=
Flinders

UNIVERSITY

ADELAIDE-SOUTH AUSTRALIA

Rethinking Women’s Political Agency in Mauritius:

An Intersectional Feminist Perspective

by

Anjalee Dabee

Thesis
Submitted to Flinders University
for the degree of

Doctor of Philosophy

College of Humanities, Arts & Social Sciences (HASS)

20 June 2018



Rethinking Women’s Political Agency in Mauritius:

An Intersectional Feminist Perspective

Anjalee Dabee

Discipline of Women'’s Studies

College of Humanities, Arts & Social Sciences (HASS)
Flinders University

Date of submission of thesis: 15 November 2017



TABLE OF CONTENTS

Abstract iv
Candidate’s Declaration v
Acknowledgements Vi
Acronyms 1
Preface 3
Chapter 1
Locating the Research: A Qualitative Intersectional Feminist Approach 5
Chapter 2
Redefining Women'’s Political Engagement 41
Chapter 3
Contextualising Gender Politics in Mauritius 120
Chapter 4
Conceptualising Women'’s Interests 143
Chapter 5
Gendering Structuring of the State 164
Chapter 6
Considering Other Sites of Representation 243
Conclusion 285
Appendices 301
Bibliography 317




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.
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Preface

| 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. | left Mauritius when | was eighteen and studied in Australia in the field
of women’s studies, after which | 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, | 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 | have been actively working in the field of gender and
development in Mauritius and on the African continent. However, | 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 women® 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 | 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

! 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.



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.



CHAPTER ONE

INTRODUCTION

LOCATING THE RESEARCH:

A QUALITATIVE INTERSECTIONAL FEMINIST APPROACH



“ ..lam a woman, | am a mother, | am a Wife, | am a Hindu, | am an activist...| am a

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 politics®, by looking at
the various actors, locations and proceses that inform the different processes of
substantive representation through my study on the island of Mauritius®. Through my
chapters, | 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 socio-
ethnic, 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

?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

* See Map 1 — Map of Mauritius showing different Districts where Interviews were carried out



practical (PGN) and strategic needs (SGN)®> 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. | 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 origin® as well as the ethnic heterogeneous nature of some parts of the island,
| 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 | 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 age’. However, in this Chapter, | seek to consider how the different feminist

perspectives relate to or even differ from my proposed methodology.

Based on my chosen methodology, | 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

® 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)

® Statistics Mauritius, Resident population by religion and sex" , Statistics Mauritius. pg. 68.

" 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.


http://www.gov.mu/portal/goc/cso/file/2011VolIIPC.pdf
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Statistics_Mauritius

specific markers of identity. | conducted a series of individual interviews in the nine
districts of the island with women in community centres and at the grass-roots level; |
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 guestions 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 interviews® 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”, | 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 VVolunteer Day”,



mass” in formal politics. Rather, | 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, | maintain that for effective substantive
representation and women’s empowerment to take place, there needs to be a non-
linear process of interaction by women at these three levels, based on the
decriminalization of abortion (2012) case study in Mauritius. | 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, | developed a methodology
underpinned by qualitative research and obtained approval by the University Ethics
Committee, following which | 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 | 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,
| 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


http://www.goodreads.com/author/show/18486.Audre_Lorde

and class of the participants and impacted on their pathways they embarked upon to
gain entry into informal politics. Hence, amongst the other questions | 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, | 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 | adhered to and provide a preliminary presentation of findings in the
research processes. | 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)®, and | 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.

° 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

10


http://archive.ipu.org/pdf/publications/WIP20Y-en.pdf

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” society’®, 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 | 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

19 Miles, William F.S., 1999, "The Mauritius Enigma," Journal of Democracy, 10(2), April, 91-104.

11



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.

| 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, | 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, | 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 | 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 | 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, | 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

13



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 concern'" 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®® and the idea that there is a particular form of

" D'cruz H. & Jones M., 2004, Social work research: Ethical and political contexts, Sage, pg. 3-16

2 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
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feminist research is agreed upon in the literature®®. Feminist research in this thesis is
defined by the values and process that underpin that research’. Based on the muilti-
stranded 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
knowing™. 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

3 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

1 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

5 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
data’®. 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,

I*”. who state that the actual context of research should

in line with Greaves et a
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 gaps'®. Whilst this research has

endeavored to achieve an ideal feminist research process and methodology, there are

'8 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

" 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.

'8 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 way™®. 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, | hesitated with respect
to my own position or what kind of feminism | espoused and whether | was a radical
feminist at heart. | sought to find an answer to the aim of feminism itself, or whether to
me the ultimat