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Introduction
Barbados stands as a beacon of political stability and democratic maturity in the
Caribbean. Its robust political institutions and evolving constitutional framework reflect
a nation that has confidently charted its course from colonial subjugation to republican
independence. The island’s political life is marked by continuity and change, tradition
and transformation—an interplay which has shaped not only governance but also the
identity and aspirations of its people.

At the heart of Barbadian politics lies the legacy of the Westminster system, a vestige
of British colonial influence that has been tailored and refined to suit local realities.
The adoption of this model brought with it a commitment to constitutional rule, regular
elections, and a respect for civil liberties. Barbados has consistently ranked among the
most democratic states in the region, demonstrating a dedication to upholding the
principles of fairness, representation, and the rule of law.

The country’s journey from slavery and the plantation economy to universal suffrage,
internal self-government, independence, and eventually republic status is remarkable.
Landmark reforms in the twentieth century—granting of voting rights to all adults, the
end of property-based representation, the rise of labor movements, and ultimately
constitutional independence—set the stage for a vibrant political milieu. These
historical milestones continue to inform the way Barbadians perceive and participate
in politics today.

Despite this rich tradition, Barbados faces contemporary political challenges.
Economic pressures, the need for social inclusion, debates on government
transparency, and the evolving role of civil society all test the resilience of its
democratic institutions. Political life remains dynamic, with vigorous debate and
alternation of power. Yet, in recent times, developments such as the lack of a formal
parliamentary opposition and concerns about social equity prompt new questions
about the operation and future of the system.

This book seeks to provide readers with a comprehensive guide to Barbadian
politics—past and present. Each chapter explores key facets of the political system, its
historical development, principal actors, legal foundations, and the contemporary
issues that continue to shape governance on the island. From the functions of
Parliament and the judiciary to the systems of party politics and international
relations, the text aims to demystify complex structures and processes, making them
accessible to students, scholars, and anyone interested in understanding the politics
of Barbados.
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Through this examination, readers will not only come to appreciate the distinctiveness
of Barbadian democracy, but also gain insights into the broader questions of nation-
building, identity, and political change in the modern Caribbean. The story of
Barbadian politics is one of resilience, adaptation, and progress—an evolving narrative
that continues to unfold with each new generation.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Historical Foundations of
Barbadian Politics
The story of politics in Barbados begins, as so many stories of the Caribbean do, with
arrival and settlement. In the early 17th century, English ships dropped anchor, and a
new chapter in the island's history, and its political development, commenced. While
the indigenous peoples, the Arawak and Carib, had inhabited the island previously,
they were no longer present upon the Europeans' arrival. This left a seemingly blank
slate, upon which the English would begin to draw the lines of a new society and, in
time, a distinct political system.

The initial settlement in 1627 at what is now Holetown was a proprietary colony,
meaning it was granted by the English Crown to a proprietor, the Earl of Carlisle. This
established a top-down structure of governance, with the Governor, appointed by the
proprietor, holding considerable power. Assisting the Governor was a Council, typically
comprised of the major landowners, who were, unsurprisingly, the most influential
figures in the nascent colony. This early power dynamic, centered around land
ownership and the planter class, would profoundly shape Barbadian political life for
centuries to come.

The economy quickly pivoted towards agriculture, initially tobacco and cotton, but
critically, sugar cultivation began to take hold in the 1630s and 1640s. The 'sugar
revolution' transformed Barbados into a hugely profitable colony, but at a terrible
human cost. The insatiable demand for labor to work the sugar plantations led to the
forced migration of enslaved Africans on a massive scale. This created a society with a
small, wealthy white planter elite and a large, brutally exploited enslaved African
majority. This demographic and economic reality was the bedrock upon which
Barbados's political structures were built.

Even in these early years, the seeds of representative government were sown, albeit
for a select few. In 1639, just a little over a decade after settlement, the House of
Burgesses was established. This body, a precursor to the modern House of Assembly,
was comprised of elected representatives from the different parishes. However, the
right to vote and to be elected was strictly limited to property owners, effectively
concentrating political power in the hands of the planter class. This early legislature,
nevertheless, holds historical significance as one of the oldest in the Americas.

The establishment of the House of Burgesses, later known as the House of Assembly,
marked the beginning of a bicameral legislature. While the appointed Council advised
the Governor and later became the Legislative Council and then the Senate, the
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elected House of Assembly provided a forum, however limited, for local concerns to be
voiced. This structure, with an appointed upper house and an elected lower house,
was a direct import of the Westminster model.

Despite the presence of an elected body, the political landscape of colonial Barbados
was far from democratic in the modern sense. The vast majority of the population, the
enslaved Africans, had no political rights whatsoever. Their lives were governed by
brutal slave codes, first introduced in Barbados and later replicated in other colonies.
Resistance to this oppressive system, though often met with severe repression, was a
constant undercurrent in Barbadian history.

The power of the planter elite was further solidified through their control of the local
political institutions. They used their influence in the House of Assembly to protect
their economic interests, particularly the institution of slavery and the profitability of
sugar. This created a deeply unequal society, where political power was directly tied to
wealth and land ownership.

As the centuries progressed, the composition of the House of Assembly evolved
slightly. While still based on property ownership, the qualifications were gradually
lowered over time. In 1834, slavery was abolished, a momentous event that
fundamentally altered the social and economic structure of the island. This opened up
new possibilities for political participation, though the road to true universal suffrage
was still long.

The post-emancipation period saw the rise of a movement for political rights among
the descendants of enslaved people. This movement gained momentum in the 1930s,
a period of significant social and economic unrest in the Caribbean. Out of this ferment
emerged key figures and organizations that would challenge the established order.

One of the most significant developments was the founding of the Barbados Labour
Party (BLP) in 1938. Led by figures like Sir Grantley Adams, the BLP became a
powerful force advocating for the rights of working people and the expansion of the
franchise. This marked a crucial turning point, as organized political parties began to
emerge and mobilize broader sections of the population.

The struggle for political rights culminated in the introduction of universal adult
suffrage in 1951. This was a watershed moment, finally granting all citizens aged 21
and over the right to vote, regardless of income or property ownership. This
dramatically expanded the electorate and fundamentally changed the dynamics of
Barbadian politics. Later, the voting age was reduced to 18.

With the advent of universal suffrage, the political landscape shifted decisively. The
BLP, which had been at the forefront of the movement for expanded rights, won the
first general election held under the new system in 1951. This ushered in a period of
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increased self-government, with Barbadian leaders taking on more responsibility for
the island's affairs.

In 1954, a ministerial government was introduced, with Grantley Adams becoming the
first Premier of Barbados. This brought the island closer to full internal self-
government, a status it achieved in 1961. This period saw the development of key
political institutions and the emergence of a more mature party system.

Barbados also played a role in regional political developments. From 1958 to 1962, it
was a member of the West Indies Federation, a British-sponsored attempt to create a
political union among several Caribbean territories. Sir Grantley Adams served as the
Federation's first and only Prime Minister. However, the Federation was short-lived and
ultimately dissolved due to internal political conflicts.

Following the dissolution of the Federation, Barbados returned to its status as a self-
governing colony. The focus then shifted towards achieving full independence from
Britain. After negotiations, Barbados gained independence on November 30, 1966.
Errol Barrow, the leader of the Democratic Labour Party (DLP), which had formed in
1955 as a splinter group from the BLP, became the first Prime Minister of independent
Barbados.

The attainment of independence marked the culmination of a long process of
constitutional and political development. Barbados had moved from a proprietary
colony with limited representation for a privileged few to a self-governing nation with
universal suffrage and a parliamentary system based on the Westminster model. This
historical journey laid the groundwork for the political system that exists in Barbados
today.

The legacy of this history is evident in Barbados's strong democratic traditions and its
commitment to parliamentary governance. The institutions established in the colonial
era, such as the House of Assembly, have endured and evolved. The struggles for
political rights and the expansion of the franchise have shaped the country's political
culture and the expectations of its citizens.

Understanding these historical foundations is crucial to comprehending the nuances of
Barbadian politics. The enduring influence of the plantation economy, the legacy of
slavery, and the long fight for political inclusion have all left their mark on the island's
political landscape. These historical forces continue to shape contemporary debates
about governance, representation, and social justice in Barbados.
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