also a class issue where
women from lower socio-economic backgrounds were at higher risks of dying of unsafe
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practices and the repressive legal provisions, whereas women who could afford to go to
the neighbouring French Island of Reunion were at a lower risk of complications. Other
Union bodies and their women’s wings joined in the advocacy campaigns including the
Government

Teachers’

Union,

Federation

of

Para-state

bodies

including

a

Confederation of Workers from the Private Sector. A commercial opinion poll survey
revealed that during the on-going debates on abortion, two out of three women in
Mauritius were in favour, almost reflecting the outcome of the debates in Parliament.
Members of Parliament (both men and women) held press conferences and
other interviews on the radio and in the Media. They expressed their support to
advocate for the decriminalisation of abortion, speaking from a secular point of view.
Hansard713 records of the period reveal that 80 per cent of men and women MPs placed
emphasis on the health, human rights, women’s rights, and secular aspects of the
issue. Two parties (forming part of the island of Rodrigues, a Mauritian colony) spoke
from the working class women’s perspective714. The Hansard record715 show that there
were only three political parties that showed concern towards decriminalizing abortion,
quoting holy scripts as the Bible, and spiritual connections between the body and living
souls inside the woman’s womb. These parties were led by fundamentalists, with a
strong connection to religious institutions. However, members of these parties agreed
that abortion should be permitted in cases where the mother’s life was at risk or there
was foetal abnormality 716 .
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Clearly, abortion is an issue of interest and concern to women. The issue was
conceptualised by women from the grass-roots and brought up at the level of parliament
through the active collaboration of the women’s movement and actors in and outside the
State structure. This bottom-up and top-down (through revision of the law) collaborative
approach contributed to successfully addressing the issue of the decriminalisation of
abortion in Mauritius. Critical actors in the process included not only women’s
associations, but also male and female parliamentarians and a range of other
stakeholders. This nexus created the necessary momentum to influence policy making
in terms of changing the law in favour of an issue that relates to women’s bodies and
choice. An interview with a woman Parliamentarian reveals that the potential of
Government to collaborate with non-state actors in terms of achieving a people-centred
development agenda
Government can be limited in its actions…we are elected for a period…there are
a number of things that we can do, and others that we say we will do in the next
electoral period…sometimes, having a presence , an outside force , who puts us
to tasks is important, it cannot be business as usual…we need people on the
ground to tell us what is going on in the community…Mauritius needs to progress
with its people at the centre of development, so we need to make sure that these
people’s rights are respected. NGOs and other outside institutions should be our
717
partners, but also they can hold us accountable…[WMP3]

This collaborative approach to people centred development based on the needs,
interests and rights of women remains central to achieving the substantive
representation of women. The democratisation of the decision-making process at the
level of parliament and through critical actors articulating and representing an issue of
women’s interest contributed to successfully decriminalising abortion in Mauritius.
However, at the same time, there is a need to understand women’s activism in a
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framework that allows both accommodation of their gender roles and resistance to
gender norms and a form of female and feminist activism across a universal feminist
theorising continuum. It appears that women in Mauritius understand their gendered
positioning in society, and they also seek to retain some of the ideas about their
motherhood and their triple roles, yet, are adding discourses of women’s rights to these
notions. Women at the grass-roots seem to act in a way that reflects the process of
gender socialisation and a tacit acceptance of the patriarchal gendered hierarchy, yet at
one and the same time they subvert the system in order to address their practical
interests. The women interviewed in this study had regrouped in associations acting
upon their rights to enter the labour force, in campaigns to end rape; and others seeking
their rights towards political empowerment. At the same time, the bigger NGOs act in a
more collaborative manner on political grounds to redefine and address women’s
subordination. Both types of organising have contributed to constructing Mauritian
women as political subjects in multiple sites of representation where they are engaged
in political acts.
Nevertheless, the interviews do not give rise to a claim that there is a common
unified identity, not a mutual political agenda in every instance. The interviews provided
in this Chapter reveal that individual experiences are cross-cutting with the different
forms of social divides and identities, namely in terms of ethnicities, age, location and
class. However, there is a delicate link in terms of shared gendered interests that stem
from women’s gendered positionings and experiences, but there are also varied
opinions on gendered political concerns. Yet, it appears that there is a common concern
in access to participation in national agenda setting so that women are able to articulate
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their issues of interest, or contest the status quo. In Mauritius, given the diversity in the
category of women, there is a readiness by women and it remains imperative that they
are present in the political agenda setting so that they are able to guide the ‘politics of
ideas’, especially those issues that remain to be addressed for various political and
religious reasons. One such issue of concern that was raised in the Concluding
Comments of the CEDAW Committee718 relates to the Constitution and Muslim personal
law. The Civil Status Act (sections 26 and 30) provides for the celebration of religious
marriages with civil effect. Similarly, an interview with a woman representative of an
NGO mentioned:
I am not against the religious doctrines, I consider myself religious, I practice my
religion, but a re-interpretation of Sharia is needed so that women married under the
Sharia Law do not lose their power…I think there is a sort of retiscence to bring this
issue up, but as Muslim women, not even feminist, but as women, married women or
not, we can regroup, talk about our problems and start to talk with Government to
say that there is something to be raised, let us not hide out of reprisal. Maybe not all
of us will think that Sharia has challenges but we need to voice out concerns. This is
for us, for our daughters and their daughters and their daughters-in-law. [WNGO26]719

The interview shows that despite the fact that the Sharia Law remains a sensitive issue,
and is not yet part of the present political agenda, there are “shared social
perspectives”720 which become a starting point to initiate dialogue and formulate a
shared understanding and give consideration to the gendered and intersectional
experiences of women. The interview reveals that there is a latent potential to mobilise
and act around shared interests that are articulated in a collective manner by women.
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Even in the absence of a feminist agenda, gendered experiences disaggregated by
other divisions have provided women participants with informational benefits and acted
as a platform for political agenda setting and enhancing vertical as well as horizontal
substantive representation. Nevertheless, whilst a group perspective alone cannot be
seen as a reflection of substantive representation, its quality remains improved through
dialogue and interaction with the collective. Thus substantive representation is improved
through both a diverse group of women and their interaction with representatives in
parliamentary spaces at the higher levels of decision making, as one participant stated:
“…it is not because I am a woman, I mean physically, I mean biologically, that I know
everything about women. I need to consult with my friends so that we agree on our
agenda and how to address these issues together, even if we are affected
differently…”[WNGO14]721

721

Interview with Woman Representative of a women’s association, Interview held on 3 October 2013, Port Louis

284

CONCLUSION
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Research on women’s representation has grown over recent years, with a focus on the
causal link between descriptive and substantive representation. A number of research
studies have argued that the descriptive representation of women (in terms of the
numbers of women parliamentarians) in formal institutionalised political spaces is an
important factor in making visible women’s interests and achieving women’s friendly
policy outcomes and women’s substantive representation722. Moreover, women’s
substantive representation has been further measured against the goals of feminist
interests. However, this link has become tenuous given other factors at play in light of
homogeneity of women’s interests, women’s multiple identities, party politics and
capacity of women members of parliament to directly influence policy agenda. This has
led scholars to introduce the term “critical actors” and “critical acts” in examining
women’s substantive representation at a deeper micro-level to analyse who is
contributing to making a difference, and the contexts in which these are rendered
possible in different sites of representation; for example ,as reflected in the fact that
effectiveness of gender quotas at the parliamentary level necessitates women’s
activism, in the same way that the effectiveness of a women’s policy agency requires
multifarious women’s activism both in the formal and informal spheres.
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This thesis has started off by arguing that whilst the descriptive representation of
women in the formal political arena is vital, it is not, however, the only condition for
women’s substantive representation in terms of representing an array of women’s
interests. Hence, it has used and built up upon the existing literature to redefine the
substantive representation of women by arguing that that descriptive representation is
not necessarily sine qua none for women’s substantive representation, and women’s
substantive representation further occurs in other sites where women exercise their
sense of agency by performing different critical acts. It has thus argued that women’s
active political activism in autonomous non-institutional separate spheres are also
essential, and has argued

that when women’s activism at the grass-root level

converges with that of women in formal political spaces to form strategic alliances for
significant change to occur in favour of women. Subsequently, this thesis has adopted
newer conceptions of women’s substantive representation by looking at other claims
that are being addressed in other sites of power by actors at different levels of society;
namely at State levels, in Structures of the State and at community/grass-roots levels,
as well as the mechanisms of democracy that would enhance this process.

Based on these existing newer conceptions of substantive representation, the
thesis has then has focused on the Republic of Mauritius, which makes for an
interesting case due to the fact that no such related research on this topic has been
undertaken therein. Existing literature in the area of women in politics in Mauritius has
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converged towards the descriptive representation of women in formal institutions,
gender quotas, leadership training, and factors explaining women’s low descriptive
representation. Other academic research has concentrated on the ageing aspect or
strength of the conglomeration of women’s associations and civil society activism in
Mauritius. The link between descriptive and substantive representation had remained
unaddressed, what constitutes women’s issues of concern/interests or representative
claims in the Mauritian context, as well as define how women’s substantive
representation is being effected at different levels as well as any channels of
collaboration between different critical actors at the State and community levels in a
pluri-ethnic society where women’s intersectionalities define their subjectivities and
issues of practical and strategic interest.

Using the theoretical framework described in detail in the first Chapter, a feminist
methodology and phenomenology have been used as a political paradigm to look at
ways how women have challenged the public and private divide. By adopting a feminist
lens enhanced by an intersectional feminist framework and post-colonial feminist theory,
the thesis has thus asserted that the personal is political and has redefined the
public/private divide and of what was previously considered as being “political” in
conventional scholastic literature. By redefining what is political, the project has then
identified what is considered as women’s interests, and how these claims have been
formulated by critical actors through political consciousness, and are still being defined
by women at the levels of the State and non-State levels. In so doing, the case study on
Mauritius has explored the history of women’s activism in Mauritius, and looks at the
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tapestry of actions and mechanisms adopted by women both during the colonial and
post-colonial period to address their practical needs. It has explored the early forms of
women’s organising in Mauritius, revealing that the women’s movement in Mauritius has
seen its early days since the colonisation period where women from various walks of life
irrespective of their intersectionality were framing political claims in the non-institutional
political space to address their immediate needs and practical gender interests. Early
forms of agency related to eliminating child marriages and the dowry system and
literacy programs. Whilst there were explicit claims such as the right to their sexual and
reproductive health, to security of the person to campaigning for equal citizenship rights,
to equal representation at the local government level, some other claims are being
made in different sites of representation by women at the grass-roots level in the
community based organisations, socio-religious and cultural groups and women’s
associations, amongst others.

As the thesis has progressed, whilst it is revealed that the concept of patriarchy
is intricately engrained in the culture and translates into asymmetrical gendered roles in
Mauritian society, the findings nevertheless reveal that women find ways to enter the
public and private divides and act upon issues that put their motherhood, their roles as
mothers and wives at stake by moving from a female consciousness to feminist political
consciousness within a

collective, further understood

in

terms of

women’s

intersectionalities within that collective. At the same time, in a multi-ethnic society as
Mauritius, it was seen that gendered interests are further framed in terms of
intersectional identities. The issue of intersectionality has cropped up as a crucial
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aspect of identity formation in Mauritius as revealed during fieldwork where the research
process and methodology have been transformed by understanding intersectionality
from a different standpoint723 within the specific social location724. It has been revealed
that a politics of difference as a theoretical standpoint has been vital to encapsulate an
inclusive view of women’s positions acknowledging the substantive intersections of
other categories of difference such as ethnicity, age, class 725- hence revealing that
discourses on gender are underpinned by a multi-layered dimension of social identity
and social structure that in turn shapes gendered identity in Mauritius. This undertone of
intersectionality is apparent in all interviews conducted, where the very first and last
name, and appearance of an individual immediately resonates with connotations of
markers of identity intersecting to shape the individuals experiences of inclusion and/or
exclusion in political participation and representation726. Understanding subject positions
within the framework of intersectionality has broadened the analysis on the ways in
which social positions and group membership can overlap and subsequently change the
experience of one’s social and political identity. Interviews with participants revealed
that the latter’s identities727 were informed by their intersectionality, which is especially
relevant in a social location that is informed by different categories of intersection such
723

Walker A., 2003, Methods, Theory and the Practice of Feminist Research: A Response to Janet Chafetz, . Journal of Family
Studies, Vol. 25, pg. 990-994
724
The methodology section is guided using an intersectional approach, as posited by Shields S. A., 2008, Gender: An
Intersectionality Perspective, Sex Roles, Vol. 59, pg. 309-311
725
Moraga C. & Anzaldúa G., 1981, This Bridge called my Back: Writings by Radical Women of Color, Persephone:Watertown,
MassachusettsHull G. T., Scott P. B. & Smith B. (eds.) 1982. All the Women are White, all the Blacks are Men, but some of us are
Brave: Black Women’s Studies, New York: Old Westbury.
Dill B. T., 1983, Race, Class and Gender: Prospects for an Inclusive Sisterhood, Feminist Studies, Vol. 9, pg. 131-150
726
Crenshaw K., 1989, Demarginalizing the Intersection of Race and Sex: A Black Feminist Critique of Antidiscrimination Doctrine,
Feminist Theory, and Antiracist Politics, University of Chicago Legal Forum Vol. 14, pg. 538-554
Crenshaw K., 1991, Mapping the Margins: Intersectionality, Identity Politics, and Violence against Women of Color, Stanford Law
Review, Vol. 43(6), pg. 1241-1299
Crenshaw K. (ed.) 1992. ‘Whose Story Is It, Anyway? Feminist and Antiracist Appropriations of Anita Hill, New York: Pantheon
Books.
727
Identity as defined by Ashmore et al. referring to the social categories within which the individual claims membership to a
category, including the personal meaning associated with those categories
Ashmore R. D., Deaux K. & Mclaughlin-Volpe T., 2004, An Organizing Framework for Collective Identity: Articulation and
Significance of Multidimensionality, Psychological Bulletin, Vol. 130, pg. 80–114

290

as race and class. Adopting an intersectionality approach to this case study on
Mauritian women’s participation in institutional and non-institutional politics has thus
enriched analysis on forms, methods and actors in the representative process728. It has
provided a framework to reveal that there is a divide between the number of women
from ethnic minority groups participating in institutional politics and non-institutional
politics. Women from the ethnic majority (Indo-Mauritius) seem to be more readily able
to enter institutional politics, while women from the ethnic minority are more active in
non-institutional politics or politics at the local governmental levels. Subsequently, the
thesis has revealed that ethnic identities affect the way that individual subjects perform
critical political acts. The findings further reveal that intersectionality has both served to
develop women’s solidarity both in the colonial period and in contemporary Mauritius.
This solidarity has been illustrated by the coming together of women of different
ethnicity to decriminalise abortion, however, at the same time, intersectionality divides
women in terms of the way that they conceptualise their issues of concern (interests).

Similarly, in order to perform critical political acts to address their issues of
interests, that is the issues that are of importance to them, the thesis has
conceptualised those issues in terms of women’s practical and strategic needs and has
revealed that there is a difference in how the organs of the State formulate these
728
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interests, as well as how representatives of the State Structures (that is representatives
of the women’s policy structure- the Ministry of Gender Equality) and Gender Focal
Points in sectoral Ministries frame and substantively address these claims. It has been
revealed that there is a big disconnect between what the State and its structures see as
being issues of interest to women, based on the contents of international human rights
instruments to promote and protect women’s rights; and what women at the community
level see as being important to them. Essentially, women's interests in Mauritius have to
be understood as being constituted in a historical and cultural manner, as well as being
politically and discursively constructed according to their emerging needs and interests
in present day Mauritius.

At the same time, the thesis has examined whether having female Ministers/
Members of Parliament and a gender sensitive quota at local government level actually
work towards the substantive representation of female citizens, and what they claim are
the pressing issues of interest to women and how they have been able to act on these
issues and needs. This analysis is important in the Mauritian context to make sure that
current legislative provision and policies being formulated and implemented by the State
are based on valid assumptions of what women’s needs are. Moreover, it also answers
the question of whether having sustained effort to promote more women in Parliament/
formal politics is justified. Whilst the findings have found evidence that women Members
of Parliament do bring up issues of pertinence to women, for example, in enacting the
Protection from Domestic Violence Act and decriminalisation of abortion, their
definitions of what constitute women’s interest have diverged from those of women at
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community levels and have been based on their own subjectivities and lived
experiences. Moreover, the structures of the State has been found to be intrinsically
gendered which in turn produce policies that are not always gender sensitive, and in
turn contribute to structuring gendered relations. Concurrently, the findings reveal that in
light of the differences amongst the categories of women in a pluri-ethnic society, there
is a danger for women at Parliamentary level in representing and speaking for women
as a homogenous category. Framing intersectional claims becomes challenging as
women are further divided based on their ethnicity, class and socio-economic status
and run the risk of inclusion and exclusion of certain groups of women from the minority
ethnic category.

Concurrently, the institutional and operational framework of the Ministry of
Gender Equality has been analysed to assess the effectiveness of the institutionalised
State apparatus in substantively representing women’s interests. Yet limitations of the
Ministry were also identified. The thesis has considered the way in which the policy
debate is rendered gendered sensitive, and in the process has revealed that the
working definition of the terminology of “gender” remains clouded amongst Officers in
the State structure and women at the grass-roots levels. The term has been attributed
different meanings, ranging from equating gender to women, to women and men and to
the social relations between women and men- at times, even as a synonym for “sex”.
Participants in most cases failed to link the term gender to its cultural meanings, which
remains problematic in a plural society where women have defined themselves in terms
of their intersectionalities- implying that gender equality is not being addressed in a
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holistic manner. Moreover, a number of participants missed the link between how
gender articulates and influences the rapport between women and men as exhibited in
the differences and opportunities in access to political power, (whether at the
institutional or non-institutional level), the gendered social roles, the dynamics of power
between the two sexes, and how gender changes over time and is significantly different
across cultures and ethnicities. The fact that participants saw gender as an attribute but
missed the fact that gender is also a process (engendering or gendering), also remains
challenging.
Another limitation of effectively enacting substantive representation also revolved
around a failure to liaise effectively with women at the community levels to address their
concerns at State levels. The same sentiments have been echoed by representatives of
women’s associations and NGOs who have stated that their relationship with the
Ministry needs to be strengthened whilst some NGOs have mentioned that they would
be in a better position to work on issues occurring on at the grass-roots level without the
technical and financial assistance of the State. In this context, the issue of autonomy of
NGOs linked to the funding they receive from Government remains significant to be able
to lobby and advocate for women’s practical and strategic interests. Similarly, whilst the
technical capacity of the Gender Focal Points to mainstream gender into their
respective sectoral policies has also been called into question, women in associations
have mentioned that some Ministries do not have outreach programs for them to be
able to bring up their issues to the State.
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Given these dynamics at play where this is an over-dichotomisation between the
organs of the State and community organisations, the thesis has thus tried to look into
the potential of a collaborative effort between different entities. Looking at the case of
decriminalisation of abortion, it was revealed that when agencies of the State and nonState actors work in close collaboration with each other, issues of concern to women
are substantively represented at the highest level of decision-making. Thus, the case
study revealed that both a top to bottom and a bottom-up approach remains critical for
the promotion of activities for women’s empowerment and gender equality.

The findings of the thesis have strong implications for citizenship. Women’s
descriptive and substantive representation within the Mauritian political remains a
testimony of the state of democracy and good governance that prevails. It may be
argued that any claim that women make for their representation, or towards
conceptualising their needs and concerns are claims towards their citizenship and
represent a form of political act and political engagement whether at the State level,
within State structures or at the grass-roots level. The practice of active political
citizenship could unite women beyond their identity politics through alliances and
dialogue, exercising a sense of agency and sisterhood solidarity amidst their
differences, or create strategic solidarities towards a common struggle729.
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There is still a lot of work to be done to address substantive representation in
Mauritius. Based on interviews with women at the grass-roots level and those at the
level of the State, there appears to be a general consensus on the need to consider an
electoral reform and amending the Constitution so as ethnicity is no longer a formal
factor in electoral processes. Whilst there is no formal discrimination in the Constitution
that excludes women from entering institutional politics, in practice, both gender and
ethnicity become at play in a manner in which women candidates are then discriminated
against. To counteract the combined effect of gender and ethnicity, political parties have
to be called upon to improve women’s descriptive representation and build the capacity
of both women and men within the party to lobby and advocate for women’s rights and
gender equality. It may be argued that the formation of cross party gender caucus with a
close link to women at the grass-root level provides an opportunity to influence how
policy is framed as well as how actors in institutional politics are made accountable for
their actions. Hence, substantive representation in a multi-ethnic society is affected by
the overall policy environment; the state of patriarchy; gendered characteristics of the
State; the framing of interests both at the grass-roots and higher levels of decision
making; the technical capacity and financial status of the women’s policy agency; the
way that gendered intersectional identities of women affect the way that they define
their issues of interests and the way they participate in formal and informal politics; and
the impact of the women’s movement as well as its working relationship with the
women’s policy agency.
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The thesis has hence paved the way for more in-depth research on analysing the
strength of the women’s movement in Mauritius, as well as engendering the electoral
reform process, including the effectiveness of quotas. It has also provided the
background information to analyse further at the role of the Parliamentary Gender
Caucus and their ability to advocate for women’s empowerment and gender equality.
Concurrently, the role of local governments as being the critical link as a State agency
between actors at the community level and at the State level may be explored further to
enhance the process of substantive representation.

The role of international organisations in agenda setting needs to be addressed.
The interviews with women at the community level have exposed a disjuncture in the
way that women’s interests are framed at the State level. In this context, the thesis can
go further in stating that in Mauritius, the challenge of framing women’s interests in line
with international commitments such as those in CEDAW should not be made in a
simplistic manner linked to essentialism and linked to the international agenda. Instead,
conceptualising women’s interests should take into consideration the complex realities
of women’s lives and their identities. Understanding this complex situation calls upon
approaches that can place women as political actors with varying needs and interests.
The key role and significance of global policy frameworks and regional commitments
should service as guidelines or entry points to guide conceptualisation of women’s
interests, however, there should be recognition of the particular national context.
Concurrently, the plurality of women’s experiences should also be mediated through
other organisations such as community organisations and the private sector as well.
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In the same vein, women’s empowerment has been identified as a crucial goal of
successive Government, through the passing of legislations and implementation of
programmes at the level of the Ministry of Gender Equality, Child Development and
Family Welfare and provision of resources (even though limited). Women’s
empowerment is a critical component of substantive representation. However, as the
discussions have revealed, there is a disconnect between what the government and
development partner perceive to be the interests of women and that of the perception of
women at the community level differs. There needs to be consensus regarding what
women’s empowerment in Mauritius means for the beneficiaries of programmes. If
Governments and development partners are to be held accountable for women’s
empowerment, then there needs to be a systematic framework or indicators to measure
and assess the effectiveness of policies and programmes and changes in women’s
empowerment, as perceived by women themselves. In the first chapter the discussion
with respect to the empowerment paradigm has revealed that there is a broad
concensus on women’s empowerment as being an improvement in women’s ability to
make strategic life choices and the thesis has asserted that there needs to be a twin
track approach to equality, both women’s empowerment and gender equality. In
Mauritius, significant progress has been made to achieve the Millenium Development
Goals (Goal 3) (now Sustainable Development Goals), and arguments based on human
rights have been used to put in place policies and programmes for women’s
empowerment.

However,

a

measurement

of

empowerment

and

substantive

representation should comprise gender sensitive indicators and also gender responsive
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budgeting should be institutionalised to ensure that resources are sufficiently allocated
for these programmes. Moreover, empowerment does not only operate at the micro
level, but also at the macro level and multiple indicators should be used to assess the
impact of policy efforts. Lastly, the pathway for women’s empowerment and substantive
representation through critical actors should be made through normative change and
collective action.

This thesis has built on other the work of other scholars on women’s political
representation as well as descriptive and representative representation in a rigorous,
precise way. Whilst the literature review has revealed that idea of substantive
representation of women is not a new field amongst scholars, the significant original
contribution emerges from looking at the gaps within the field of women in the political
sphere in Mauritius solely based on the idea of descriptive representation. The literature
review has established that there has been little research done in Mauritius on
substantive representation, rather women’s participation in politics has been limited to
their descriptive representation. The thesis thus represents a novel interpretation of
women’s political engagement by looking at how women have undertaken substantive
representation through non-institutional politics and how the different ways that
representation is undertaken in Mauritius, namely, through the State Structure (Ministry
of Gender Equality, Child Development and Family Welfare, and through Gender Focal
Points) and the gaps that need to be addressed for effective substantive representation
to take place. It has therefore concluded that for effective substantive representation to
take place, there needs to be a link between the higher levels of decision-making,
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namely, representatives in Parliament, the State Structure and actors at the grass-roots
level. Moreover, the thesis has mentioned that there needs to be critical actors, even if
these are not women, who can push forward issues of concern to women at the highest
levels of decision making. This thesis is not expected to lead to an immediate and
fundamental paradigm shift in the field; however, it seeks to bring a new way of
understanding of substantive representation in Mauritius. Moreover, the ideas contained
in the thesis does not

revolutionalise the existing discourse on substantive

representation, but brings in an added-value in mainstreaming a new perspective in
terms of adopting a feminist intersectional perspective to the analysis of the findings.
Lastly, the implications that arise from this thesis relates to policy, practice and
avenues for further research. The research undertaken in Mauritius asserts that the
process of substantive representation encompasses a complex set of actors both in
institutional politics and non-state actors; a complex set of relations, institutions and
gendered norms. Yet, the different approaches to substantive representation involve
active performing of claims. These claims seek to address women’s practical and
strategic interests in light of their intersectionalities. Yet, these different approaches to
performing representation remain molded by gendered institutional arrangements.

“Decision-making is a dialogical process, whereby all participants must be provided with opportunities
to participate equitably, in order to make decisions in a reasoned manner”730
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Figure 1: Map of Mauritius
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Table 1- Demographics of Participants (Confidentiality Agreement Respected)
Note: The women I interviewed throughout the research process were those who had
been active in both institutional and non-institutional politics both in the past and
present.
Level

Structure

Category and Number of
Participants

State Level

National

Parliament

4 Women members of

Assembly

Local

Parliament

Municipal Councils

5 Women Councillors

District/ Village Councils

8 Women Councillors

Government
Level

Women’s Policy Units of the Ministry of Gender 1 Permanent Secretary
Agency

Equality, Child Development 2 (Head and Coordinator)
and Family Welfare

Planning Unit (1 Man)
2 (Head and Coordinator)
Family Unit (1 Man)
1 (Head) Child Development
Unit
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3 (Head and Coordinators )
Gender Unit

Political Wing

Implementing
arm

of

Major Political Parties

members

National Women’s Council

4 Project Officers and 2

State National Women Entrepreneur Secretaries and 1 Advisor

Agency

Gender

Women’s Political Wing of 3 (2 members from each) 6

Council

(1 man)

Focal Ministries and Departments

Points

16 Gender Focal Points (8
administrative

and

8

from

the

Technical Cadres)
4

Men

(3

administrative and 3 from the
technical cadres)

Non-

Women’s Associations

23 (Secretaries, Members

Governmental

Women’s Network

including

Organisations

Women’s

(NGOs)

Organisations

community Based Discussion)
(1 man)
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Focus

Group

Umbrella

Organisation

for

NGOs
Donor Agency

United Nations Development 1
Programme

Senior

(Development)
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Manager

Table 2–Elected Members at National Assembly Elections, 2000 - 2014

2000

Men
Women
Total

2005

2010
%

2014

Number

%

Number

Number

%

Number

%

66

94.3

58

82.9

56

81.2

62

88.6

4

5.7

12

17.1

13

18.8

8

11.4

70

100.0

70

100.0

69

100.0

70

100.0

1

Table 3 – Senior position in Government Services, 1999 - 2014
1999

Men
Women
Total

2004

2009
%

Number

%

Number

252

80.8

216

63.5

334

65.4

331

54.7

60

19.2

124

36.5

177

34.6

274

45.3
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100.0

340

100.0

511

100.0

605

100.0
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Number

2014
%

Number

%

Figure 2- State Agency Ministry of Gender Equality
The Gender Unit of the Ministry of Gender Equality, Child Development and Family
Welfare remains the lead agency of the National Gender Machinery at country level.
The Gender Unit is responsible to work towards the attainment of gender equality. This
process entails a dual approach, i.e., women’s empowerment and gender
mainstreaming. More specifically, the Gender Unit oversees and coordinates the
implementation of gender mainstreaming strategies in all Ministries’ policies and
programmes; and implements policies/programmes to empower women socially,
economically and political, thereby addressing “de facto” inequality and bridging all
outstanding gender gaps. The organigram731 of the Gender Unit is depicted as follows: -

731

Ministry of Gender Equality, Child Development, Family Welfare, 2017, Port Louis, Mauritius
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Permanent Secretary
(Administrative Head)

Deputy Permanent Secretary
(Administrative cadre)

Head Gender Unit

Assistant Permanent Secretary
(Administrative cadre)

(Technical cadre)

Secretariat
Coordinator

Coordinator

Coordinator

Family Welfare and
Protection Officer (Head
Office)

3 Family Support Officers
providing technical
support to the Gender Unit

Office Field Assistant

15 Family Welfare and
Protection Officers of Women
Empowerment Centres

Serviced by Cleaners, Gardeners, Office Attendants,
Watchmen
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1 Office
Management

Assistant (post
vacant)
1 Management
Support Officer

Harmonisation of Policies in relation to Human Rights Instruments.
The Ministry of Gender seeks to harmonise Government policies with a number of
International and Regional Human Rights Instruments that the State is party to732.
These include:
 International Instruments
i.
Outcome recommendations of the Commission on the Status of Women
ii.
The Convention on Elimination of all Forms of Discrimination Against
Women (CEDAW; 1984)
iii.
The Beijing Platform for Action (BFPA; 1995)
iv.
Outcome document of the Commonwealth Women’s Affairs Ministers
Meeting
v.
The Sustainable Development Goals
 Regional Instruments
i.
African Charter on Human and People’s Rights (1986)
ii.
The COMESA Gender Policy (2002)
iii.
Protocol to the African Charter on Human and People’s Rights of Women
in Africa (2003)
iv.
The African Solemn Declaration on Gender Equality (2004)
v.
The African Union Gender Policy (2009)
vi.
Revised SADC Protocol on Gender and Development (2016)

732

Ministry of Gender Equality, Child Development, Family Welfare, 2017, Port Louis, Mauritius
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General Interview Schedule
Formal Politics- Women in Local Government (District and Village Council levels)

Formal Politics- Political Representatives






Name/Position/Role
How long have you been in politics
o At what level
o Can you elaborate on your political background
o Which political party are you a member of
o What are your other responsibilities in the party
What prompted you to be involved in politics
o Are there any key moments that you can remember
Have you been involved in other forms of political activism
o Can you elaborate on these

Redefining the Boundary of the Political


What according to you is considered as a political action

Conceptualising Women’s “Interests”


What do you understand to be an issue of interest to woman
o How does it influence your personal life
o How does it influence your political career
o How do you act for/stand for women in Mauritius



During your political campaigning towards election, what were the important
issues on your political agenda?
o Were these issues representative of your party’s ideology
o What other issues were taken up during your campaigning
o How were these issues framed?
o Were there any consultation with the other members of your party
o Were there any consultation with members of the community/ your ward
 Were these women/men
o How do these issues relate to your personal beliefs
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Once elected, what were the issues of key importance that have been raised by
you
o What do you understand to be an issue of interest to women
o Do you consider these issues to be of feminist relevance
o Do you consider these issues to be of interest to women only
o Are these issues related to achieving a gender equality agenda
o Have these issues been given priority by your party
o How have these issues been framed? (consultation with members of your
party/women at community level, women in State structures)
o Can you elaborate on how these issues are raised at the level of
parliament
o Do you believe you have the support of other members of your party in
raising these issues
o In your view, do you have the support of women members of parliament
only when women/gender issues are being raised
o What are the critical actors involved in enabling these issues to be raised
at the level of parliament
o What are the other critical actors involved in enabling these issues to be
raised at the level of the State structures (sectoral ministries, local
governmental level)
o How do women in parliament appropriate an issue
 Would you say that there needs to be collaboration of different
stakeholders?
 Who are these stakeholders



What is the present level of collaboration between you, as a MP, and women in
community based associations
What is the present level of collaboration between you and members of NGOs
Do you think there is a convergence of ideas to further women’s issues in
Mauritius
Is there any disconnect between formal and informal politics
o If so, what is the reason behind this disconnect
o What, in your opinion, would need to be redressed to create partnership
o Or a conducive environment for a collaboration between these two level of
politics
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Party ideology










What is the party dynamics that enable a women’s issue to be raised at the level
of parliament
Do you think that party dynamics affect how an issue of interest to women is
framed and debated
Do you think that ideological diversity creates different definitions of women’s
interests
Do you think that the dynamics of the political environment enable how an issue
of interest to women in framed and debated
What are the other critical actors that make possible these issues to be
framed/debated
Is there any attitudinal difference between women and men MPs in what
constitute a women’s issue
o What do you attribute these differences to
Would you say that the presence of a sense of solidarity between women and
men MPs enable a women’s issue to be raised
Once an issue of women’s interest is raised, what is the expected outcome
o Framing of legislation
o Policy formulation
o What is the level of consultation and collaboration between actors in
parliament and
 Women at the grass root level
 Women in state structures
 What enables this collaboration
 What can be done to further this collaboration



Can you give me an example of such consultation and collaboration, and the
outcome



In your view what are the present pertinent issues of women’s interest that
remain to be addressed, and at what level
In your opinion, what are the emerging women’s issues in contemporary
Mauritian society
How are these issues being taken up at these levels
o Community
o State
o Parliament
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Connection between women in parliament



Do you think there is a coalition between women MPs in framing issues of
interest to women
In light of your experience, would you say that when a women’s issue is being
raised, there is a sense of comradery between women of different political parties

Representing Women




Being a woman, would you say that you have a sense of personal identification
to all women in Mauritius
o Does your identity as a woman make you feel that you are connected to
Mauritian women’s needs/concerns/life experiences
 What are the other factors that shape this connectedness?
 What is the role of women’s associations in this case
o Do you feel like your men colleagues also feel this sense of
connectedness
 What influences this sense of connectedness ?
 what is the role of women’s associations in shaping this
Would you say that women in parliament are expected to represent women
o In your opinion, is there a conceptualization that political women are a
group with shared experiences / common concerns
o Are you expected to define a women’s issue
o What according to you are perceived as general women’s concerns
o In light of the multi-ethnicity of Mauritian society, would you say that there
are specific concerns to the different categories of women in Mauritius
o Are these being effectively raised at the level of parliament
 By whom
 How are these issues being brought up to the attention of women
MPs

Institutional Ideology


Are there exchange of ideas outside the formal party structures
o How are these effected
o By whom
o Are there common grounds
o What is the interplay of party difference in defining and framing these
issues
o Would you say there is a partisan’s difference in the meaning accorded to
women’s issues
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 amongst political women
 Amongst political men
o Would you say there is a partisan’s difference in the meaning accorded to
gender issues
 amongst political women
 amongst political men
Would do say that the definition of a women’s issue that changed over time
o In what sense has this change occurred
o Would you say that this is a result of the actions of women’s associations
and NGOs/increased feminist lobbying
o Government direction
o A broadened scope that includes issues with a gendered stake
o International/regional pressure

Connection between descriptive and substantive representation
o According to you, does more women in parliament (across party line)
o mean that more women’s issues will be raised and debated
 If yes/why
 If no/why not
o Would you say that women’s presence in parliament made it easier to challenge
previously unchallenged norms, with the capability to suceed
o What are the implications of having more women in politics
o If this is important, why/why not
o Does it necessarily mean that women’s presence will
lead to infusion of feminist perspective in policy
making
o What are the factors that affect women MPs in
representing women’s interests
Intersecting identities
o Would you say that your identity as a woman, provides guidance to your party
about women’s issues
o In your opinion, do you think that being a member of a religious community imply
that you have more affinity to a specific issue
o How are other issues brought to your attention
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Would you say that your sense of commitment, connection and responsibility to women
is shaped by your identity as woman
What are the other factors that shape this sense?
Ideological perspective
Gender consciousness
Connection to grass-root mobilization
Institutional environment

Role of women’s associations
o Have women’s associations/NGos brought to light new issues of interest to
women
o Were these issues considered as private
o How have been private issues been rendered “political”
o Would you say that women’s associations shape gender consciousness of
 Women MPs
 Men MPs
 Across the political spectrum

Priority to women’s issues
o What is, according to you the level of priority given to women’s issues relative to
other concerns
o What are the factors that influences this level of priority
 Personal commitment
 Party support
 Across party lines
 Competing priorities
 Are there any trade-offs
 Influence of pervasive masculinist values
 Extra-institutional pressure by whom?
 How do you challenge these pressures
o What is the role of grass roots mobilization in this connection
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Women’s grass-root mobilization and institutional politics/the policy process
o Do you think that the actions of women at the grass root level help to support
your case in representing an issue of women’s interest
o Do you think that party unity on specific issues help to support your case in
representing an issue of women’s interest
 Can you think of any such example
The Case Studies
The abortion debate
Mauritius recently made an amendment to the legislation pertaining to
abortion. Whereas previously, abortion was considered as a criminal matter, the
law now recognizes abortion as being legal in cases where it puts the life of a
mother or the child at risk. Can you elaborate on







How this matter was brought up at the level of parliament
How did this become a unifying issue across party lines
What contributed to a willingness to address this controversial issue
What were the key actors involved in the different stages leading to
policy deliberations
What was the role of different NGOs/women’s associations/external
forces in successfully raising this issue
Do you think that mass mobilization from different stakeholders
contributed significantly in raising this particular issue

Signature of the SADC Gender and Development Protocol





How this matter was brought up at the level of parliament
What were the key actors involved in policy deliberations
What was the role of different NGOs/women’s associations in
raising this issue
What according to you would lead to Mauritius to sign the Protocol

Concluding Comments


Are there any important issues that you would like to raise that have not been
addressed in this interview
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