
Gender and Trade Union Development 

in the Anglophone Caribbean 

LAUREN MARSH, MARVA A. PHILLIPS, AND 

JUDITH W EDDERBURN 

Introd uction 

FO R THE LAST THI RTY-FIV E Y EAR S, the Caribbeai:i region has recognised gender 

equality as a necessary component to national development and economic and 

social progress. Almost all CARICOM countries have implemented proce­

dures to facilitate greater parity for both genders in the public and private 

spheres. With respect to labour, the International Labour Organization (ILO) 

and its social partners have worked extensively within the Caribbean to engen­

der national policy by promoting international labour standards and the 

Decent Work Agenda which advocates, among other things, gender equity 

within the workplace. 

Early attempts to incorporate gender in the development paradigm began 

with human rights methodologies such as the Women in Development 

approach which gained prominence throughout the I 97os; this was subse­

quently modified to the Women and Development approach which moved 

beyond the reproductive concerns of women to highlight their contribution 

within the domestic and professional spheres. In the 1990s, it was recognised 

that gender equality was achievable only through the establishment of initia­

tives and policies concerned with the specific needs of both genders. The Gen­

der and Development approach was therefore established to include men's 

agendas while concentrating on women's development.' 

Despite such efforts , many organisations throughout the Caribbean still 

maintain a patriarchal structure, rarely allowing women to occupy supervisory 

39 



40 Lauren Marsh, Marva A. Phillips, and Judith Wedderburn 

and middle management positions.1 Trade unions are no exception, as women 

are continuously excluded from the leadership of unions regardless of their 

invaluable contribution to trade union development in the Caribbean. This is 

in contrast to Western Europe and North America where female membership 

has increased, and where female union members, especially in Denmark, Fin­

land, Sweden, Canada and the United States, have reformed the status quo in 

their organisations by successfully competing for leadership positions tradi­

tionally reserved for men. 

The study reported on in this article is a follow-up to a previous study 

undertaken in 2009 by the Hugh Lawson Shearer Trade Union Education 

Institute on the gender composition of trade unions in Jamaica. Based on the 

findings of that study, it was proposed that an exploratory investigation be 

undertaken to assess the gender structure of trade unions throughout the 

Caribbean. The study analyses the structure of seventy-three unions across ten 

CARJCOM states. J Utilising data from various trade union congresses, con­

federations and centres to strengthen the analysis, we seek, firstly, to P!Qvide 

a brief historical · overview of women's early involvement in trade unions in 

Britain, the United States and the Caribbean; secondly, to explore factors that 

may impede gender equality within Caribbean trade unions; and thirdly, to 

illustrate the gender composition of Caribbean trade unions, particularly the 

participation rate of men and women within the executive of trade union lead­

ership. Overall, we seek to expand on existing literature positioning women 

as active players in the development of the Caribbean labour movement.4 

Women and trade union development: A historical 

overview 

The overall tone of existing literature has rendered women invisible in the his­

tory of trade union development. Women, however, have worked assiduously 

with their counterparts since the Industrial Revolution, when innovative pro­

duction methods provided new employment opportunities. Throughout 

Europe, female membership grew in the labour movement during this period. 

Britain's first trade union for women, the Women's Protective and Provident 

League established in 1875 by Emma Parrerson, s represented dressmakers, 

upholsterers , bookbinders, shop assistants and typists. In 1903 the union was 
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renamed the Women's Trade Union League (WTUL). Its primary mandate 

then was to achieve universal suffrage for women and improve conditions for 

women in labour-intensive industries. WTUL proponents such as Mary 

Macarthur, Margaret Bondfield, Dorothy Jewson and Susan Lawrence worked 

collaboratively to improve wages and working conditions for women. 

Together, these women were able to secure minimum wages for women in 

sweated industries and successfully lobby for the extension of voting privileges 

to women. 

The Knights of Labor was arguably one of the largest and most important 

labour organisations during the l8oos. In 1881, women were formally admit­

ted to the organisation. One outstanding Knights of Labor member was 

Leonora Barry who organised and agitated for the establishment of women's 

organisations throughout the USA.6 Such women influenced the development 

of gender-sensitive labour policies by establishing investigatory committees 

that protested gender discrimination, child labour and unequal pay for equal 

work.? The committees also focused on issues pertaining to occupational safety 

and health in the workplace. The inrention at the time was to improve working 

standards for both men and women by organising and educating workers to 

procure for themselves improved labour s.tandards. 

In the Caribbean, much of the literature on trade union ~i~tory has pro­

vided a narrow account of wor::ien's contribution to the establishment of early 

trade unions. However, there is anecdotal evidence suggesting that women 

played a fundamental role in trade union development regardless of the dis­

crimination they experienced while serving in various capacities. Marva 

Phillips has noted that "women performed varying roles in the formation of 

Caribbean trade unions. Some went along with the traditional role expected 

of women, while others operated outside of the designated roles and founded 

trade unions, sometimes joining with male colleagues to establish them."8 The 

work of early stalwarts such as Anne Liburd, Elma Francois and Mildred Bailey 

contributed significantly to the progression of the Caribbean labour move­

ment, and contradicted longstanding notions pertaining to women's compe­

tency and status in union organisations. Their achievements also revolutionised 

the labour movement by firstly introducing a women's agenda to the collective 

bargaining table and secondly proving that women possess leadership qualities 

that are on par with those of their male counterparts. 

Despite the accomplishmenrs of these early women, the general attitude 



42 Lauren Marsh, Marva A. Ph illi ps, and Judith Wedderburn 

towards women within union organisations was , and still is, one of 

resentment.9 An attempt to remedy the situation resulted in two three-year 

regional education and training programmes funded by the Inter-American 

Foundation for delivery by the Trade Union Education Institute in the 1980s. 

The objective of the first programme was to prepare women for leadership by 

improving their management, organising and planning skills, and the second 

to integrate women and men in order to sensitise men to issues concerning 

women and the need for cooperation between women and men toward the 

strengthening of the workers' movement. The second programme emphasised 

the concept of gender equity to promote consciousness and camaraderie 

among union men and women. 

While these programmes and others have proven to be effective in mobil­

ising advocacy by encouraging gender equaliry within the labour movement, 

there have not been any significant changes among membership in their atti­

tude towards women in leadership. As in most organisations, women vying 

for leadership positions within union organisa_tions are heavily scrutinised even 

by other women. This underestimation of women's competencies and leader­

ship abiliry has contributed to -the sluggish narrowing of the divide between 

women and men at the helm of unions. 

Union women in the Caribbeal"!: Challenges to visibility 

The marginalisation of women within trade union leadership is associated with 

interlocking factors that now define women's participation in the organisation. 

A European Trade Union Confederation study partly attributes the under­

representation of women in unions' decision-making bodies to the following 

causes: 

I. the existence of prejudice, conveyed by hostile reactions, attempts at dis-

suasion against raking on trade union responsibilities; 

2. the rigidiry of some rules of procedure; 

3. women's lack of confidence in their own abilities; and 

4. the male-dominated nature of the trade union culture. 10 

Throughout the Caribbean, it is believed chat "women are unequal co men 

and chat men have a ' right' to exercise power and privilege over women in the 
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home as in the society".•• Leadership within the private and public domains 

is culturally considered a process requiring attributes that are primarily asso­

ciated with masculinity. This perception also permeates union philosophy, 

whereby women are thought to be unsuited for leadership because of a com­

bination of biological and social stereotypical factors such as being naturally 

passive, indecisive and emotional. 

The historical development of the union movement is responsible for the 

scarcity of women at its helm. Early Caribbean trade union activity was con­

centrated in agriculture, manufacturing and mining, all areas that traditionally 

provided mass employment for men. Evidence of union activity dates back to 

the r 8oos when the Artisans Union, Patriots Club and Mechanics Union were 

established. 12 At that time, women were absent or marginal within specific 

spheres of work, and their absence has continued to be reflected in the general 

structure of contemporary unionism, with certain categories defined as 'men's' 

work. 

Women's absence in trade union leadership is also attributed to the fact 

that they constitute a large faction of the informal sector and non-unionised 

occupations related to market sales and domestic work. ILO Director General 

Juan Somavia has noted that "too many women are still stuck in the lowest 

paying jobs, often in the inforpial economy with insufficient legal protection, 

, and a high degree of insecurity".• i The concentration of women in such areas 

limits the ability to acquire union representation and advocate policies respon­

sive to their concerns. 

Most countries within the Caribbean have ratified conventions to promote 

and protect women's rights, such as the Universal Declaration of Human 

Rights and its covenants - the International Convention on Civil and Political 

Rights and the International Convention on Economic, Social and Cultural 

Rights. Many CARI COM member states are also signatories to both the Con­

vention on the Elimination of all Forms of Discrimination Against Women 

and the Inter-American Convention on the Prevention, Punishment, and 

Eradication of Violence against Women, known as the Convention of Belem 

do Para, both of which seek to eliminate sexual harassment in the workplace. 

However, the absence of women at the helm of union leadership has resulted 

in the subsequent neglect of enforcement of these rights generally. Regionally, 

women are working longer hours for less money and are victims of various 

kinds of discrimination due to the reluctance of trade unions to steadfastly 
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assert women's agendas. To address the importance of gender equality to eco­

nomic development and human progress, governments and human rights 

advocates have established women's committees and women's agencies. While 

trade unions throughout the region generally support these organisations and 

programmes, there is little initiative to independently spearhead activities and 

form committees that research and advocate women-specific issues. 

Nonetheless, a few women have managed to break through the glass ceiling, 

but their contributions to the movement remain subverted under a masculine 

architecture that depicts unilateral notions ofleadership. To overcome the bar­

riers to visibility, these Caribbean union women over the decades have 

advanced themselves by means of educational attainment, and through dedi­

cation to the labour movement at the expense of personal relationships and 

despite their domestic responsibilities. Our research indicates that the majority 

of these women have contributed at least forty years of their lives to the labour 

movement. 

Despite the fact that these women have gained some respect based on their 

laudable performance in various positions within the labour movement, the 

status quo across the Caribbean still allocates power along strict -gender lines. 

Barbara Bailey states: 

Education has nor proven to be the vehicle for Caribbean women's economic, polit­

ical or personal empowerment. In spire of their overall high levels of participation 

and performance at rhe secondary and tertiary levels of the Caribbean education sys­

tems, the majority of women in the region continue to be positioned in the lowest 

sectors of rhe capital marker, earn lower wages than men, suffer high rares of unem­

ployment, experience greater levels of poverty, are under-represented in decision 

making positions at the meso and macro levels of social and political institutions 

and lack real auronomy. '4 

The ILO affirms this assertion by explaining that women throughout the 

Caribbean are prone to experience high levels of discrimination in the work­

place and wider society. 1 1 Union women today, like their predecessors, are con­

fronted by entrenchment and perpetuation of male hegemony. The persistence 

of discrimination against union women demonstrates that Caribbean trade 

unions have not sufficiently evolved despite their formal acknowledgment of 

laws and international labour standards addressing gender discrimination. The 

next section provides a comparative analysis on the gender structure of 




























