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Abstract

In March 2006, Mrs Portia Simpson-Miller became Jamaica’s first female
Prime Minister and for the first time, the role of women as political leaders
occupied a critical space in public debate. Political advertising was a dom-
inant form of communication between the politicians and the electorate.
Along with gender, intersecting issues of colour and class took centre stage
in discussions regarding leadership, the state of the country and the ability
to govern. Through content analysis of selected political advertisements in
electronic media (TV) and print media including the use of cartoons, this
paper examines how gender, colour and class were portrayed during the
campaign of Jamaica's general elections 2007, with particular emphasis
on the candidates for the Office of Prime Minister: Mrs Portia Simpson-
Miller and Mr Bruce Golding. 

Introduction 

In March 2006, Mrs Portia Simpson-Miller became Jamaica’s first

female Prime Minister and for the first time, the role of women as

political leaders occupied a critical space in public debate. Political

advertising was a dominant form of communication between the

politicians and the electorate. Along with gender, intersecting issues
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of colour and class took centre stage in discussions regarding leader-

ship, the state of the country and the ability to govern. Set against the

background of male dominance in politics, content analysis is done

of selected political advertisements on TV, in print and electronic

media and in cartoons. The paper examines how gender, colour and

class were portrayed during the campaign of Jamaica’s general elec-

tions 2007, with particular emphasis on the candidates for the Office

of Prime Minister, Mrs Portia Simpson-Miller of the People’s National

Party (PNP) and Mr Bruce Golding of the Jamaica Labour Party (JLP). 

Gender, often implicit and inscribed in male dominated political

spheres, became a distinct criterion for leadership with the ascen-

dancy of Mrs Portia Simpson-Miller as President of the People’s

National Party and subsequently Prime Minister. As months on the

campaign trail passed by, the debate, exchanges of opinion and range

of political advertisements became more intense and frequent as the

election date drew nearer in September 2007. The use of political

advertisements became a dominant form of communication between

politicians and their publics (Hughes, 2003). In an electoral environ-

ment, political advertising is used to ensure that the public is aware of

the weaknesses and strengths of candidates at the level of policy,

issues and personality. Fox and Oxley (2003) argue that gender stereo-

typing, linked to traditional sex roles also pervade in electoral envi-

ronments. Similarly, gender stereotyping does not usually stand alone

and is often accompanied by class and racial stereotypes. The unique

dynamics of the political environment saw gender, class and colour

intersect significantly during Jamaica’s general elections of 2007. This

provided the impetus to analyse how these factors influenced the

campaign advertising. 

The sample of political campaign advertisements and cartoons

selected for analysis spanned the period between the announcement

of the general elections between April when Mrs Portia Simpson-

Miller assumed the leadership of the PNP and the election on

September 3 2007. The election had previously been announced for

August 27, 2007 but was rescheduled for September 3 because of the
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passage of Hurricane Dean. However, the electoral campaign had

unofficially begun several months before. 

Two units of analysis were used for the study: a) political campaign

advertisements in the print and electronic media and b) political car-

toons by Las May and Clovis each produced for one of the two lead-

ing local newspapers. The criteria used to select the sample of

political campaign advertisements to be used for analysis were those

which addressed the interlocking issues of gender, colour, and class as

determinants of political leadership to attract or deter voters. Some

advertisements were chosen if issues of gender and/or class were more

prominent while others were selected if the overtones of class and

colour were more present than gender. Political campaign advertise-

ments in the print and electronic media were selected for analysis if

they had at least two of the three categories of interest: gender, class

and colour. The cartoons were also selected using the same criteria.

Those with all three factors were automatically included. Those

selected were the one that the author felt best represented all three

categories. 

The sample included the following advertisements in print and

electronic media:

1. Party Manifestos (2) 

2. TV advertisements (15 JLP and 10 PNP) 

3. 5 selected print advertisements each from the Jamaica Labour

Party (JLP) and the People’s National Party published during the

election campaign period 

4. 14 Political cartoons from each of the two cartoonists2

Cartoons are not paid advertisements by political parties as is the

case with the party political advertisements, however they are visu-

ally powerful and capture the essence of burning issues in a given

society. Cartoons by Clovis in the Jamaica Observer and by Las May in
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the Daily Gleaner were selected and analysed based on their represen-

tation of the leaders of the two main political parties in relation to

gender and class and to a lesser extent colour. A review of the car-

toons produced during the political campaign for the 2007 general

elections, showed that the cartoons were strong on humour, artistry

and political satire, and were effective in setting a media agenda.

While the cartoonists claimed no political persuasion, their contribu-

tion to the debate and how issues of class, gender and colour were

represented, could not be overlooked.  

The Ideological and Societal Context

The choice of a male and female candidate for leadership of the coun-

try presented a major ideological challenge to traditional beliefs and

practices. The ideological foundation of political leadership in an

English-speaking Caribbean state such as Jamaica is often not

acknowledged. This ideological foundation is steeped in the

Enlightenment discourse of liberalism, which followed the post-

emancipation period (after 1838). There was strong evidence of this

discourse with the prospect of a woman becoming Prime Minister,

which questioned the very foundations upon which Westminister

liberal democracy stands. The key features of this discourse include

the belief that rationality is the mechanism or means by which indi-

viduals achieve autonomy; the notion that an individual citizen is a

male household head; the separation and differentiation of society

into the private and public, the world of dependence, the family, and

the world of freedom, the state and work; and finally, the gendering

of that differentiation so that women are posed in opposition to the

advancement of civilization (Flax, cited in Barriteau, 2001). Women,

in this ideological foundation, are secondary citizens, without ration-

ality and reason. They are perceived as emotional and nurturing, suit-

able for their role in the domestic sphere where it is perceived they

naturally belong. Men on the other hand are perceived as rational
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beings who use reason to free themselves of domestic life, and which

prepares them for a public life of civic duty and freedom. 

Interestingly, these ideational concepts had no relevance under

slavery where both enslaved Black men and women provided free

labour to build the former British Empire. In that context, based on

the racist hierarchy of Empire, the tenets of enlightenment discourse

resided only with white protestant males as plantation owners or

overseers. It was only after emancipation that the public man/private

woman dichotomy and the notion of the male breadwinner and

dependent housewife were promulgated with great force, albeit

within a racialised framework. This created an ideological conflict, 

to date unresolved, for a majority Black population, whose socio-

economic realities never allowed them that “luxury”. The historical

experience of slavery ensured that Black women in the Caribbean

always worked, thus Black men have never been sole breadwinners.

While this ideology buttressed the formation of the state, it also gen-

erated what Barriteau called “subsequent psychic and material bur-

dens for women and men” (2001: 34). 

Liberal ideology locates women in the private sphere and their

activities and contributions to society are promoted as belonging in

that sphere. The problem is that private is subordinate and less valu-

able than the public, and this has followed women into public spaces.

Barriteau argues that even when attempts are made to reject these

inequalities, by articulating other notions of equality embedded in

liberalism, women are met with resistance. Consistent with enlight-

enment thought, “women represent the family and sexual life, not

the cerebral qualities of public virtues” (Barriteau, 2001: 37). 

Slavery also created sharp class distinctions in Caribbean societies

that continue to influence contemporary life. In Jamaica, middle

class sensibilities reign in social and political spheres. While not as

strict as they were during the colonial era, Jamaica’s upper and mid-

dle classes are often ascribed along a continuum. This ranges from

European white, Jamaican white, near white or the middle complex-

ioned category of ‘brown’, (black-skinned), Chinese, Indian, and the
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working class majority of African descent or Black. The result is a tex-

tured Jamaican society characterized by colour and class distinctions.

In situations where colour does not necessarily matter, class sensibili-

ties, command of the English language, the school one attended,

one’s associates and their networks, and whether one is rural or

urban, are unwritten categories of judgement, and criteria for accept-

ance or subtle rejection, inclusion and/or exclusion. 

Thus the Jamaican society becomes a complex set of social rela-

tions founded on maintaining a status quo built on a range of

inequalities based on gender, colour and class. The dichotomies end

up as subtle competitions for membership in local upper classes and

for social ranking, whereby race/complexion becomes the criterion

for determining social position, a range of capitalist expressions of

power, and criteria for participation in political life. 

Stone (1985, 1980), Lindsay (1974, 1979), Meeks (1996) and

Buddhan (2006) are among those who have argued that since the

nationalist era in the 1950s, the middle class, especially the ‘brown’

middle class has dominated Jamaican politics and as such the value sys-

tems, and the agenda setting of national politics and development. This

domination of class and colour saw the side-lining of race issues in the

Black Power era of the late 1960s and the ambivalent response to cul-

tural nationalism in the 1970s. According to Meeks (1996:126)

Jamaica’s political system has been sustained by “a series of unwritten

pacts and compromises between the largely brown middle class and

educated middle upper classes who actually controlled state power, and

the black working and lower classes who voted for them and occasion-

ally engaged in internecine warfare in the rank and file of either party”.

Class and colour, then, have always been recognised in the political

landscape. Gender on the other hand, has analytically been given a

backseat for the most part, even though women have always consti-

tuted a significant number of the political party machineries. Since

Universal Adult Suffrage in 1944, women have participated in represen-

tational politics at national and local government levels but have been

consistently less visible than men at the leadership levels.
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The pervasive male-dominated political environment has not tra-

ditionally facilitated women entering and remaining in representa-

tional politics without significant challenges to sexism. It has been

said that politics is a man’s game and government is a men’s club

(Samarasinghe, 2000). Indeed, Dunn and Hamilton et al. (2007: 1)

point out that since women gained the right to vote, female represen-

tation in government stood at 3% and this increased unevenly to

11.7% in 2004. Between 1953 and 2000, the country was usually rep-

resented by only one female Cabinet Minister. The exceptions were

short periods in 1976, 1980 and 2000, when there were two female

Cabinet Ministers in the House. At present, women are 12% of

Parliamentari-ans; 24% of Senators; and 17.6% of Cabinet Ministers

(BWA, 2005; Dunn & Hamilton et al (2007). 

Consistent with this trend of under-representation of women in

political leadership, data on the 2007 elections showed that twenty-

one (21) women contested (14.4%): PNP 10, JLP 7, small independent

parties – 4. Eight women were elected, five from the PNP and 3 from

the JLP. This was a small increase compared to the 2002 elections

where 6 women were elected out of a total of 60 seats. Among the

women elected in the 2007 elections, 2 are new Members of

Parliament for the PNP and 1 for the JLP (Jamaica Gleaner, Jamaica

Elections 2007; Wedderburn, 2007).3

Some have argued that the structure of the electoral system may

also affect women’s share in political representation. Women are

expected to make greater headway in electoral systems where voters

chose among party lists in districts rather than among individual can-

didates in single member districts (Kentworthy & Malami, 1999: 237).

However in countries that have electoral systems where votes are cast
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for individual candidates in winner-takes-all contests, (such as

Jamaica), unfavourable attitudes towards women as politicians on the

part of both the political elite and /or voters of both sexes are likely to

play a more influential role in determining women’s share in the lead-

ership of the political arena, as well as the nature of that participation. 

Additionally, political leadership in the Caribbean has been char-

acterised by charismatic authoritarianism within a democratic frame-

work. The source of charismatic authority is widely accepted to be

derived from the personality of the leader rather than from legal rules

or tradition, and assumes individual incapacity for self-directed par-

ticipation. Rather, participation is relatively passive, reactive and elec-

tion-oriented. There is generally individual subordination to the

‘wisdom’ of the leader and to party tradition (Emmanuel, 1993). This

characterisation of charismatic leadership is also male-centred with

inscribed codes of patriarchy as the standards of leadership. A

plethora of cultural norms, traditions and inherited political philoso-

phies keep women out of the public sphere of politics. For women

entering the political arena, British colonial ideology of the 1950s set

the tone for their involvement. Vassell (1995) points out that this ide-

ology stressed ‘service’ as opposed to ‘rights’ and the pursuits of

women’s rights was restricted to the elaboration of labour demands

and did not embrace calls that questioned or sought to balance the

power relations between men and women. Since then, specific inter-

ests of women and women’s participation have tended to be sub-

sumed into the general rhythm of the male-dominated political

landscape. 

Gender, depending on where one is positioned in the colour/class

stratification, would also have to be manoeuvered into the process.

Therefore, irrespective of the socio-economic progress or educational

achievement made by some women, systemic cultural barriers such as

attitudes towards the role of women in politics and prevailing

unequal gender ordering of society, may prevent women from partic-

ipating equally in politics and decision-making in Jamaica (Dunn,

Hamilton et. al, 2008). This is so despite advocacy for increasing the
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participation of women in representational politics and local govern-

ment (Vassell and Hamilton, 2007). 

Analysing these dimensions is instructive because the presence of a

female prime ministerial candidate, fundamentally of African descent

and of working class origins, made the environment qualitatively dif-

ferent from previous elections. Other issues also made the 2007 elec-

tions distinctively different. First, both parties had new leaders as

prime ministerial candidates, each one needing her or his own man-

date to govern. For Mrs Simpson-Miller, she had secured her leader-

ship as Prime Minister and Party Leader from PJ Patterson in an

internal party election, while Mr Bruce Golding had inherited the

leadership of the Jamaica Labour Party from Rt. Hon Edward Seaga

unchallenged. The JLP had been waiting in the opposition wings for

18 years. In addition, although Mrs Simpson-Miller was leader of the

PNP, it was not without deep internal divisions which affected not

only the public face of the party during the electoral campaign but

also its own capacity and her organizational skills to keep the party

unified. Third, among the potential voters was a cadre of youth

recently eligible to vote and who had only known the leadership of

the PNP (Wedderburn, 2007). 

Fourth, these elections demonstrated the extent to which colour

and class intersecting with gender, had shaped the overall tone of the

electoral campaign (Wedderburn, 2007). This is the context in which

the paper analyses how gender, colour and class were portrayed in

political advertisements from the period April 2006 (shortly after

Portia Simpson-Miller became Party President and Prime Minister) to

September 2007, when general elections were held. The analysis was

based on the following questions: 

a. What were the main messages of both political parties, the

Jamaica Labour Party (JLP) and the People’s National Party

(PNP), and to what extent did they address gender issues impact-

ing both men and women in Jamaica? 

b. Who were the main target audiences for these messages in terms

of gender, colour and class? 
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c. How did these advertisements and cartoons portray the two

main political leaders: Bruce Golding (JLP) and Portia Simpson-

Miller (PNP)? 

d. How were gender, colour and class reflected in the political

advertisements and the cartoons? 

e. What was the likely impact that this appeared to have on Mrs

Simpson-Miller and the PNP campaign and on Mr Golding and

the JLP campaign? 

f. What lessons emerged from the content analysis of the advertise-

ments and cartoons that can serve as a guide to promoting gen-

der equality in governance in the future?  

Gender, Colour and Class Stereotyping and 

Political Advertising

Many actors – voters, party officials, candidates, and journalists –

transfer their stereotypical expectations about men and women to

their candidates. The result of this stereotyping is that certain person-

ality traits and areas of policy expertise come to be regarded as “femi-

nine” and others as “masculine”. Studying the impact of the

prevalence of gender stereotyping in an electoral environment is a

challenging task as stereotyping can often be subtle, subjective and

difficult to measure empirically. Nevertheless, this paper begins with

the understanding that gender stereotypes are rooted in historically

socialised roles that have encompassed the lives of men and women.

While a set of gender roles as expected norms are not as rigid as

before, the effects of traditional socialization are also reflected in the

electoral arena generally. Most notably, male and female candidates

are often attributed with certain characteristics that are consistent

with the traditional roles of men and women. Researchers have found

that female candidates are perceived to be better suited than men to

address issues such as education, health care, the environment, the

arts, poverty reduction, social welfare and consumer protection. Male
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candidates on the other hand, are seen as more competent to address

issues such as the economy and business, crime control, foreign

trade, foreign policy, and agriculture. Furthermore, women have been

identified as being more compassionate, willing to compromise and

to be oriented towards people, while men have been viewed as more

assertive, active and self-confident (Burrel, 1994; Wells, 1999; Fox &

Oxley 2003). 

Burrel (1994) points out that gender stereotyping in the political

arena has a number of important electoral consequences. First, many

of the other stereotypes, such as class and colour may not carry as

much weight unless these are also tied to gender. It is this combina-

tion that may work to the advantage or disadvantage of the candidate

in any given electoral environment. Second, whether this is perceived

as an advantage or disadvantage is highly dependent upon the finan-

cial backing of political campaigns as well as the marketing machin-

ery behind the political campaign. Generally, it has been agreed that

because politics and elections in particular have been dominated by

men, the election environment favours male candidates. A compara-

tive study by Leonie Huddy and Nayda Terkilsden (1993) found that

female candidates were preferred at the local government level, while

male candidates were considered to have more expertise for national

and executive offices. 

Several factors shape these attitudes. However, the media as a key

socializing agent which plays a critical role in shaping opinions and

promoting values and attitudes in any given society, including

Jamaica. As such the media will reinforce gender, class and colour

stereotypes. Both the print and electronic media have been criticized

for perpetuating gender, class and colour hierarchies. Previous studies

by Senior, 1972; Waters, 1985; Heron, 1998, have shown that the

media is a critical actor in the political arena, in the delivery of mes-

sages and in the formation of public opinion. In an electoral environ-

ment, the delivery of messages to inform public opinion is often

more intense and deliberately filtered to illicit particular reactions

from potential voters. 
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Kahn and Goldenburg (1991) point to the powerful role the media

plays in relying on certain stereotypes when covering male and

female candidates, and if this reliance creates differences in coverage,

then media treatment will have important consequences for voter

information and candidate preference. Class and colour differences

along with gender, are also persistent because they serve as master

metaphors that give meaning to myriad western dualities that were

inherited from colonialism, including public-private, rational-intu-

itive, active-passive, hard-soft, thinking-feeling, white-black, primi-

tive-civilized, high class-low class, masculine-feminine and many

more. These hierarchical binaries become embedded in perceptions

and evaluations of candidates that go beyond the male/female

dichotomy. In Jamaican society, having ‘class’ or ‘coming from some-

where’, are notions of belonging, social standing and behaviour. If

one is deemed as having no ‘behaviour’, or no ‘class’ and comes from

‘nowhere’, then he or she will not qualify for membership into higher

social circles. What is constituted as appropriate behaviour is tied to

perfect enunciation of the English language, deportment (not

divorced from 19th century Anglo-Saxon performative ethics of

purity for women and chivalry for men), dress code, body language

and commanding ‘respectful’ presence (Bryan, 2000). All these would

find expression along the continuum of binaries mentioned above.

As we will show, the period of the 2007 election campaign provided

ample ground upon which gender, colour and class interplayed and

perpetuated these binaries. The political advertisements provided the

perfect analytical stage. 

Understanding the nature of political advertising was key to the

interpretation of the findings. It was found that while political adver-

tising was increasingly being used in electoral campaigns across the

world, not all researchers considered it beneficial to the democratic

process (Hughes, 2003). Nevertheless, political advertising is used to

ensure that it purposefully and strategically informs the public of the

weaknesses of an opponent candidate while emphasizing the

strengths of the sponsoring candidate. The candidates control the
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message to the audiences and therefore use the media to portray the

sponsoring candidate with positive images and the opponent with

negative images. These advertisements, more often than not are asso-

ciated with personality rather than policy differences. 

Over time, political candidates’ use of advertising has evolved,

making researchers capable of identifying and categorizing four types

of political advertising: (i) attack advertising; (ii) comparative adver-

tising; (iii) positive advertising; and (iv) negative advertising. These

types are used at various stages of an electoral campaign. It was found

that in the case of Jamaica, as elsewhere, the use of political advertis-

ing is part of the campaign machinery for the sole purpose of manip-

ulating votes, secondarily followed by the provision of useful

information on the candidates (Pinkleton, 1998, Hughes 2003). 

Attack political advertising involves an aggressive and often mali-

cious one-sided assault on an opponent designed to draw attention to

her/his weakness in character, leadership style or approaches to pol-

icy issues. Comparative political advertising identifies a competing

candidate and by drawing comparisons, implies inferiority and

degrades prospective voters’ perceptions of the targeted candidate

(Pinkleton 1998). This type of advertising often uses extracts from

speeches of opposing candidates to communicate negative informa-

tion and to imply the positive opposite to the sponsoring candidate.

This type of advertising also identifies the targeted candidate and

contrasts specific aspects of the candidates’ records, experience or

policy positions, then positions the sponsoring candidate as the obvi-

ous and better choice. The third type, negative political advertising,

assaults a targeted candidate’s image and/or position and is deliber-

ately designed to illicit a negative appeal from the viewer (Hughes

2003). The fourth type – positive advertising, presents the perceived

strengths and good qualities of the sponsored candidate. In all four

instances of political advertising, image and leadership qualities are

given more prominence than exigent issues of the society. The com-

munication strategy of ‘memory recall’ may be used in all types of

political advertising, whereby the advertisement would use specific
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phrases or words to be negatively associated with a candidate. Upon

analysis, it was found that all four types of political advertising were

utilised during the period of the 2007 general election campaign.

Against this background, what prevailed in the findings? What were

the noticeable trends? Could we determine the extent to which the

advertisements were able to set the campaign agenda? Do advertise-

ments have the power to sway voters’ choice of a candidate? If they

do, how does this occur?  

The Findings

Analysis of the political advertisements showed that both parties used

the television far more than print media for political advertising, in

order to reach a wider audience. Most of the TV advertisements were

aired during prime time4, such as during the evening news where

they were most likely to get a captive audience. With the exception of

the cartoons that addressed an agenda determined by the artistes, the

media advertisements were aimed at the general Jamaican popula-

tion. However some advertisements targeted specific groups more

than others. Groups portrayed in the range of advertisements for

both parties included ‘images’ of working class men and women, edu-

cated middle class men and women, corporate citizens, rural men

and women, inner city men and women, children and other youth.

More PNP advertisements made references to the poor and showed

more scenes and clips from working class men and women. On a

whole, the JLP had established greater presence on television and

their advertisements were more consistent, technologically savvy and

appeared more frequently than those of the PNP. Under Mr Golding’s

leadership, on the basis of the campaign alone, the JLP was more

united than it had been in previous years (Wedderburn, 2007). The

JLP also seemed to have far more financial support for their campaign

than did the PNP. 
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The ruling party, PNP, was portrayed by the JLP campaign machin-

ery as representing no change for the betterment of the Jamaican

population and a perpetuation of economic mismanagement, social

misery and corruption. The JLP campaign also ‘sold’ the idea to

potential voters that the JLP was “Help and Hope Restored” after 18

years of governance under the PNP. The PNP on the other hand, pre-

sented their ruling party as one that had embraced progress in certain

areas of development, such as health, education and tourism, and

professed to continue along the same “course” of progress. The JLP

was portrayed by the PNP as indecisive, and untrustworthy, with

superficial leadership, plenty talk and no action. While fulfilling the

typical requirements of political advertising, messages from both

sides of the political divide were developed and disseminated through

campaigning in response to and in opposition to the other, rather

than as a platform in and of itself. This approach perpetuated the par-

tisan nature of Jamaican politics. 

The Party Manifestos 

Party manifestos of both the JLP and the PNP outlined the roadmap

for development that each would have taken if given the opportunity

to rule5. The manifestos are expected to articulate the issue positions

that would be popularly condensed at rallies and in debates. Both

party manifestos focused on the competence of the leader, sur-

rounded by loyal secondary candidates who could advance Jamaica’s

development. The party manifestos published in print form and on

party websites were tools used mainly to target the middle class voter,
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the issue-oriented voter and for use by commentators and journalists

engaging in debate. The manifestos also contributed to the formation

of public opinions surrounding critical issues in the election. 

The JLP’s main message was “Jamaica Needs a Change Now” and

promised an opportunity for change after 18 years of a PNP-led

administration. This message was heavily promoted though media

advertisements. The JLP’s manifesto “A Better Way for a Better

Jamaica”, was a substantive document of 127 pages, which set out the

party’s perceived path for Jamaica. It focused on a range of issues:

governance, financial management, economic development; educa-

tion and job creation; crime prevention, security and justice; public

utilities and disaster preparedness; local government and the envi-

ronment; healthcare and housing; information, culture and the arts;

child protection, youth, sports and communities; poverty alleviation,

the disabled and the elderly. 

Most of these areas impact men and women differently and some

require gender-specific interventions. However, gender biases or

imbalances as a problematique within Jamaica’s development frame-

work were subsumed under poverty alleviation. Each section of the

JLP manifesto outlined problems followed by pledges and promises

of what would happen in a JLP administration. Framed in the com-

bative stance of deprivation and of suffering under the PNP adminis-

tration, the message was that a change in the ruling party would

bring about deliverance and development under the JLP. The mani-

festo outlined how the JLP would face the challenges ahead and

make up ground for the country’s many problems: a sluggish econ-

omy, crippling national debt, unemployment, weak agricultural sec-

tor, high levels of crime, poor education, unskilled labour force,

corruption, inadequate health services, poor roads, lack of water sup-

plies, abuse of human rights, poor justice system and a crumbling

social order. Areas such as governance, health, education, crime pre-

vention, violence and justice which have known and well docu-

mented gendered challenges were not subjected to any gender

analysis. For example, sections such as governance, with pledges to
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improve the effectiveness of the people’s representatives could have

included a gender component seeking to address the imbalance of

female participation in politics at all levels. Under crime, security

and justice, where male involvement in crime is substantial, and vio-

lence against women and children has been on the rise, no attempt

was made to address such gender-specific challenges. Similarly, in an

area such as unemployment where twice the number of women are

unemployed compared to men, no gender impacts were acknowl-

edged and no solutions were proffered.

The JLP manifesto made specific pledges to alleviate poverty, facil-

itate prosperity, and enhance culture. Special attention was paid to

enhancing youth involvement, economic growth and business

development with a focus on wealth creation (as opposed to poverty

reduction). This strategy would have been more appealing to the

middle class and the business elite. The manifesto specifically men-

tions: “gender mainstreaming” under the section, ‘Poverty allevia-

tion, disabled and elderly’; the party’s commitment to the principle

of gender equality and; the need to redress negative imbalances

affecting women. Gender initiatives capture one page, with pledges

made to address societal biases against women and gender imbal-

ances through policy development, legislative reform, employment

and protection from violence. The manifesto offers “commitment to

the people of Jamaica” and a readiness to govern with a “kinder

brand of leadership” that is confident, responsible, accessible and 

experienced. 

The manifesto of the PNP, “Our Pledge to Fight Poverty”, also a

substantive document of 130 pages declared its class orientation with

its title. Fighting poverty would mean a predominantly working class

agenda, which would not have gone down well with the minority

middle class. Nevertheless, the PNP manifesto presented to the poten-

tial voter an administration that would go “full speed ahead” to

tackle poverty and a wide array of cross-class issues such as: constitu-

tional reform; justice; public order, security and safety; economic

planning and management; wealth and job creation; tourism as an

75No. 5, Gender and Governance

The Portrayal of Gender, Colour and Class in Jamaica’s General Elections 2007



engine of economic growth; the environment; revolutionizing

energy; education and training; a social agenda; governance and

community development; and foreign policy and the Diaspora. 

While the JLP manifesto did not have the frills of photographs and

colour, the PNP manifesto had these throughout the document.

Images of Portia Simpson-Miller in the media, often portrayed her

among children as a loving mother, as a woman of God leading her

party delegates in prayer; commanding a conversation at a table with

other politicians (mostly men), or among a crowd of people showing

concern for the elderly through the grasping of a hand and a smile or

hob-knobbing with other statespersons such as US President George

W Bush or King Carlos of Spain. These images were interspersed

throughout the PNP manifesto with additional images of youth, the

police force, tourism workers, construction workers, to elicit perhaps,

the idea that the PNP is a party of inclusion and action. Images of

other rank and file members of the PNP were also shown, such as

Peter Phillips, Maxine Henry Wilson, Omar Davies, Roger Clarke and

K D Knight in positions of leadership, on the job, mingling with

‘ordinary’ Jamaicans, i.e. the working class. 

In terms of the content of the PNP manifesto, the party was pre-

sented as a party of achievement and continuity. Wedderburn (2007)

reminds us that this was in contrast to the fact that Mrs Simpson-

Miller won the PNP party presidency on a platform of change away

from corruption and tribalism, towards transparency, community

empowerment and popular participation in governance. The man-

date of the manifesto on the other hand declared “not changing

course”, from the PNP way of doing things the ‘same ole way’, as it

had been during its 18-year dominance of government. Thus, the

manifesto had perfunctory acknowledgement of crime, violence,

injustice, inadequate health care, and then spent much time portray-

ing “landmark achievements” under a PNP-led administration. These

focused on the manufacturing sector, tourism, education, labour mar-

ket reform (especially construction), and agricultural investments,

among others. Couched in language similar to that used in the JLP
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manifesto, the PNP manifesto outlines its perceived achievements fol-

lowed by commitments and promises of continuity and new initia-

tives, if given the mandate to do so. 

The PNP manifesto gave more attention to a “social agenda” which

included health and wellness; youth and family life, gender equality

and gender equity; the elderly; persons with disabilities and children

with special needs. Like the JLP manifesto, only one page was devoted

to gender issues with proposed initiatives to eradicate gender-based

violence and establish shelters for survivors, and to remove gender

biases in existing legislation. 

Neither party manifesto illustrated efforts to mainstream gender

throughout the various issues addressed in the overall document. In

addition, the treatment of gender in both manifestos illustrated the

limited understanding of gender inequality as a barrier to meaningful

development and governance. It was at best, superficial and rhetori-

cal. In essence, neither of the documents substantively tackled or pro-

vided alternatives away from inequalities that were already based on

gender, class and colour, and consequently, neither party manifesto

offered any change in development policy outlook. Attempts at mass

class appeal were made in the JLP manifesto with a focus on finance

and wealth creation (as opposed to poverty reduction). This appeal

sought to identify more with the young voter and the middle class.

The PNP manifesto acknowledged the visibility and persistence of

poverty by targeting it directly, which made the party more attractive

to voters who were working class. The approaches outlined in the

manifestos more or less, maintained in their respective campaign

advertisements. 

Both manifestos suggested development would continue along an

unquestioned and submissive path of neoliberalism. This implied fur-

ther dependent entrenchment and marginal participation in global

capitalism. It also combined with textbook efforts to achieve eco-

nomic growth, macroeconomic stability, and fiscal discipline. The

analyses of both manifestos showed that the country was exception-

ally limited by extensive debt overhang, restricted spending on social
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services and limited facilitating of social well-being. Arguably, they

could be seen as simply typical political documents laden with heavy

rhetoric of promises, pledges and commitments which based on the

development path accepted, could provide none. 

The Political Advertisements 

Most if not all of the political advertisements made for TV that were

analysed had several inferences to class, colour and gender. Class and

gender were more explicit, while colour was more implicit. In the

PNP advertisements, there was a strong appeal to the working class,

which featured more often in their ads, than any other class group to

defend the PNP’s performance and Mrs Simpson-Miller’s competence

as a leader. The JLP on the other hand, seemed to make a wider class

appeal by showing both poor and middle class examples – suffering

alongside prosperity – and that under the PNP, things would only get

worse. 

For the JLP, the comparative approach was used in advertisements

depicting Mr Golding as leader. He is also shown as a man of the peo-

ple, blending well with the ordinary folk, moving with ease among

the poor. In one comparative advertisement in particular, there was

the uttering of “Driva” meaning driver/the person in charge. In this

advertisement, Mr Golding was at a political rally, his stance was

charismatic and charged. He was calling out many of the social ills

that need changing, and he declares confidently that “I am the

driver” for that change and for a “better Jamaica”. The Jamaica

Labour Party presented leadership under the persona of Mr. Bruce

Golding as firm, no-nonsense, in-charge, often juxtaposing the oppo-

site qualities within the PNP for effect. Additionally, messages of lead-

ership in the political advertisements showing Mr Golding as leader

also had class undertones. The ads promoted him as educated, effi-

cient, well-rounded, articulate and having stately qualities. Attached

to these qualifiers for leadership was Mr Golding’s ‘brown’ middle
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class background, implying that middle class-ness is required for lead-

ership6. 

The JLP’s attack ads on Mrs Simpson-Miller had hints of class prej-

udice . They focused on her working class origins, and portrayed her

as ‘under-educated’ and ‘inarticulate’. The PNP’s positive advertise-

ments of Mrs Simpson-Miller, proudly claimed her working class ori-

gin as a plus. She was portrayed as a woman who had survived the

struggle and had risen to the top. She symbolized a woman who is

strong and Black – like the majority of Jamaican women. These ads

would have appealed to working class women seeking to win their

votes. 

In general, the PNP appeared to have more political advertisements

that specifically targeted the poor, “the masses”. These portrayed

Portia Simpson-Miller as a compassionate leader always concerned

with problems of the working class. Cast in stereotypical roles of

women, specific PNP advertisements gave attention to women as

strong leaders, workers and mothers, with Mrs Simpson-Miller as one

who has stood the test of time, being a Mother and Sister to many.

One PNP advertisement in particular, in using the comparative

approach, chastised the JLP as being disrespectful to women. Visual

cuts made references to disparaging remarks uttered by JLP candidates

about Mrs Simpson-Miller as a leader that were specific to her wom-

anhood. 

The JLP made a counter-response to the PNP’s ”disrespectful to

woman” advertisement. This was in the form of a series of positive

advertisements using Bruce Golding’s immediate family. First, was an

advertisement with Mrs Lorna Golding, his wife endorsing him as

supportive of women’s empowerment through his proven and exem-

plary support in the establishment of her bakery. It was interesting
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that this endorsement was given with Mrs Golding standing behind a

bakery counter, holding a cake. 

The other two family advertisements were also of the positive type

– endorsing Mr Golding’s candidacy. The advertisement with their

daughter, Sherene Golding placed her in a female stereotypical loca-

tion – inside a kitchen, albeit with her hand comfortably holding a

pile of books, and ironically, she was also opening a cupboard to take

out something. Like her mother, she also gave a similar endorsement

of her father as a competent leader and the importance he places on

education. The approach of these advertisements raised certain ques-

tions. If gender was not important, given the topics they were raising

(education and business), why not place Sherene in a study? Why not

place Mrs Golding in her office at the bakery, since it was her busi-

ness? Instead, the stereotype prevailed.

In contrast, Stephen Golding, their son, is shown with his dread-

locked self, outside, by a beach, receiving a plate of fish and bammy

from a faceless female vendor. He then comfortably finds a bench

among the fisher folk, and endorses his father’s candidacy as a man

who has a clear understanding of history and identity, which influ-

ences his visionary understanding of the people’s needs. The adver-

tisement linked the predominantly working class image of dreadlocks

with history, culture and national heroes such as Marcus Garvey. The

advertisement with Stephen Golding elicits a positive response from

the viewing public to Bruce Golding. 

In the ads with the Lorna Golding and Sherene Golding, both

occupy stereotypical locations of the female (being inside/private and

serving or preparing food), and both are doing something else while

endorsing Bruce Golding’s candidacy. The advertisement with

Stephen Golding on the other hand, stereotypically portrays the man

being outside, and benefiting from the silent hand of patriarchy in a

matter a fact way. Doing nothing else, he awaits a plate of food to be

handed to him, while he endorses his father’s candidacy. 

The positive PNP advertisements of Mrs Simpson-Miller portrayed

her as a leader who had stood the test of time, “A Woman of the
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Times”, a pioneering female politician with an extensive track record

in her political career and dedicated service in the fields of labour and

social security, sports and women’s affairs. The advertisements identi-

fied her as a leader who was caring, compassionate, endearing, wise,

engaging, spiritual, supportive and capable. Although not undermin-

ing these traits as positive for leadership, these were not highly

regarded in a tradition which uses the masculine lens of leadership,

and were more aptly, stereotypical traits associated with being female.

Arguably, the question arises: are these qualities critical to managing

a country? In that sense, these ‘female’ qualities could have been seen

as barriers to popular perceptions of what “real” leadership required. 

Another strategy of the PNP that came out strongly in the adver-

tisements was the portrayal of Mrs Simpson-Miller as a nurturing,

compassionate and motherly black woman who was endearing to all

– “Mama P” and “Sista P”, accompanied by images of the party leader

giving a hug to a man, embracing children, comforting a woman.

Gender stereotyping here was apparent, constantly placing Mrs

Simpson-Miller in a reproductive role as mother in a public space,

where in comparison, the JLP did not find it necessary to focus on Mr

Golding’s role as father, to be qualified for leadership. 

The attack advertisements also had their flair and increased with

intensity as the election date drew nearer. The PNP advertisement,

“flip flop”, portrayed the character of Mr Golding as untrustworthy

by splicing together clips of statements he had made, a few years ago,

when he left the JLP to form, a third party, the National Democratic

Movement. The advertisement showed him acknowledging associa-

tion with gunmen, and his declaration of “bangarang” against the

police if they took action in his constituency of West Kingston. The

question asked in the PNP’s advertisements was: can you trust this

man? The JLP advertisement responded with the message – “Portia

cyan manage de Prime Minista wuk” (Portia cannot manage the

Prime Minister work). The advertisement showed clips which deliber-

ately exaggerated motions of Mrs Simpson-Miller in her infamous

“Don’t draw mi tongue” speech. She was portrayed as a leader who
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was out of control, inarticulate and a virago. The class nuances in this

advertisement were instructive, where ‘raucous’ and ‘virago’ behav-

iour are associated with not just being working class, but racially

stereotyped as “Black”. The gendered nature of the JLP advertise-

ments played on gender and class, specifically stereotyping Mrs

Simpson-Miller as emotional, unable to lead and therefore unstable

for leadership. A comparative advertisement of the JLP was also

replete with negative class stereotypes: “We found money”. In this

advertisement, clips spliced from the debates put on by the Jamaica

Debates Commission during the campaign, again portrayed Mrs

Simpson-Miller as a leader who “cyan manage de Prime Minister

wuk”. When asked how she would fund changes in the health sector

– the advertisement splices a part of her speech where she says “we

found money” with very little elaboration of the details of where and

how this money was found. The narrator in the advertisement

declares – “we found money? what kinda answer dat Sista P?” This

was followed by a blackboard with the words ‘we found money’ delib-

erately distorting the written letters to connote illiteracy. Again the

class bias in this advertisement comes out by associating Mrs

Simpson-Miller with “uneducated” and “ignorant” behaviour, the

stereotypical prejudiced descriptions of the Black working class, link-

ing these characterisations as making her ’unfit’ for leadership. 

What was clear throughout the campaign was how much the

advertisements focused on portrayals of leadership, character, image

and attacks on whom or which party had done what. There was

much debate about the impact of the political advertisements and

whether or not they were actually effective in contributing positively

to the electoral process and voter participation. The intensity and

reliance on TV advertisements more than the other types of media

demonstrated that the stakes for the elections were high. The envi-

ronment was very combative with campaign advertisements often

resorting to character assassinations that were highly nuanced in

class and gender tones, more so than in colour. 
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The Newspaper Advertisements 

The newspaper advertisements were the third most popular types of

political advertisements after television and radio. The newspaper

advertisements focused on identifying the issues and positions that

each Party would be taking as its mandate, the cadre of candidates,

rather than class and colour. Having been the Party in office, the PNP

highlighted “landmark achievements” and how much the Jamaican

population had benefited from a range of government programmes.

It therefore saw no need to change course or change direction. The

advertisements then focused on what else would be done going “full

speed ahead” in the same direction, with Mrs Simpson-Miller at the

helm. The JLP’s advertisements on the other hand, offered a range of

‘new’ faces that the country would embrace under the JLP. These per-

sons were used to illustrate how much more capable a team the JLP

had, compared to the PNP. The new JLP team was portrayed as being

able to create a new and “better way for Jamaica”. In the advertise-

ments focusing only on Mr Golding, emphasis was placed on his ‘effi-

ciency’, astuteness, and his ‘readiness’. In one popular advertisement,

he declared him the ‘driver’ of change for Jamaica. 

One positive PNP advertisement was a full-page advertisement,

“You can Trust Portia! Vote for Portia and the PNP”, which included a

list of achievements in transforming education in various ways,

important to teachers and parents. A second PNP advertisement,

using an indirect comparative approach, hinted that the JLP, through

the use of their party colour, green, would be making only “promises,

promises” of free education, by pulling from previous actions of the

JLP government when it held power in the 1980s, when specific edu-

cational services were withdrawn. 

For both the PNP and the JLP, the newspaper advertisements did

not focus on direct character assassinations and denigrations as did

the advertisements for television. Class prejudices thus did not sur-

face. However both parties used the strategy of promoting women as

political candidates. There was a deliberate effort by the PNP to pres-

83No. 5, Gender and Governance

The Portrayal of Gender, Colour and Class in Jamaica’s General Elections 2007



ent the Party as sympathetic to women’s issues and embracing

women in the cadre of its leadership. One ad in particular – “Women

shaping the future”, had a profile on the ten (10) PNP female candi-

dates, including Mrs Simpson-Miller, with a closing statement that

read, “The People’s National Party believes that the full potential of

our country can only be reached with the involvement of women”.

The JLP provided their own advertisement but focused only on one of

their female candidates, Mrs Sally Porteous, a light skinned Jamaican.

The advertisement placed her as a Member of Parliament who is car-

ing and involved in her community, who assists with basic schools

and liaises with the rural folk. Likewise, this advertisement also

stereotyped Mrs Porteous’ qualities based on her womanhood rather

than her professional talents that would qualify her for candidacy as

a Member of Parliament. 

The Cartoons 

Most of the cartoons by Las May in the Jamaica Gleaner (LMJG) and

Clovis in the Jamaica Observer (CJO) did not reflect colour stereotypes.

They were however replete with gender and class stereotypes. These

were sometimes accompanied by religious imagery associated with

popular religions dominated by the working class, such as Revivalism

and Pentecostalism. Generally, there was a clear bias against Mrs

Simpson-Miller in the both sets of cartoons. In all of the cartoons

reviewed using the criteria previously discussed, her leadership quali-

ties came under much more scrutiny and attack. By and large, the car-

toons portrayed Mrs Simpson-Miller as incompetent, flustered, crass

and confused. Mr Golding was shown by Las May as stressed, postur-

ing and anxious to govern. Advertisements by Clovis showed more

obvious bias against Mrs Simpson-Miller and none of his cartoons

painted Mr Golding in a negative light. Las May on the other hand

portrayed both candidates, albeit with gender bias against Mrs

Simpson-Miller. In all of the cartoons, Mr Golding received no attacks

on his persona as a man. 
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As previously mentioned, the Jamaica Debates Commission organ-

ised a series of debates between the two party leaders as well as

between other key candidates during the election campaign. After

these events, there was a lot of public discussion about how the two

leaders performed. Many people thought Mrs Simpson did not han-

dle the debate very well, in contrast to Mr Golding who many felt,

answered the questions more comprehensively and confidently. In

essence, the performances of the two leaders during the debates pro-

vided room for more attacks on Mrs Simpson-Miller’s leadership qual-

ities and further questioned her ability to run the country. As is seen

in Las May’s cartoon (LMJG #1), when introduced as the most power-

ful party leader, she unconfidently asks herself “is PJ here?” 

Throughout the election period, “mother” became the descriptor

for Mrs Simpson-Miller as leader. This was invariably picked up by the

cartoonists as well. For example, in LMJG#2, her leadership qualities

squarely place her in the gender role of a mother and an incompetent

one at that. 
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Here she is bathing the overgrown ‘baby’ former MP Philip Paulwell

who, according to press reports, was implicated in a financial scandal.

As the cartoon implies, she continues to bath the ‘baby’ even though

the water is stink of corruption. So the proverb, ‘don’t throw out the

baby with the bath water’ is turned on its head and Ms Jane Public is

shown covering her nose from the stench of the ‘scandal’ water, say-

ing to ‘Mama P’ – “dah bath wata deh waah dash weh” (that bath

water needs to be thrown away). Mama P continues to bathe her

‘baby’ Paulwell in dirty water seemingly ‘unaware’ of the ‘smell’. The

cartoons deliberately and consistently mocked Mrs Simpson-Miller’s

capacity as a leader who keeps her word, as several months before she

publicly declared during her inaugural speech as Prime Minister, that

she would root out corruption. The image of her as ‘mother’ bathing

the ‘baby’ and seemingly oblivious or turning a blind eye to the ‘cor-

rupt’ dirty water depicts how she was perceived as handling the for-

mer MP’s alleged involvement in a corruption scandal.
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In the cartoon above, (LMJG#3), Las May captures the tension of

the election race and has a go at Mr Golding. Here, Mrs Simpson-

Miller is the driver rather than the self-declared Mr Golding. Mrs

Simpson-Miller is going full speed head with religious prophecy and

polls on her side, while Mr Golding appears here to be a mere pedes-

trian in comparison, anxious and sweating that he might be run over

at the ‘election’ crossing. But the fact that he is depicted as still step-

ping out in the road at the incoming speedy driver, could also illus-

trate desperation. 

In LMJG#4, class undertones are implied in a conversation

between Ms Jane Public and Mr Golding. 

In his readiness to tacke the debate with Mrs Simpson-Miller, the

cartoon has Mr Golding appearing at the podium early, already seem-

ingly pontificating on issues guided by the JLP Manifesto. He is so

early, Ms Jane Public, portrayed as an ancillary worker cleaning the

studio (perhaps) informs as such using language that often denotes
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communication between poor (female) domestic workers and their

employers from the middle and upper middle classes, and refers to

him as Mr. Bruce rather than Mr Golding or Bruce and calling him

“Sar”. The cartoonist doesn’t portray Mr Golding interrogating or

questioning the power nuanced conversation, rather he answers

authoritatively, “I know but I am ready!” Neither of the characters in

this cartoon is shown questioning their social standing. 

Again, in LMJG#5, performance of the two main political candi-

dates in the national debates received considerable attention. Their

performance was perceived as having a major impact on the percent-

age of swing voters or voters who had not previously voted for either

party. The cartoon shows Mrs Simpson-Miller as being obsessed with

her appearance. This reflected a gender stereotype of women which

suggests that they focus more on appearance than on performance,

talent or intellectual ability. None of the male candidates, including

Mr Golding received as much attention from the cartoonists or on
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television on issues such as appearance and mode of dress. 

Mrs Simpson-Miller’s performance in the debate, on the other

hand, was represented as unintelligent and an embarrassment to the

other top leaders/candidates in the PNP (as shown in CJO#1). Clovis,

more often than not, dresses the former Prime Minister in clothing of

the revivalists, pencil in hair to boot, ridiculing the African derived

religion and its working class status. Assigning this ‘label’ to Mrs

Simpson-Miller is also an attack on Mrs Simpson-Miller and her class

origins. 

Unlike Mr Golding, Mrs Simpson-Miller was subject to much inter-

rogation of her personal life, her spending patterns and questions of

whether she was using government monies for personal business. She

made the error of responding that she uses the credit card given to

her by her husband. In one particular cartoon7, Las May had

exploited this along with a previous faux pas (“a long time unu waan
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draw mi tongue”). Wading in disrespectful waters, the former Prime

Minister is depicted in scantily clad clothing, posturing like a stereo-

typical working class woman, hand on hip, bangles on her wrists,

ring in her nose and shoes kicked off, ready to curse – “a long time

unu waan draw mi tongue”  . . . Seet mi husband gimme credit card”.

The cartoon took many liberties with her. It demonstrated blatant

class prejudice, sexism and a lack of respect for the Office of Prime

Minister – because she is a woman. 

Another cartoon by Las May (LMJG#6) when analyzed, also makes

a mockery of Mrs Simpson-Miller’s Christian faith. Shortly after being

sworn in as Prime Minister Mrs Simpson-Miller publicly declared her

strong belief and faith in God. This resonated well with some citizens

but not with others, as the island is constitutionally, a secular state.

She sought spiritual advice from a local, very popular minister of reli-

gion, and this was further publicised and generated even more debate

on whether religious faith was important in leadership. The cartoon
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depicts what is interpreted as an over-reliance on religious prophecy

by Mrs Simpson-Miller, rather than belief in her own qualities as a

leader who could run the country. So Reverend asks, as she packs her

suitcase when the polls begin to favour the JLP, “but who do you trust

me or the polls?” 

The JLP responded with its own religious strategy. At JLP rallies, Mr

Golding soon professed himself to be a man of God, so much so that

this point was not missed by Las May (LMJG #7) who succinctly cap-

tured this as a tool of political manipulation when “God” responded

“these politicians are really putting me in a spot”. 

Cartoons by Clovis also attracted gendered defamations of charac-

ter along with stereotypical depictions of class. 

In the cartoon below (CJO#2) Clovis shows what is in Mrs

Simpson’s “closet”, which does not include  political secrets, scandals,

pacts or socio-economic agendas, that would elicit the kind of atten-

tion when looking at male candidates. The cartoon rather facetiously
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amplifies the idea that a woman has a closet full of clothes and shoes

that preoccupies her mind more than anything else. Clovis’ portrayal

of Mrs Simpson-Miller as an electoral candidate, is not her preoccupa-

tion with the nation’s business and her performance, but rather her

concern with physical appearance. 

CJO #3 questions Mrs Simpson-Miller’s leadership qualities. Here,

the cartoon implies that she is incapable of handling the job of Prime

Minister, so much so that she is desperately chasing down her politi-

cal opponent for a job. And while Mr Golding reacts by raising an

eyebrow, it is the horse that appears stupefied. 

In CJO#4, Mrs Simpson-Miller’s character and leadership qualities

are again undermined. Clovis’s cartoon depicts Mrs Simpson-Miller as

“an empty barrel making noise” during her budget presentation. This

perpetuated the stereotype that she lacked intellect, especially in mat-

ters such as governance and state management. Whatever one’s opin-

ions are of her intellectual abilities as a person, the cartoon

93No. 5, Gender and Governance

The Portrayal of Gender, Colour and Class in Jamaica’s General Elections 2007

CJO#3



disrespects the Office of the Prime Minister, and hits below the belt

by putting her in an empty barrel, suggestively unclothed. 

CJO#5 has various class observations. Because Mrs Simpson-Miller

had postponed elections when Hurricane Dean hit the island, hurri-

cane relief funds had to be disbursed to the needy. Much debate was

made of the decision which was viewed as a tool of patronage to gar-

ner votes among the poor, i.e. pork barrel politics. Here Clovis’ car-

toon shows Mrs Simpson-Miller again decked out in Revivalist

clothing, doling out benefits to her ‘masses’ who expectantly await

the benefits from “Sista P” saying “Fly de pork barrel Sista P!”. 

CJO#6 on the other hand, depicts Mrs Simpson-Miller in perhaps a

middle class environment, donned in a suit this time, ushering her

‘son’(Jamaica’s youth) outside on the streets to beg. Again, as leader,

she is depicted as Mother, not Prime Minister, while the JLP candidate

looks on in innocent bewilderment. 

Arguably, one of the most sexist cartoons published during the
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campaign period was CJO#7. In it, the cartoonist draws the former

Prime Minister lying on a beach as ‘government’ putting her in a

compromising position, flirting with a man called “world cup

cricket”, representing the conflicting issues at the time. These

included: balancing the country’s responsibilities associated with the

hosting of World Cup Cricket and the government’s response to an

influx of Haitian refugees. Regardless of how sensitive the scenario

was during the World Cup Cricket season, how she handled the situ-

ation was not critiqued on its own terms. Instead, Mrs Simpson-

Miller was portrayed in a comprising and sexual position because she

is a woman. The fact that she was Prime Minister at the time was

ignored, and again, blatant disregard was shown to the Office of the

Prime Minister. 
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Conclusions

The review of political advertisements in the electronic media during

the 2007 election campaign demonstrated various ways in which

political leaders interact and reinforce cultural ideas about gender,

class and colour. It also showed ways in which the political cam-

paigns served as a stage for their symbolic re-enactment. The adver-

tisements showed in many nuanced ways, how the interactions of

gender, colour and class are constructed, symbolized and performed.

In a political environment that was unaccustomed to top female lead-

ership, the review demonstrated the extent to which male domina-

tion could set the parameters, criteria and the competition. For Mrs

Simpson-Miller, while she was under attack as another political can-

didate would have been in similar circumstances, her citizenship as

woman was used as an unfair measure to judge her capacity (or lack

thereof) as Prime Ministerial material. In contrast, there was no evi-

dence that Mr. Golding’s public citizenship was debated or even ques-

tioned in a way that tested or provoked his manhood. 

Knowledge of exactly how citizens may have been reacting to this

performative space is limited. Without further customer surveys to

investigate how the political advertisements impacted males and

females, we are left to speculate based on anecdotal evidence found in

editorials and opinion pages of journalists (See article in this Working

Paper by Shirley Campbell). 

Notwithstanding, the general elections of 2007 demonstrated how

deeply entrenched power and authority have become in a prescrip-

tively male public domain. The Enlightenment discourse, three cen-

turies later, is alive and well in Jamaica. The JLP advertisements often

showed Mr Golding comfortably commanding authority, as if being

at the helm was the most natural place for him to be. The JLP adver-

tisements, particularly the negative and the attack ads, undermined

Mrs Simpson-Miller’s image as a leader. It is possible that this may

have lost her some support from sections of the middle and upper

classes and corporate sector. Negative advertisements of Mrs
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Simpson-Miller, especially those making a mockery of her leadership

capacities, and her leadership qualities, may have lost her support

from some middle class and working class voters. In terms of a classist

response, it is quite plausible that some among the middle and upper

classes were already uncomfortable with a Black woman from the

working class as leader of the country. Those characteristics alone

would have presented a barrier to some. For others, it may have been

a ‘wait and see’ based on how she performed as leader. Therefore the

advertisements which exaggerated her behaviour as uneducated and

raucous, and its subtleties as ‘low class’ would have impacted nega-

tively. In essence, this could have played a major role in forming pub-

lic perception. 

Even the positive advertisements of Mrs Simpson-Miller or say, of

Mrs Sally Porteous of the JLP, did not break the patriarchal mould and

the public/private dichotomy. In both instances, the portrayal of

women as citizens beyond the capacities of social reproduction was

not attained. Leadership was assumed, unquestioned and inscribed as

a male domain. Where a woman entered, her leadership qualities

were questioned not because they should not be, but because she was

entering terrain that was not her ‘designated’ location. This is what

became evident not just during the election campaign, but during

Mrs Simpson-Miller’s tenure as Prime Minister. 

The study also showed that the media plays a powerful role

through socialization. It reflected ways in which coverage of male

and female candidates showed gender bias which could hinder a

woman’s possibility of success in the political arena. Similarly, the

portrayal of gender along stereotypical lines in electoral campaigns

that are uncritically promulgated through the media, also implicitly

perpetuates gender inequality in governance generally, and under-

mines the value of women in particular. A distinguishing feature of

patriarchy is the way it creates dualisms and hierarchies in almost

every aspect of life. The most prominent and powerful is the separa-

tion of public and private and the relegation of men and women into

their ‘respective’ spaces (Barriteau, 2001). Additionally another com-
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mon strategy of patriarchy demonstrated during campaign period

was the undermining of women’s intellect and reason by focusing on

appearance and the body instead. This was evident is several car-

toons, reflecting an outdated notion that women are separate from

reason.  

These ideologically laden concepts were shown to be deeply rooted

in the Jamaican psyche and were played on at different times during

the campaign by both parties, as well as by the cartoonists. The Clovis

cartoons in particular effectively showed how patriarchy works by the

creation of myths, meaning, metaphors and narratives in his draw-

ings, identifying his characters in their assumed place. His portrayal

of Mrs Simpson-Miller in her role as woman yet incompetent, Prime

Minister yet unclothed, leader yet flustered, is but one example of the

expected roles and unequal power relationships that govern patri-

archy and an ideological acceptance of this norm. 

During this election campaign, the PNP promoted Mrs Simpson-

Miller as a mother/leader. Studies have shown that this strategy is

quite common. For instance, in Sri Lanka, prominent female political

leader, Sirima Bandaranaike was often referred to as “amma” (mother)

and this became a popular rallying cry during her campaign as well. It

is felt that using the ‘mother syndrome’ repeatedly by female political

figures would capture the attention of the electorate as a caring per-

son. However, it was also found that this trait was not what won

women seats, rather it was traits such as decisiveness, commanding

authority and the impact of their own agency (de Alwis cited in

Samarasinghe, 2000). 

Therefore, for women who wish to enter the political arena as lead-

ers in their own right, playing on gender stereotypes as an election

strategy is likely to backfire. The strategy of portraying Portia

Simpson-Miller as “mother”, “Mama P”, “Sista P”, caused much

ridicule and buffoonery and did not appear to serve her well. This

speaks to a continuous structuring of women’s value only through

their reproductive roles, although there are many other roles of citi-

zenship that they experience. This confinement is an ideological one
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steeped in upholding an unequal status quo, even if material rela-

tions of gender may differ or improve. A lesson to learn here is that

the mother imagery, takes away from seeing women as transforma-

tive leaders, imbued with personal and professional power, with the

capacity to demonstrate an understanding of decisive leadership, a

quality that is available to all men and women. The mother imagery

in a public space remains a private image and therefore not valued in

the game of politics. 

While the PNP portrayed the mother stereotype and stressed

Simpson-Miller’s leadership as one of “compassion and strength”, in

an election environment that defines leadership in arguably tradi-

tionally masculine categories such as stern, rationale, robust, this

imagery did not augur well for the former Prime Minister. Some

attempt was made by the PNP to strategically use gender and woman-

hood to garner votes. Given the history of the PNP in power for

almost 20 years, a gender ticket alone could not have worked. Men in

a sense, being in a dominant position, do not have to take gender

into consideration, as their power is inscribed and is underpinned by

a cultural code of practice that sidelines women when male power is

challenged. Women entering the political arena, have to strategically

manoeuvre the spaces available to them or the spaces they managed

to carve out for themselves. However in so doing, they may some-

times be complicit to the very structure of patriarchy that often

patronizes and marginalizes them from key circles of power and deci-

sion-making. The current political environment suggests that ‘suc-

cessful’ leadership for women has to be achieved in a manner that has

less to do with gender stereotyping, and more to do with playing the

game, assimilating into a male dominated space of leadership. 

The defining essence of leadership is to be in charge, and publicly

so, that is, to be responsible for national decisions taken. To lead is to

evoke action in others in a socio-political setting intended to pro-

duce, a set of anticipated or desired outcomes. The exercise of power

and authority in politics occurs at national, regional and interna-

tional levels, and forms the nucleus of leadership. None of these
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tenets of leadership reside in men alone, giving them sole right to

express them. These are qualities also imbued in women. The chal-

lenge has been for women to supersede their role as mother and ves-

sels of life prescribed by patriarchy as their only contribution to

citizenry and society, and not be confined to those boundaries as the

norm. 

Research has shown that gender, along with class and colour are

further complicating factors. Female candidates are subjected to more

interrogation of their background and educational qualifications

when they emerge as candidates. If the candidate is also a person of

colour, man or woman, the same level of interrogation or maligning

by the media coupled with negative advertising also takes place. Class

maligning in advertising takes place by heralding the status quo of

middle class leadership as the standard. This is done by critiquing

candidates on their ability to conform to that status quo – can they

speak ‘well’? Can they mix and mingle with other state leaders? Are

they sufficiently educated to represent the State? (King & McConnell,

2003: 846). 

All these issues emerged during the election campaign period, and

in most cases, there was bias against Mrs Simpson-Miller because of

her sex, class origin and implicitly, her colour. The domination of

politics by the middle class with its undertones of colour, can

determine one’s entry into the game, how one enters and the favours

extolled within, as a result of that ‘membership’. Mockery was made

of previous political leaders, for instance, Alexander Bustamante who

had ‘colour’ but not the class. Marcus Garvey was also excluded

because he was “too Black”, rural and and working class. His agenda

had threatened the foundations upon which the status quo has been

upheld from enslavement to present day, that is, inequality. 

Open discussion on the African/Black origin of the poor majority is

problematic. The association of colour alongside poverty with its his-

torical inequality can be made invisible in the discourse “out of many

one people” or argued as divisive in a society that upholds ‘multi-eth-

nic’ harmony as its national motto. Yet class becomes pervasive when
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its ethos defines social membership. If one speaks truth to power, Mrs

Simpson-Miller was not excluded from this unkind environment, and

it became worse once she became Party President and then Prime

Minister. 

The election campaign provided an open book lesson on the iniq-

uitous landscape of Jamaican politics and the extent to which leader-

ship is defined by outdated codes. Where leadership lacks integrity,

what are the grounds for transformative change? There is something

sad here, that urgently requires more attention. 

The current political dispensation continues to be entrenched in

an atmosphere of rhetoric and postulation rather than an atmosphere

of integrity and genuine intentions to make substantive changes to

the myriad of social and economic problems and challenges facing

the people of Jamaica. Mrs Simpson-Miller and Mr Golding are part of

this atmosphere. Taking the experience of Portia Simpson-Miller as a

lesson, we must ask ourselves, if gender equality in governance is

achievable, what new criteria will women bring that will positively

change the expressions and examples of leadership in order to really

“change course”? How can the few women that are in governance

now be supported nevertheless, to make positive incremental

‘progress’ in a political environment with limited political will and

few intentions to change? If anything, this electoral campaign has

shown that it is the criteria for leadership that needs to change. And

what will women who chose to enter public office bring that is quan-

titatively and qualitatively new? 

The election period in 2007, gives two possible options. First, play

it safe and subscribe to the patriarchal game of politics, that is, get

involved, find allies and do what one can with the rigid limitations of

the status quo. Examples from South East Asia point to efforts by

female politicians to manipulate the mother image within a patriar-

chal political structure with measured success. These efforts empha-

sized women’s role in social reproduction such as unpaid work, access

to maternal health care and family planning and took them out of

the realm of the private/subordinate into the realm of public office as
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key development challenges to tackle (Samarasinghe, 2000). Or sec-

ond, women who may wish to be more expansive in expressing their

citizenship, can chose to enter politics, with gendered lens, and as

brave and transformative leaders raise concerns about continuing

inequality and denial of class tensions, about empowerment and par-

ticipation, about blurring the rigid boundaries of private and public,

and finally, about the ostensible invisibility of ideology in develop-

ment and development paths that are really supposed to be about

enhancing the social, economic and political well-being of both

women and men. 
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