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PREFACE

The contents of Lalit’s ‘Theoretical Seminar’ of July 2006 have over the past year been a constant source of inspiration during these vertiginously fast-moving times. The three speeches by Ram Seegobin, Jean Claude Bibi and Oupa Lehulere were straightaway brought out in the form of separate pamphlets. All were immediately sold out. You can’t even find one in the Lalit party headquarters. Branches studied them. Then we all referred to the contents almost daily as the crisis continued to unfold here. The three texts are prophetic, sober, lively and surprisingly complementary. They have already taken on the feeling of classic texts, which is why we are publishing them in book form, including also translating Ram and Jean Claude’s speeches into English and Oupa’s into Kreol, so that all are available in both Kreol and English.

The book will then accompany the other supporting material for our campaign as we continue to mobilize behind a program for an alternative political economy. There’s already Lalit’s program booklet, Lalit’s 23-minute interactive film outlining the campaign and the positions of different classes and strata, a series of about 10 leaflets distributed by the 10,000-copies each, two poster campaigns, and all these accompany meetings organized by our members, mostly neighbourhood meetings or gatherings within existing associations. 

The campaign has centred around the Lalit four transitional demands, namely for European Compensation money to be used to create, not destroy jobs, for the Central Bank to be taken in hand by Government to stop provoked rupee devaluation, for land for sacked workers to plant, and for an unemployment benefit together with training. These four issues have been so spot-on that Government has been desperately trying to respond, at least in part or at least for show, to all of them, sometimes in turn and sometimes all at the same time. There was the nomination of a new Governor of the Central Bank who has controlled rupee devaluation, there has been the distribution of 300 arpents of Rose-belle Sugar Estate land, and the imposing of a new condition that Sugar Estates hand over 1,500 to 2,000 arpents to Government in return for permits to close three sugar estates. The Government parties’ Labour Day meeting in Vacoas was on the theme of employment, however hollow the promises were, and there is talk about an “income supplement” for those changing jobs. Our campaign is a double challenge the State and the bourgeoisie: What is to be produced? (now that sugar and textiles are collapsing) and Who gets to decide what is produced? By the very nature of transitional demands they already, during the course of consciously making them, pose the question of ownership and control. Take the demand that the European Compensation money to be used for creating jobs. It becomes a conscious control, if won, by working people over capital. And yet this particular demand is eminently reasonable to any worker with today’s level of consciousness. 

Up-date

Meanwhile, a lot has happened since our Theoretical Seminar. This Preface will help bring us to the present moment, where the Labour-party-led Government is attacking at the same time, the trade union movement and the bosses’ organizations, and more generally, the working class and the historic bourgeoisie. The Government has defiantly selected its own interlocutors the union movement for the new National Pay Council and is today as we go to press selecting its own interlocutors from the bourgeoisie, too. This is pure Bonapartism, a kind of rule based on State power, which is pretending, in the medium term, to be supra-class or above classes.

To put new developments into perspective, let’s go back a little.

Labour Government in Power

The Labour-Party-led Government was elected in 2005 on a program to “democratize the economy”. This, according to Labour, means nothing other than its same old politics of using State power to force the historic bourgeoisie to make space for new recruits from smaller companies into the higher spheres of the bourgeoisie. In French, this kind of challenge is described accurately as the State giving an advantage to one section of the bourgeoisie so that it can “pull the blanket over to its side of the bed”. That is Labour’s “democratization”, using State power to let relatively smaller businesses that are not part of the historic bourgeoisie pull the blanket over to their side. Labour, to be fair, never pretended that their “democratization” meant anything else. That is precisely what Labour is doing now, and it is this that is so infuriating the historic bourgeoisie. It is this that is so politically embarrassing to the MMM which is reduced to snaring the trade unions into unnatural “platforms” with it, tut-tutting in the Press, or simply tucking its head into the sand. But, be that as it may, this kind of Labour Party politics will never change the lives of workers or the “petit peuple” significantly even in a hundred years, let alone a hundred days. In times of the imminent collapse of the sugar and textile markets and impending mass unemployment, this aspect of Labour party politics is particularly marginal to the working classes as they face the crisis. 

When Labour came to power, realizing this and realizing that workers might realize this, too, and, in order to get the working class on board for its operation of catapulting relatively modest capitalist companies into dizzier economic heights, it quickly introduced a number of popular measures that it had promised during the electoral campaign. “Changing your life in 100 days,” they had promised. These are effectively changes that do affect the lives of broad masses, not just a few medium-level capitalists trying to rise. Old-age pensions are now paid out on a universal basis again. Gone is Bérenger’s hated targeting of pensions. Public transport has been made free for old-age pensioners and handicapped people. A very popular measure. After compulsory education, students also logically had to get free transport to and from school and college. And the village elections that Bérenger had abolished were re-instated, to the delight of rural people.

Budget

Then came the first budget of the Navin Ramgoolam Social Alliance Government. Analyzing the budget in detail is Part One of our three-part Theoretical Conference, reported in this book. Ram Seegobin’s paper at page  * places the budget in its historical context, in particular in the context of the present economic crisis, and exposes the true nature of the Social Alliance’s economic program. The analysis will help us understand Finance Minister Sithanen’s next budget, too.

Rama Sithanen had obviously been given a carte blanche at the time of his first budget. Being a traditional economist, he came up with a budget that followed closely in Bérenger-Jugnauth’s bourgeois footsteps. Being a traditional economist, he made little concession to the idea of catapulting smaller capitalists into the big league. His budget attacked working people hard.

The popularity that Labour had gained in its first 100 days quickly evaporated. The economic policies as evident in the budget and elsewhere were opposed from all sides, until Government backbenchers and even Ministers could no longer defend them. Government ended up back-pedaling on the National Residential Property Tax, restoring bread for school children, removing the ethanol and bagasses part of The Sugar Industry Efficiency Act, not acceding to the sugar bosses demand to increase the level of seasonal labour, and even appointing Randeersing Bheenick as governor of the Bank of Mauritius to put a halt to the provoked fall in the value of the rupee, although this nomination was against the express wishes of the Finance Minister. Sithanen felt such a “lack of solidarity” from his colleagues that he was on the verge of resigning. He had, in fact, even actually written a letter of resignation. The bourgeoisie wept great big tears and begged him to stay.

The Labour Government has continued to infuriate the historic bourgeoisie further. It has now, for example, added new conditions for the sugar bosses to fulfill in order to close three sugar mills. Sithanen has been very quiet. Perhaps his letter of resignation is still burning in his pocket.

The MMM and MSM have continued to have a difficulty handling all this. This is not surprising.

MMM and MSM Opposition

Paul Bérenger was Prime Minister, to all intents and purposes, for the whole of the time between 2000 and 2005. Even though he was only Vice-Prime Minister for the first three years and Aneerood Jugnauth was technically Prime Minister, in fact, Jugnauth Senior had publicly put on his bedroom slippers from Day One, so to speak, and let Paul Bérenger okip de tu from then on. When Aneerood Jugnauth departed for Réduit as President of the Republic, Paul Bérenger then began his own two rightful years. The historic bourgeoisie worshipped Bérenger for his economic politics throughout. Just as he worshipped them. He supported them, not because of the stupid cousin-cousine nonsense that Labour Party hacks go on about – Bérenger’s father was a CWA engineer, for goodness sake – but because by the year 2000 he had for 20 years had no other economic politics but that of worshipping existing capitalists and letting them do everything just as they saw fit.

Working people have not forgotten this. And it is important that we do not allow Bérenger, the Press, trade union bureaucrats and other MMM apologists to induce forgetfulness in people, just because the MMM is now in the Opposition. As a systemic crisis hits Mauritius, short memories on even small things can have dangerous consequences, let alone complete amnesia on central issues like the political orientation of the MMM, or, for that matter, the less consequential party in Opposition, the MSM. It was popular anger at the MMM-MSM economic policies, no-one has forgotten this, that saw them booted out in the General Elections, the Municipals and in the re-instated village elections.

While the MMM leaders supports the historic bourgeoisie, they cannot, for electoral reasons, do so as openly as the PMSD does. Nor too secretly, either. After all these years, they still pretend, and even get away with pretending because of a Bérenger-besotted Press, that they are somehow a “left” party. They are “left”, but without having a left policy on a single thing. So, what did they do politically, from last year up to the Labour Day meeting? They made an alliance, for a time, with the trade union leaders and even with two left parties, Muvman Premye Me and Rezistans ek Alternativ in the Platform National, and they all, in a merry common front, held huge demonstrations, thus creating a left aura around the right-wing MMM. However, the themes for the demonstrations were carefully chosen. They were ones that do not affect the bourgeoisie’s confidence in the MMM at all:  the re-deployment of 59 Development Works Corporation workers is hardly a threat to the bourgeoisie, nor is the issue of whether examination fees are subsidized by 25% or 50%. More importantly, the bourgeoisie already has much clearer previous signals from Bérenger and Jugnauth indicating their true stands on these two issues:  Bérenger sacked 800 DWC workers himself, illegally at that, while Pravind Jugnauth was the bosses’ legal advisor. And Bérenger and Jugnauth, themselves, jointly initiated the attack on examination fee subsidies in their own 2004-2005 budget. In any case, they are the champions of privatizing everything in sight including the DWC, just as they are the accredited champions of replacing universal benefits with targeted ones. So, their “National Platform” gave them left allures, whereas, in all things profound, they are in fact challenging Government from the right. The MMM’s assumption is that the people are too stupid to notice.

But times are dangerous, politically. We have to see clearly what is actually happening.

Danger of Coalition

There is every indication that Navin Ramgoolam wants to draw one or both opposition parties into a Coalition Government. There is every indication that the MMM and MSM are vying for this place, and certainly trying to prevent the other one from getting in. Neither MMM nor MSM have much interest in continuing in Opposition. Meanwhile, Ramgoolam regularly brings up the issue of his ambition for a three-quarter majority in the National Assembly. Labour and MMM’s respective social bases are not yet ready for a coalition of any kind, yet this is the most sought-after alliance. Labour feels too strong, still. The MMM is too demanding, still. The MSM, of course, does not have the strength outside the National Assembly that it has inside. However, a coalition of some sort is on the cards, and it will be dangerous for working people.

These are times, when working people and their organizations must cherish their independence, relative to the State and to the bourgeoisie’s political parties. 

This is important especially at times like these of an impending systemic crisis that is already showing its symptoms in all aspects of economic, social and political life. It is not the time for plots, and schemes, and bureaucratically engineered splits in the working class movement. It is not the time for making people forget what the MMM and MSM are. It is certainly not the time for fairy tales to be spun about them. In opposing the politics of Labour and the Social Alliance Government, we must, at the same time, on the contrary, never stop reminding workers of the dangers of the MMM and MSM and Union National. It is a healthy shift that the Unions seem to have regained some independence from the MMM and MSM, as they organize within the Trade Union Common Platform now, and seem to have abandoned the National Platform. We must all also fight continuously against the illusion that general elections and a possible “alternance” will solve the problems of the workers, small planters, small traders and the poor.

Program
These are times when we must work together on building a program that correctly analyses the systemic nature of the crisis, that addresses political and economic alternatives that working people demand, and develops plans on how to get there. To be successful, this must be a conscious process, relying on the brilliance of human individuals when they act together consciously. Jean Claude Bibi’s paper on the particular nature of a transitional program (page **) investigates different aspects of such a program, and situates Lalit’s program in this light. 

Systemic Crisis
When there is a systemic crisis like the one provoked by the double collapse of the sugar and textile markets, everything and anything goes into its own crisis, in turn and out of turn. The different crises are both the symptoms of the systemic crisis and crises born of it, which then unfurl with their own dynamics. And the crises get more and more violent. They unfold in combined and yet often unpredictable ways. The factory in whose yard your wife sells meals closes so she loses her income while your own job is not secure at all, you still owe on your NHDC flat and on your washing machine, your kid’s new computer won’t work anymore, your younger brother is leaving the country to work illegally in Ireland, your trade union federation has split in two over bureaucratic issues, and your extended family is in crisis because your cousin stabbed his father in a family row. This kind of combination of woes, literally unheard of in other times, is not unusual in today’s Mauritius. Everyone knows people in similar plights of generalized disorder, where the boundaries that divided our lives into compartments seem to have collapsed, and the crisis raises its head in all aspects of our lives, as Oupa Lehulere (see page **) so pertinently reminded us in his speech. 

What had seemed discreet parts of our lives – our work, our neighbourhood, our unions, our clubs, our family lives – are all hurled, sometimes one by one, sometimes all at the same time, into disorder, as society goes into a systemic crisis. The thick layer of bourgeois ideology that made us believe that our lives were made up of the separate little compartments of work, play, home, love, neighbourhood and family gets scraped off, exposing one naked crisis with symptoms of the disorder everywhere. 

Organizational Principles

The only protection we have, in our organizations, against the disorder that this kind of crisis brings are our common program, and our organizational principles as we build this common program, our own principled alliances as we work together, and our own principled inter-actions with other people on the basis of a shared program. A “program” is not just a shopping list of demands. It is the argued analysis of the present situation and where it is heading; it is also the transitional demands that will move us from where we are now towards the kind of society we want; it is the identification of the social forces we can expect to be with us; it is the means, or strategy and tactics, by which we intend to get where we want society to be.  “Organizational principles” are not just up-in-the-air “morals” or vague or hollow “values”, but they are the tried and tested bases for working class politics to succeed. They are like our program in action. They and our program protect us against the self-destruct that comes with opportunism that can make short-term apparent gains at the cost of long-term defeat; just as they protect us from sectarianism, whereby we do not have a clear basis on which to decide who to work with or not to work with. Because working people see us working in the general direction of our shared and developing program, and because they see us following coherent organizational principles, and because they remember what they observe in action, they come to understand the basis of the struggle, and can more easily join into it as active participants, not just as figiran.

As well as discussing the issues of the party, Oupa Lehulere investigates the nature of different crises, including the specificity of a systemic crisis and the challenges that it produces for a revolutionary party. He stresses the fact that crises are both times of hideous suffering, which we all see before our eyes, and also, often not recognized, times of intense creativity for the working class and its organizations. He exhorts us to study the details of the crisis and its effects on different classes and strata.

New conflicts

The historic bourgeoisie, as ruling class, is both a cause of the crisis, and a “victim” of it. This situation makes it all the more dangerous. It caused the crisis in the first place by a refusal to prevent massive unemployment, treating all the human beings in Mauritius, as Jean Claude Bibi in his article points out, as dispensable or negligible, and by seeking the easiest profit it could get its hands on over the years, often as “rentiers” watching their cane grow or monopolists setting prices they pleased. It is a “victim” of the system, in that profit is the aim of capitalism, so individual capitalists have no choice but to seek their own profits whatever disorder this precipitates in society, especially in times of crisis. And it is a victim because in capitalism the big private corporations from abroad as they globalize, devour the “small” Mauritius-sized major ones. Globalization’s private corporations have put a stop, through World Trade Organization rules, to any comfortable little arrangements for Mauritian sugar bosses with ex-colonial powers. They have made them illegal.

So, the bourgeoisie finds itself in multiple crises. Every few months, it is confronted with a fork in its path; if it takes this side of the fork, it’s catastrophic, if it takes the other, it’s not much better. It can’t stand still either. So, whatever it does is risky. And in all cases, it is obsessed with the constant need to shift the burden of the crisis on to someone else’s back, mainly, on to working peoples’ backs.

This in turn means the bourgeoisie is in constant conflict with the working class over any number of issues. For example, over rupee devaluation, over wage compensation, over wanting to hire and fire with greater ease, over converting work into seasonal and contract jobs.

It means the historic bourgeoisie is in new sharp conflict with its old allies, part of its ruling block for a century, the small and medium-sized cane planters, as Lalit and Oupa Lehulere predicted they would be. They fight over sharing not only sugar revenue, but sharing molasses and bagasses. They fight over access to foreign exchange. They fight over land.

In the middle of all this, the Labour Government has declared war on the bosses’ main organization at the same time as it has declared war on the Unions.

The Prime Minister has told the Joint Economic Council, the bosses’ most powerful organization, not to “grat ledo maler” [look for trouble] and to remember Mauritius is “no longer a colony”. The Government has imposed new conditions on the sugar barons for the closure of three sugar mills. Now Government is supporting a CEB joint venture with a Malaysian company to challenge the increasing control of the sugar barons over electricity production.

Historic vs. State-supported Bourgeoisie

One section of the bourgeoisie confronts another, as each vies with the other in a desperate attempt to save its own skin during the systemic crisis. In particular, we have recently seen, once again, what we call the traditional or “historic bourgeoisie” in dire conflict with what we call the State-supported bourgeoisie or, for short, the “State Bourgeoisie”. The self-same pattern underlies many of the present conflicts within the bourgeoisie:  a conflict between the historic bourgeoisie and other sections of the bourgeoisie that are being “helped up” by Government.

Before going into the details of this aspect of the crisis, let us make one thing clear. The Labour Party, PMSD, MMM, MSM and the whole lot, as well as the commercial Press and the bourgeoisie itself, again and again see these different sections of the bourgeoisie in terms of race or community. Error. And it’s a dangerous error. Race and community have little or nothing to do with the economic catastrophe that we are all facing, nor with the cruel history we have suffered in this country. It is and has been an economic reality all along. The historic bourgeoisie, whatever the names of individuals are, and the State-supported bourgeoisie, whatever the names of its individuals, are locked in combat on questions of who controls the economy and to what extent. When Mr. Bheenick and Mr. Roland Maurel challenged the Mauritius Turf Club in 1995, the challenge that failed was an economic one, or even a political one. The historic bourgeoisie was too strong economically and politically, as well as in the media, so it won. When, before that, the Leal, Kalachand or Ganee Moossa family businesses benefited from State support and became little empires, it was not their community that counted but the fact that Labour, through bourgeois democracy, was helping smaller capitalists by giving them “chances” to challenge the historic bourgeoisie. Just as right now the State is helping the Maurel’s, Gowreesoo’s and Rawat’s to get more of the blanket on their side of the bed, at a time when the sugar estates are set to rake in fortunes on their exports and from their Integrated Resort Scheme real estate deals, and when the New Mauritius Hotels is declaring over a billion rupees in profits for the past six months. We should not befuddle our understanding of present-day history, driven as it is by economic and class forces, by handicapping ourselves through wearing, like race-horses, “race blinkers”. 

Government threatens historic bourgeoisie

Anyway, the historic bourgeoisie is still stuck to its sugar-cane and mills, while desperately trying to cut losses by centralizing into four “clusters”, diversifying within sugar (mainly into electricity and ethanol) and delocalizing to places like Mozambique, Côte Ivoire, Tanzania and Benin. It is getting the lion’s share of the billions of money called “accompanying measures” from the European Union as compensation for the end of protectionism. Now, Government, in its attack on the historic bourgeoisie, is saying:  “Hold on! Hand over 1,500 to 2,000 arpents of land first! Don’t expect a price increase for sugar sold locally! Foot more of the bill for the laying off of workers! Pay the 40-hour week to workers!” The historic bourgeoisie cries, in reply: “New conditions? Down with new conditions!” 

The historic bourgeoisie also still controls a good deal of the import trade, much of it on a monopoly basis. The Government threatens it with the Competition Bill: “No more controlling imports and retailing! No more one company holding too big a share of the market! No more stocking only one brand-mark!” Rogers, Blyth and other huge companies cringe.

The historic bourgeoisie has also still stuck to the textiles that it has invested in over the past 30 or 40 years, though the sector has gone hi-tech, delocalized to Madagascar, Bangladesh and India, and brought in contract workers from abroad to live in hostels and work work work, undercutting Mauritian labour practices. 

The historic bourgeoisie has also invested in tourism and finance. And it has, since converting agricultural land into rich men’s ghettoes, made windfall gains in real estate. This is, as Ram Seegobin points out, a direct result of changes in Government Regulations designed to give them such windfall gains. And yet the historic bourgeoisie expects support of the State to go on and on. A real estate bubble is also threatening to burst on them, as even the new Governor of the Bank of Mauritius is predicting.

Because of sugar and textiles being historically so intertwined into the rest of the economy, their collapse has systemic implications.

Western vs. Eastern Capital?

The historic bourgeoisie is often allied with French and/or South African capital. This external support dates back to the period of pre-1810 French colonization, and to the Apartheid era, respectively. When the sugar estates have partners from the French bourgeoisie for their electricity production plans, for example, then Europe’s “accompanying money” to the Mauritian Government becomes like the payment of European money to its own “Fifth Column”, the French bourgeoisie through its joint ventures with the Mauritian historic bourgeoisie. This is probably one of the insinuations Prime Minister Ramgoolam intends when he reminds the private sector spokesmen, Mr. De Navacelle, that Mauritius “isn’t a colony any more”.

The historic bourgeoisie expects to continue getting the same State support is has had throughout modern history when it has been in an alliance, even though often conflictual, with the politically strong small planters, which has ensured a fairly stable ruling block. 

Meanwhile, the State-supported bourgeoisie continues to build smaller empires up into bigger ones with help from direct and indirect State intervention, as it has done, particularly from Labour Party Governments since even before Independence. See how it works:  The Labour Government, in opposing the sugar oligarchs, supports the Maurel Alcodis plant which happens to be in the back-yard of the nationalized sugar estate; when the plant needs the same molasses the sugar estates wanted for their own energy production, Government removes the ethanol component from the clusters being set up by the Sugar Industry Efficiency Act. The Labour Government supports both the local Gowreesoo’s Samlo iron-and-steel plant and also the Murray-Roberts (South African construction firm that is in alliance with the Indian giant Mittal) as together, they wrest control over what was mainly a Rogers’ Desbro sector, again attacking the historic bourgeoisie. Labour supports the Rawat empire v/s the historic bourgeoisie in the fields of telecommunications, investment companies, private hospitals, retail trade, to name just some of the fields. The Labour Government brings in the massive Tian Li project from China, with its 17 billion-rupee investment. It allies CEB with a Malaysian company. It encourages Indian investment in the Land Based Oceanic Industry and in the petroleum products trade, creating space for Indian Oil to compete with the previous oligopoly. Even the press empires that have, over the years, in all crucial conflicts supported the historic bourgeoisie, often in the most embarrassingly abject ways, are now challenged by a press group that is close to the State-supported bourgeoisie.

We note that the Labour Government has, like the MSM before it, favoured the “Eastern option” for its preferred source of foreign investment and for its challenges against the historic bourgeoisie, which continues to rely on French and South African capital, as it beats off the challenge.

Attacks on working people

And as the two sections of the bourgeoisie go into conflict, the Prime Minister attacks the historic bourgeoisie and at the same time attacks the Unions. This makes it look, at least for the moment, as if it is heading for a Bonapartist form of government. In the past Labour relied on some conscious working class support, but right now it attacks the working class and its Unions, which are reeling under the attack. In the past, at least since the Dr Seewoosagur Ramgoolam take-over of the Labour Party in 1953, Labour has always, in the last analysis, protected the State bourgeoisie and those specific capitalists in the historic bourgeoisie who “co-operate” in its political plan to broaden the social base of the bourgeoisie.

Government has in 2007 set up the “tripartite” National Pay Council mentioned earlier. It is charged with settling annual wage compensation bureaucratically instead of politically as has been the case since 1972, and, significantly, taking into account from now onwards “productivity” and “capacity for the employer to pay”, as well as the rise in the Cost Price Index. The unions rightly boycotted this “tripartite” Council, and the Government has nominated five individual trade unionists of its own choice. As the union movement is in this important battle against Government, another battle looms on the horizon: the replacement of existing industrial relations legislation. And in what disarray the unions are. Many of the unions are still probably in the pro-capitalist arms of the MMM, MSM and UN from the days of the recent “Platform National”, while the MTUC will potentially split in two since Yousouf Sooklall’s nomination to the NPC and his suspension from the MTUC, and the GWF and FPU have been split into some five or six federations, in the midst of vitriolic fights amongst bureaucrats and trade union “controllers”, who are also often bureaucrats of the worst ilk. Clearly, the systemic crisis has hit the trade union movement, itself.

In addition to the working class proper being under attack, small planters and fishermen, small traders and small entrepreneurs are also under attack, both by the implacable logic of capitalism itself and as a result of specific options the Government has taken. Sporadic demonstrations, some of them very creative like blocking pleasure crafts with small pirogues out at sea, take place all over, but end, so far, with offers of money compensation, in exchange for things that have more than money value, like the land and the sea and the right to work.

Social crisis

And the disorder has spread. Robberies and hold-ups get more audacious. Crimes more horrific. Reported cases of rape and incest rise so high that one realizes it cannot be only the reporting that is increasing. The Government replies by threatening more and more repression. Sentences of 60 years are now being introduced. This will, in turn, make the prisons even less manageable than they already, not surprisingly, are. The repression used against drugs has only served to aggravate the problem. Now prostitution, especially around drug-takers, but also around tourism, has spread into new area after new area. The overlapping of drug abuse with the sex trade makes the control of the HIV-Aids spread very difficult.

Mini-riots tend to break out in neighbourhoods, here and there, with people burning tyres in the roads, as they express the distress of a fatal road accident or a lack of a water supply. The Riot police are brought in to “quell” them. And we note that words out-of-use for decades like “quell” find their way back into our vocabulary.

The disorder spreads into peoples’ family lives, where violent fights often end in hospital admissions and even at the morgue, where children violently rob parents, where babies get battered and raped, where people emigrate in hysterical disarray, where the sexual mores of past times collapse without new caring ones having been born yet, where superstition and religion join in strange combinations as distressed folk seek absurd and sometimes macabre “solutions”, where suicides, even amongst children, are becoming more and more common. 

The politics of creating a new society

And from all this disorder, human beings have to forge something new. It is not easy. But that is the task before us. Moving from where we are today, to where we can be tomorrow. That is the collective task before us.

These three essays are one of Lalit’s contributions. Because part of any program for change is understanding. This understanding must be shared. This shared understanding must be conscious. That is what makes our conscious actions perkitan in our history that now lies before us.

LCC

for LALIT, 25 June, 2007

Sithanen’s 2006 Budget

Does it address the real problems?

Can it do anything to solve them?

Ram Seegobin

This paper doesn’t aim to give any sort of global analysis of the content of the budget. That work has already been done in our initial reaction to the budget, the night of the budget speech. Our comments have also been published in the press, Lalit members have been on radio programs, and we have circulated documents, too. So we have already commented on the budget, as a whole. And then, today (Sunday 25th June 2006), in the Week-End newspaper, there is an interview of Lindsey Collen in which she talks about the budget globally. 

What I intend to do, instead, is to analyze the budget to see how far Finance Minister Rama Sithanen’s proposals address the present economic and social crisis, and compare his supposed solutions with Lalit’s own proposals. So, we will compare this budget with our program. We launched a political program for an alternative economy quite a while ago, even before the General Elections. And in our electoral campaign, it was the political program for an alternative economy, which was really the pillar of our electoral campaign, whether on radio, on television or in our indoor meetings, or public outdoor meetings we held.

Crisis acknowledged

Sithanen in his budget acknowledges the seriousness of the crisis, especially in terms of employment and unemployment. So he does recognize that there is a grave crisis. But when he comes to making proposals for possible solutions, these are diametrically opposed to Lalit’s.
I would like to underline that when we proposed an alternative political economy during the course of the election campaign, we made it clear that both the Social Alliance and the MSM-MMM Alliance, whichever would form the next government after the elections, would go ahead and implement ultra-liberal policies – no matter what they said in the campaign. That is, we predicted that either Alliance, when it came to power, would impose a “solution” to this economic crisis that would shift the entire burden of this crisis on to the backs of the poor and the working class, who are in no way to blame for the crisis.

In fact, the bourgeoisie and past governments, by refusing to anticipate what would quite obviously happen in the textile and sugar industries and what is now, in fact, happening, are responsible for this crisis. And they did not predict that the two crises would happen at the same time, either. This double crisis is something that has been lurking around for the past 20 years, and everybody knew it was coming. But neither the bosses nor the political parties that successively came to power anticipated the problem as it could have and should have been anticipated. They did nothing to cushion its effects. They did nothing to prepare other types of production to replace the collapse of the two main sectors.

In our electoral campaign we also warned against austerity measures, and the way they would be imposed by the State through repression. These were the very words we used in our party political broadcasts on TV and radio during the electoral campaign. 

It is quite funny really to hear the MMM and its leader Bérenger denouncing this budget as “ultra-liberal”. Bérenger, himself is an ultra-liberal. Everybody knows that. Maybe he means Sithanen’s budget is not just ultra-liberal but ultra-ultra-liberal [Laughter], which is true. This is of course the type of demagogy we expect from a parliamentary opposition like the MMM. Today whatever the MMM says, it can say the exact opposite at the same time, without batting an eyelid. 

The first thing I’ll do is to analyze what the Social Alliance Government’s budget proposes to do in the context of this economic and social crisis. We will judge this by looking at specific measures in the budget. Then we can look at how we intend to continue our campaign after the budget. We have already heard the Budget Speech in the National Assembly. It has been examined in the “Committee Stage”. It’s been voted. So, the budget is now a fact. So, we will be looking at how, we, in Lalit, given that there’s this new budget with its own specific measures, will need to adapt our ongoing campaign. This will also be an important aspect of today’s theoretical seminar. 

So we will look at specific measures in the budget, and at how we will modify our campaign given these new measures being brought in for the next year to come, and perhaps having effects for many years after that, too.

Title of the Budget Speech

The title of the Budget Speech is interesting. It is “Securing the transition: From trade preferences to global competition”. That is to say, how to ensure a transition from an economy based on preferential markets, especially for sugar and textiles, to an economy based on global competition. That is to say, the sugar and textile industries can no longer rely on protected markets. Now they will have to compete on the global market and Mauritius will have to be “competitive”. The Budget Title gives away a great deal on the nature on the budgetary measures.

The end of preferential trade

The title of the Budget Speech refers to two things: “trade preferences” and “global competition”. But “preferential trade” is an abstract concept. Whereas preferential markets for the Textiles and Sugar, refers directly to two big very, very tangible sectors of production. It means loads of different real textile factories; it means 80% of our agricultural land, and 11 sugar mills. Concrete things. That produce specific products for trade. So you can’t just hide behind the abstract words like “trade preferences”. These are the two biggest sectors of the economy. The textile industry employs 40,000 - 50,000 people, even though the numbers have decreased drastically. In the Sugar Industry there are still a lot of jobs, though there too jobs have decreased. So when we talk of “Trade Preferences”, we are talking of two big sectors of production, which employ more than 100,000 people, directly and indirectly. 

Then when Government says that we are making the transition between this, “trade preferences” (which we now see means two huge sectors) and “global competition”, when they talk of “global competition”, they are not talking about production at all. They are not talking about particular sectors of production that they see as being about to go into this “global competition”. They are not saying what kind of factories they are talking about. They don’t say what will be cultivated. What will be produced? They don’t say. They just avoid specifying. They just talk of producing any old thing, they don’t say what, so long as it’s done cheaply. 

So the title of the budget itself gives away the political fraud that the budget is: two specific huge sectors of production that employ thousands and thousands of people are collapsing, and instead we are heading for another economic reality where there is no hint as to what will, in fact, be produced. They don’t even bother to tell us whether there will be jobs created in this new “global competition” economy. So the title exposes very clearly what’s in Sithanen’s head, and what’s in the mind of the Social Alliance regime.

But the end of the preferential market is something that has been predictable for ages, and especially since the creation of the World Trade Organisation in 1994-1995. It was evident where everything was heading. Maybe the time schedule was difficult to foresee, but it was certain that it was coming. What is being experienced today both in the textile and the sugar industry can be seen as an outcome of the logic inherent in capitalist globalisation. It follows like day follows night. And when we analyse the logic inherent in capitalist globalisation in regard to what is happening now, we can see that this economic crisis is part of the very logic of the system.

The consequences of Capitalist Globalization

This budget for the first time reveals the consequences of capitalist globalisation to the people of Mauritius. In other parts of the world, the consequences have already been felt for the past three, four, five, six years. In such places as India, Latin America and Africa, they have started to witness its direct effects. When I say “direct effects”, I mean the effects on the daily lives of people. In many countries these effects have already been felt. This is why, in India for example, where there is a huge peasantry, millions of small planters (to give an idea of the scale, one small farmers’ association has 10,000,000 members), once GMO seeds under the control of multinational corporations were introduced, many planters were completely ruined, and as we have learnt, thousands of farmers have been reduced to selling one of their kidneys just so that they can buy seeds to plant for their next harvest. This is due to the fact that the WTO is mainly responsible for the bankrupting of small planters, not only in India but also in Latin America. In France, small planters, in their association uniting peasants, together with José Bové, have for years already been reacting to the consequences of globalisation as they have felt them. But in Mauritius, to some extent, the preferential market for sugar and textiles is precisely what has protected the masses of the people. However, the globalisation logic means that for one, two or three years there can be some protection, but not after that. Now, in fact, this budget comes and reveals clearly to everyone the consequences for the people when there will no longer be any protection. This is what the budget is in fact doing. As I have said, perhaps for the first time the people will really be hit by globalisation when, for example, they go to buy bread in the morning, when they send their children off to school each week-day, when they are looking for a job for their 16-17 years old children. Wherever we turn, we will be forced to understand what a crisis is. It will be felt in the marrow of our bones what this capitalist globalisation logic is. This is only happening now in Mauritius. But in other parts of the world there have been mass movements, and the big international conferences in Mexico, in Mumbai in India, in Porto Alegre in Brazil, attended by 80,000 to 100,000 people, from all sorts of different organisations, have for years now been discussing the effects of capitalist globalisation. Lalit, you will remember, sent a delegation of 4 people to the World Social Forum in Mumbai where there were 100,000 people. 

It was precisely these issues that were discussed two to three years ago, in Mumbai. It is this movement, which is known as the alter-globalisation movement, that has for a number of years now been explaining exactly what is happening to the people in Mauritius today.

How Sithanen will deal with disappearing preferential markets

In order to cope with the disappearing preferential markets, what does the Sithanen Budget propose? How does he intend to re-launch the economy? Even in his own terms, how does he intend to attract investments? How does he intend to improve growth rates? And, more importantly, how does he intend to create jobs?

It’s obvious that the crisis of the sugar and textile industries presents itself, in the main, as a crisis of unemployment. These are two big work sectors. Both industries have already had drastic decreases in their employment over the past five years or even more. But, now catastrophic decreases may suddenly be upon us. These are two huge sectors where no new employment will be created, and where on the contrary there will be a reduction in employment. Just to show how this is “the chronicle of a pre-announced crisis”, you will all remember how Ministers like Sushil Kushiram, Bérenger, Pravind Jugnauth, ex-Finance Ministers of the previous MSM-MMM regime, were already talking first about “jobless growth” and then afterwards saying maybe they had been wrong and that it was more accurate to refer to “job-loss growth”. So this has been a leitmotif of all the different political parties in power. The logic marches on and does not flinch, no matter who wins the election in Rose-Belle and Plaine Magnien! [Laughter]

Let’s see what Sithanen is proposing by way of attracting investment, re-establishing growth rates and creating jobs. 

(a) Lower real wage rates. The main thrust of the Budget, from the point of view of working people and poor people, is that Sithanen proposes to decrease real wages, and worsen work conditions. When you read the Budget Speech, this is, from our standpoint, the central issue. Sithanen wants to attract investment, increase the growth rate and create employment by means, first and foremost, of reducing the cost of production, and he intends doing this by reducing real wages. I’ll come back to how he intends doing this, later.

(b) Privatization. When you close down the Development Works Corporation (DWC) which was set up to create jobs, and you are encouraging DWC workers to set up private companies so that they can then buy the DWC’s rotten old equipment so that they can run private businesses, this is a form of privatization of the construction sector. There is also the privatization of the National Transport Authority (NTA) and the car “fitness certification” soon to be done by private firms. The garage for repairing the Government fleet is being closed down. Government work is being out-sourced, privatized, and given to the private sector. At first I was very worried about closing the SMF Garage because I wondered what we could then do with people like Assistant Superintendent Raddhoa! [Laughter] Where could he then be transferred to, to keep him out of contact with the public so as to curb him and his brutal team of investigators? 

However, privatization in the budget also involves, at the same time, opening up the economy to international capital by means of taking all sorts of measures to make Mauritius look more attractive, more inviting, more seductive, to foreign investors. Not just investors, but also speculators, mafias, and fly-by-night businesses out to make a quick buck, then move on to where it is once again more profitable elsewhere. 

And this privatization involves dismantling the provisions of the Welfare State. That, too, is a form of privatization. Here, as anywhere else in the world, children have to go to school, people have to look after themselves when they are ill, have to organize how to live in their old age. The Welfare State starting point is that the State offers free education, free health care, and universal pensions for everyone. But when you start “targeting”, making people pay, this too is a form of privatization, in that people will have to move into private institutions because the State is no longer providing the service as a right. For health, for university education and for pensions, the State is intending to phase out the services as a right. Now, this kind of privatization has as one of its additional aims, that it attracts foreign investors. In education, for example, especially since the WTO and its commerce in services “GATS” (General Agreement on Trade in Services), the State has committed itself to opening up tertiary education to international investments. So now you have all sorts of universities from Australia and South Africa opening up here. Tertiary education is being privatized. Secondary and primary school may follow. Already there are more and more investments in these kinds of private institutions, which means, in fact, privatizing services that were a right under the Welfare State.

(c) Creative Accounting!

The budget is also an example of accountancy tricks. We know Sithanen used to work as an accountant for the Rogers Company that was not so long ago involved in the big scandal with Air Mauritius, and we know that that type of company knows about accountancy tricks. [Laughter]. This budget certainly contains one big bit of “creative accounting”, as they call it these days. Sithanen makes proposals for measures that will directly lead to land speculation. 

There are a number of measures which seem fair enough, like the decrease in Registration Duty when you buy a piece of land, but in Mauritius, there aren’t many poor people buying and selling land. So the measure turns out to facilitate real estate speculation and land transactions.

Another measure encourages Integrated Resorts Scheme (IRS) projects and extends the scope of the previous IRS. In the same way that the former Government invented this concept of IRS as rich ghettos, special touristy places where very rich people will buy bungalows for Rs 15 millions with a golf course, marinas with boats on beaches for their personal use. This was the old IRS concept on the MMM-MSM model. This new government is now extending the scope of the IRS. There will now be IRS projects for different income groups and they will offer different forms of residences. 

This will also promote real estate speculation, land transactions and a lot of shady deals.

Perhaps many of you will have read in the newspapers yesterday and even today that the Médine Sugar Estate Company, immediately after the presentation of the budget came up with a spectacular plan for the whole of the West of Mauritius. It will build new housing estates, roads, and residential projects. Even a golf course. A private sugar company will come and re-design one-quarter of the landscape of Mauritius. It is not a coincidence that the Médine Sugar Estate Company one week after the budget speech comes up with this project. This project, if you look at it closely, will transform Médine from being a sugar company (it’ll keep it’s cane, of course) into a real estate Company. Now it will make its profits through land transactions and through land conversion.

 We should not lose sight of the fact that through the IRS projects, the Sugar Industry is being given the chance to convert its agricultural land into residential property. When agricultural land is converted to residential property, its value goes up by 10-15 times. On the spot. The Government just signs a bit of paper, and the value of the land soars. The government just classifies this bit of land “residential” instead of “agricultural” and there you go, its value increases 10 to 15 fold. The piece of paper is perhaps the size of a page of copybook paper, and yet 1,000 acres of Médine land will find its value being multiplied by 10 to 15 times A piece of paper! It is this kind of financial speculation, which Sithanen is encouraging through a series of budgetary measures.

Why is it that I call this accountancy tricks? Sithanen is no fool. Well, maybe sort of! [Laughter.] What Sithanen is doing, when agricultural land value is going to be multiplied by 10 or 15 times because it is residential land, when Médine will be parcelling off more land, preparing the “sites”, because it will prepare this and that in the process, soon there will be enormous “value added” to its business. This “value added” only from an accountant’s point of view because nothing new has been produced. It is the same piece of land. Only its nature has been modified and its value has risen by 10 to 15 times. So in 4 to 5 years’ time Sithanen will come to say, “There you are!” The brave measures I took have brought us an economic growth of 4.5%, 5%, 6%.” 

But it is a form of “economic growth” that is an accountancy trick because it is based on speculation. It is based on artificial land transaction values. So with these measures, that is the IRS, more assistance on the part of the government is being provided to new IRS projects, to make these wild plans of Médine’s come true, and thus very quickly Sithanen is going to increase “economic growth”, but in a totally artificial way. This is why I refer to this budget as containing a huge accountancy trick! 

So those are the three main budgetary measures. Then there are a number of other measures that aim to encourage SME’s (Small and Medium Enterprises). What a Minister of Finance we’ve got! Listen to his argumentation. In one and the same speech, he tells us two different things. When looking at the sugar industry he says that the 11 existing sugar mills in the country that each produces 50,000 tons of sugar can’t survive because they aren’t big enough. He says in order to survive they have to produce at least 100,000 tons in just four huge, huge production units. But, then he also says that what will save Mauritius is 1,000, 2,000 or 3,000 tiny little small enterprises. 

To compound his error, he does not even specify what they will produce. What on earth will all these enterprises produce instead of the sugar and textiles that are disappearing? You can’t just repeat SME, SME, SME. SME has become like a kind of mantra that you chant in the hope of it creating employment. In this country SME’s have created jobs, in that country SME’s have created jobs. But SME’s producing what?

Sithanen is no fool. He knows for a start that the SME’s don’t create jobs. If you take all the SME’s started and look them up 5 years later, three-quarters will have disappeared altogether, having closed down because they didn’t work. As it is, that is a waste of resources, just encouraging people to take loans, to go into debt when you know most of them will go bankrupt before five years is over. The Budget doesn’t give any idea as to what the projected SME’s will make? What will they produce? For what market are they supposed to produce? Sithanen replies to none of these questions. A tobacconist shop is also an SME. Imagine if everyone in Mauritius opens up their own tobacconist? [Laughter.] Is that the economic development that will save Mauritius from ruin? And Sithanen puts lots of emphasis on these SME’s in his budget.

Pressures on Government?

Any Government, when it comes to preparing its Budget, gets put under all sorts of different pressures. What are the pressures on Government at the moment? It is important to understand these.

IMF, World Bank and WTO pressure

Institutions like the IMF, World Bank and the World Trade Organization represent one kind of pressure. And this pressure will be even stronger than usual because, according to the Financial Secretary, the interim one anyway, Ally Mansoor, negotiations have already begun for a big new World Bank Loan.

When you are negotiating a World Bank loan, you are not just under pressure, but your two thumbs in a veritable vice, being squeezed [Laughter]. So, that is one kind of pressure.

Local pressure from the bosses side

The Government is under pressure from the local bourgeoisie and from international financial advisors. Perhaps people present have read the long interviews of a person called Percy Mistry (he is very much a “mystery”)? He is a banker, an investment banker, in a group based in Oxford in the UK. For a long time, he has been given these long interviews, especially in Mauritius Times, and he clearly has a vision, a political project, an economic projection of what he would like Mauritius to become. And then when we hear the budget being discussed, we keep hearing the name Percy Mistry coming up. Sithanen himself says, “Go and see what Percy Mistry had to say on this or on that.” As though the man is an oracle. He may well be an oracle for finance capital, but we certainly don’t have to take his advice.

Then there are other ideologues like the firm De Chazal Du Mee, or consultancies like Kemp Chatteris, who are always giving their opinions on everything, including on things like the budget. There are ideologues in the press. In some newspapers we now have a new kind of “press attachés” who don’t work for government Ministers but for a section of the economy, that is to say for a section of the private sector. There is one journalist, for instance, that speaks as if she is the MSPA, the sugar oligarchs. Her opinion is that of the sugar bosses. Another defends the interests of the free zone. When you read the newspapers, you learn to recognize them. 

So anyway, it is clear that the Government is under pressure from different international institutions, local forces or various kinds, and bourgeois ideologues. 

Counter-pressures from workers’ side

There is, however, a counter pressure from the trade union movement and from consumer associations. But it has for a long time now been very weak. It is weak for various reasons. The present Government has had clear mandates in three successive elections, general elections, the municipals and village elections. This makes the regime feel it doesn’t need to concede to this pressure, or any pressure from the masses of the people. It would, however, not hesitate to “concede” to pressures from its own bank-rollers, the bosses. Its clear mandate was a mandate to “democratize the economy” and to “put people first”. This is the type of slogan that, in fact, gave the government its clear electoral victories. But that is not what it is putting into practice in the Budget.

But the counter-pressure of the unions is also rather weak because unions find it notoriously difficult to think or act outside of the bosses’ logic. It is difficult, in the first place, for a union to see outside the logic of its own sector, its own sector of work. Then it is difficult for a union to think beyond the logic of capitalist relations of production. In general, a union aims to get a better treatment for workers, but within the existing system. Unions have difficulty challenging the system itself.

Budget: What kind of transition?

The second part of my paper aims to look at the budget while asking the question “What choice is there?” What kind of transition could there have been, given the world situation? What kind of transition could there have been, in relationship to the crisis, in relation, particularly, to employment? In relationship to the crisis in the sugar industry and textiles?

The choice was either to re-establish “growth” and “create employment” through the re-establishment of the rate of profit. That is one choice. There is a crisis looming. Unemployment is increasing drastically. There are more and more lay-offs, and more and more people seeking work. So, you try to re-launch the economy, as the budget does, by making existing companies make more profits. This is supposed to increase growth. It’s even supposed to increase employment. That is one choice. That is Sithanen’s choice.

 On the other hand, there is an alternative. A budget can put forward the basis for a new productive apparatus. The crisis is in the productive apparatus of textiles and sugar. And this means that the Budget must face up to this, and suggest alternative sectors, alternative ways of creating employment, of keeping jobs secure, and of how to create jobs fast. The budget had an obligation to do this. But didn’t.

Our campaign, unlike Sithanen’s budget, takes up this second, real alternative.

Sithanen’s Ultra-Liberal Option

Now let us examine the option Sithanen has taken. People call it “ultra-liberal” or “monetarist”. What are the concrete measures he proposes? He proposes to facilitate business, in particular to do this through deregulation. This means cutting out any controls and rules that slow down business.

The Government has brought about deregulation, even from the point of view of the environment. Long ago, before setting up a business, you had to get an Environment Impact Assessment (EIA) to ensure that the environment was not being negatively impacted on. No longer. Just start up, wait 3 days, and if you don’t hear any objection, there you go. Only afterwards, when the factory has already polluted the river that goes past or poisoned everyone in the neighbourhood, only then will the government step in with controls. So the aim of the budget is to make business “easier” through taking away any controls. This way, they also say, and I’ve mentioned this before, that they will be also helping SME's.

 This ultra-liberal option is what Sithanen and the Social Alliance in power have chosen. They have also chosen to decrease the taxes on the rich. Sithanen argues that he is decreasing taxes on business and on companies so that they can make more profit, because they are paying less tax. In the long run, he promises in the Budget that, however much you earn, as an individual or a company, you will only be taxed at the rate of 15%. This means he is decreasing company tax so that the companies become more profitable. But it means a reduction that is at the direct expense of State revenue. Which means it is all of us that are paying for the boss to get a higher rate of profit.

He is also reducing income tax for the rich. The range that used to pay 25-30% tax will soon only pay 15%. So, even those earning Rs200,000 a month, not mentioning any names [laughter, as the newspapers that day referred to one such person] will pay at the rate of 15%, the same rate as a teacher earning Rs10,000-15,000 a month. A flat rate of 15%. The same rate as IBL, Rogers or Harel Mallac. Everyone will pay the same rate.

 As I mentioned, there are measures that will cause land speculation. Speculation will be done relative to land conversion (one type of use to another), parceling, and through opening the land market to international buyers. Mauritian land will be re-zoned, parceled and sold off on the international market. Because of exchange rates, because of different standards of living, and different costs of living, there are people abroad that can pay huge amounts. With the World Cup on, we are all aware of the footballers who we see three times a day and who earn a million rupees a week. 

So, there are people out there who earn astronomical amounts. They will come and bid the price of land here right up in the auctions. 

The Budget also has measures that really aim to make Mauritius a country where labour is cheap. Today Mauritius is not one of the countries where labour is as cheap as in others. In the past, because Mauritian wage levels were not the lowest, we saw the bosses “delocalising” and moving out to Mozambique, Madagascar, Tanzania and elsewhere, where labour is cheaper. In this Budget, Sithanen is taking measures that will bring Mauritian wages down to these lower levels. This is being done so as to re-establish competitiveness on the global market. But whatever their reason for doing this, the result is that the working class and the poor will be getting lower real wages than they used to get for the same amount of work.

Intentional Lowering of Wages 

Let’s study these measures aimed at lowering the cost of production by lowering wages. We will look at them one by one:

1. Annual Wage Compensation to be done away with

Annual wage compensation is what allows workers to face price rises. But there is another aspect that is not often mentioned.

When prices increase in Mauritius, it is mainly because of the depreciation of the rupee. Depreciation is what brings most inflation to Mauritius. So the increase in prices comes along with depreciation. What depreciation means is that there are windfall gains, windfall profits, for enterprises that export. A factory making T-shirts sells one for US$1. Before depreciation the T-shirt brings the boss US$1, which he goes to the bank and changes for Rs28. After some years of depreciation, the boss takes the same T-shirt money that is US$1 but this time round the bank gives him Rs32. This is for the same T-shirt, with depreciation. So the boss has this windfall profit from a sales price of Rs28 up to one of Rs32. With wage compensation, the philosophy is that the government and unions say to the boss, “You had to a windfall profit, while the workers are having to pay more for buying the same necessities. You have to share that windfall gain with workers.” What is important about this way of looking at workers is that we are seeing them as “producers” and not just as “consumers”. But without wage compensation, workers’ real wages will get lower year after year. 

2. Wage fixing mechanisms to be replaced

In the Budget, Sithanen clearly announces that institutions such as the National Remuneration Board (NRB) and Pay Research Bureau (PRB) will disappear, and be replaced by one called the “National Wages Council”. And in particular the Awards or Remuneration Orders that the NRB and PRB come up with so as to determine minimum wages for each sector at any time, will be done away with. These “awards” determine minimum work conditions for different grades of workers in many, many different sectors. The bosses do not want this. They want all workers to be “multi-skilled”. This way, when there is no work in the factory, when, say, orders have dropped, they can send you out to sweep the yard. That’s the kind of multi-skilling the boss wants. The boss also wants to be able to benefit from unemployment. He wants to be able to offer an unemployed person less money and lesser conditions than the worker he already employs. He knows that unemployed workers will work for less, because otherwise they risk dying of starvation. The bosses will tell you, “Look! You’re dying of starvation as it is. Why not come work for me for Rs 12 a day?” and if your children are going hungry, you will end up working for Rs12 a day. The existence of the Awards or Remuneration Orders did not allow this. What Sithanen is doing will introduce this kind of practice. The bosses will be free to offer Rs12 a day. 

3. Wage Compensation to be linked to other factors

The Budget is proposing to link wages to “productivity”, and also the bosses “capacity to pay”. This means in order to get a wage increase, you will have to produce more. If you can’t, then your wage will remain unchanged. Even while the same wage buys you less staples. And as you know in our country, no boss ever has the capacity to pay. [Laughter]. So when they come along with this “capacity to pay”, they are really bluffing, because they know that on principle the bosses can’t pay. On principle, all bosses have been running at a loss all along. If you walk along La Chaussée Street, you can see them queuing up to beg! On principle, they are very poor. [Laughter.]

4. Sacking to be made easier

Another measure in the Budget that we judge to be important is that the government is to bring in a law to decrease the notice a boss gives before sacking you. Today, if you have so many years service, the boss has to give you notice of one month, two months or three months, before sacking you. Government is changing this. They intend to decrease the amount of Severance Allowance that the boss has to pay to dismiss a worker. In the budget speech, if it were not tragic, you would have to laugh at how they say this. They say that they will decrease the “cost of separation”, meaning a boss gets “separated” from his worker, as if the sacking were a divorce. So, Government says that the “cost of separation” should not be too high. And this when it is the worker who is losing his job, his income, and his means to feed his family. To Rama Sithanen, that is just a “cost of separation” to his boss He only sees this as the price it will cost the boss to separate himself from his worker. 

5. Postponing retirement age

And of course, there is the postponement of the retirement age to 65. It is now, as everyone knows, 60. That’s when they have to start paying you your pension. From 2008 and until 2018, the change will be effected. Someone said to me, “What? With this measure, I’ll never get to retirement. Every time I get there, they’ll add on 2 months!” [Laughter] Anyway from the year 2018, retirement age is 65. I mentioned at the Forum organized by the Federation of Civil Service and Other Unions that when you take the postponement of retirement together with the Budget’s introduction of seasonal labour and casual work, it is very serious. Take the example of a 61-year-old bricklayer. He will have to wait four years before he gets his pension at 65. But who is the employer that will take on a 61-year-old bricklayer on his worksite to lay bricks and plaster ceilings? Will the bricklayer just wander from site to site? It is when we look at these two measures together that it is even more alarming. If at 61, you have to go wandering around looking for an odd job here and there, it is very worrying. Will a lorry-loader of 61 get work? It’s frightening to think what life will be like. 

6. Free Zone and Non-Free Zone to be integrated

The last measure to crown it all is when Sithanen announces that there will now be just a single job market, free zone and non-free zone. We all know what that means. When the entire budget is aimed at lowering wages, it means “single” in the sense of lowering the non-free-zone sector to the level of the free zone. Everyone knows that work conditions in the free zone are inferior to those in other sectors. And we remember when Government finally respected the demand for equal work for equal pay for women and men, they lowered the men’s wages to the level of the women’s. Then there was “equality”. The same thing will be happening again. 

Lalit’s campaign for an alternative political economy

To end with, let us look at our campaign, the one we have been running since before the general election, the campaign for a political struggle towards an alternative to the present economy. We are running a campaign for a different economy to replace sugar and textiles, and in particular, for an economy that creates jobs, and does it fast.

* We are campaigning so that the compensation money (for the fall in the price of sugar) that Europe is offering to pay is put to good use. What is being done with that money? Is it just going to the sugar estate bosses for them to sack workers? Is it going to be used to develop new work sectors?

* We are campaigning for unemployment benefit.

* We are campaigning for labourers and artisans who are laid off to be given land to plant on. 

* We are campaigning so that foreign exchange gets taken out of the hands of the private sector because they have been using their recent access to foreign exchange so as to intentionally provoke depreciation in the value of the rupee, thus raking in money, and thus also causing the prices everyone pays for every-day goods to go up. 

Now that the Government has announced its Budget, in what way will this affect the campaign we are already running? Clearly the Budget has exposed the boss’s agenda very clearly. The budget has exposed the agenda of the economic and political ruling class and also of the local and international ruling class. Never before has their agenda been exposed so nakedly as it has been by the Sithanen budget. In our campaign we must denounce this. In our campaign we must also denounce the incapacity of the political regime to protect employment and workers’ standard of living, and expose how this is as a result of their having adopted the bosses’ agenda. 

Very logic of capitalism in question

We must also evidently put into question the very logic of capitalist globalization. At the moment it is more appropriate than it has been until now, that is to say it has become relatively easy, to put into question the logic of capitalist globalization, and the logic of capitalism, itself. This is because the Sithanen budget exposes the cruel face of the capitalist system. In our campaign we must expose this for what it is, that is to say, the logic of capitalism as a whole.

We must now convince other organizations, the trade unions, and associations, to join us in our campaign because it has become a life-or-death struggle for ordinary people. And it will become urgent now that we aim (together with other organizations and other people) at setting up a political program, not just for the sugar industry and the free zones, but at setting up a political program that aims to bring about a thorough change in the whole of society – economic, political and social. We are developing this kind of political program that aims at this real change, that is to say, a socialist change.

 And of course we shouldn’t forget that although we are running this campaign here against Sithanen’s budget and against the local bourgeoisie, the struggle we are embarked on goes beyond this. It is a regional struggle with others in the region, and an international struggle with others worldwide. In Lalit we already have many international contacts. We are part of the same struggle for socialism as many other political organizations. That is how we see the struggle ahead.

 Thank you, comrades.

Ram Seegobin is one of Lalit’s leading members.

LALIT’s Transitional Demands

A Critical Analysis

Jean-Claude Bibi

I would like to thank Lalit for inviting me to be here during the process of developing a common understanding of the situation in the country, and to share ideas as to what Lalit as a political party is doing in terms of developing a new political economy.

I’ve had the opportunity to read the proposals and demands put forward by Lalit to tackle the crisis that is hitting Mauritius. In fact, the crisis is affecting the population already, and doing so violently. It is a situation that is becoming dangerous. We do not know how it will evolve. We might be led to believe that it is a “containable” crisis, as Sithanen clearly believes it is when he says that in two or three years’ time everything will be just fine. He is clearly bluffing. He has no idea where the present crisis is leading.

As comrade Ram Seegobin explained, the crisis is imminent. Even if we didn’t call it a crisis, the structural problems in the Mauritian capitalist system and the problems of the Mauritian economy in its relationship with the world economy – which used to give the appearance of being protected from the consequences of changes in the world economy – make it abundantly clear for everyone to see that the Mauritian economy and even the whole of Mauritian society are already undergoing massive upheavals. And it is working people and the poor who are suffering the worst effects of these upheavals.

I know that comrades in Lalit and those present today have already started to discuss many of the aspects of this crisis. Today is not the beginning of this work. It started quite a while ago, even before the 2005 General Elections when the crisis was already being analyzed and addressed. The crisis is, curiously, both imminent and, at the same time, already upon us.

Conscious realization

We should understand, and it is important for us to be conscious of having understood, that despite the gravity of the crisis, the mainstream political parties and even the workers’ organizations, have not consciously realized the gravity of the situation. Or, if they have understood, they have been unable to react to the crisis or to face up to it.

Today my talk won’t be a blow-by-blow commentary on each of the 12 demands that Lalit put forward. I will discuss them globally as being Lalit’s response to its accurate identification of the gravity of the crisis. I hope to refer to one or two of the demands in some detail, as I proceed with my speech.

In particular, I will explain what flows from the Lalit demands: What kind of ideology? What dynamics? That is to say, when we struggle for these demands, where is it likely to lead us? Where ought it to lead us? And what outcome can we expect from a political campaign on the basis of these demands?

I will not go into much detail, I will just touch on things like: What does capitalism in its present form show us about the real, deep-seated nature of capitalism itself? How does this expose the sorry state that capitalism is actually in? The degree of its bankruptcy? How does capitalism in its present form affect people, people in their thousands.

Let’s take the two sectors, sugar and textiles. They clearly show that a large part of our economy is in deep, deep trouble. It’s important to realize this. The economic history of Mauritius has been dominated by the sugar sector. Since Independence this has continued unchanged. After Independence, one of the emerging sectors that created jobs was the textile industry. Today we can see both sugar and the textile industry struggling in something like death throes. This is affecting the entire Mauritian economy. All its structures are affected, and the production apparatus as a whole is affected by it. This is why these shocks have brought, are bringing, and will go on bringing all sorts of problems.

The first problem is the loss of jobs. This is forcing the capitalists and the Government in power to take decisions to re-organize the Mauritian economy. They are re-organizing the economy, precisely because the way it was, isn’t working anymore. However, they are re-organizing it in a way that puts the whole burden of the re-structuring and re-orientation on to the working class and the poor.

The Government and the employers are not looking at what will happen to the hundreds of thousands of people directly concerned when these two main sectors of the economy are collapsing and heading for bankruptcy. They are principally concerned with setting up new sectors in a way that ensures the continuation of their profit and their capacity to continue making profit, whatever the social cost and despite the cost to the ordinary people. It looks like something straightforward, but it is important that we understand this.

What is to be done

This leads us to pose the question: What is to be done in a situation like this? Should we restrict ourselves to defending workers’ interests, as the Unions do, and as Unions are supposed to do? That is to say, when there is a threat of job losses, do we just fight job losses? When there is a rise in the cost of living, do we just fight to try to get, say, a 10% wage rise? Do we only fight against the boss’s policy of “hire and fire”, of their taking people on and sacking them at will? Do we fight only against the destruction of legal frameworks like the Labour Act, institutions like the NRB, PRB etc, when they come under threat? Should we restrict the struggle to just protecting acquired rights, when they come under attack? Or should we go to the heart of the problem?

I would like now to look at Lalit’s demands. What do they imply? What is their political importance? What political dimension do these demands have?

A political party like Lalit is not the same thing as a workers’ organization like a trade union. A trade union’s very function is to defend workers’ rights. However, in a period of crisis, a political party like Lalit has other responsibilities. In my opinion, a party like Lalit has three responsibilities. We shall look at them all.

Analysis

The first responsibility of a political party like Lalit is analysis. It must accurately analyze the economic crisis. It must analyze both the local and the international dimensions of the crisis. That means understanding the contradictions and weaknesses inside the Mauritian economy, and how these structural weaknesses are affected by the changes in the world economy.

Mauritius is not only small geographically, but also economically; relative to the world economy, it is insignificant. If Mauritius disappeared tomorrow, it wouldn’t be a great loss to the world economy. But if a country like the USA, India, China, or the European Union were to disappear, the world economy would find itself drastically altered. But, although the Mauritian economy might be insignificant to the global economic system, the people who live in Mauritius are important, the men, women and children living here are important. They are important to us. But they are not important to the Mauritian capitalists or to international capitalists. This again seems to be a simple fact, but it is very important for workers, workers’ organizations and trade unions to realize this simple fact. Human beings living in Mauritius are not important as human beings for the Mauritian capitalists or the international capitalists. They are only interested in you as workers because you can work for them, and through you and your work, they can enrich themselves. They are interested in you so that they can make profits from your labour. 

What’s serious about this last Budget is that this Government has, in it, accepted the capitalist logic. It’s important to understand this, because the Government that prepared this budget came out of the social democratic movement, supposedly. It is a Government that originated in the workers’ movement, and indeed its name is literally “the Labour Party”, to remind us. So that you can follow my argumentation later, I’d like to say that it is not normal that a Labour Government comes up with a budget like this one. It is not an ordinary event for anyone who studies history, for anyone who knows Labour’s history, because the social base and the electoral base of Labour are in the working class and the poor. It has always tried to set up, within the Mauritian State, certain sections of the State itself, that protect workers, sections that are in favour of workers. For example, free education, free health services, subsidizing certain costs of education, free transport for pensioners and students. One finds these kinds of measures not only in Mauritius, but also abroad. For example, in European countries, where a Government born out of the workers’ movement, like the British Labour party or the French Socialist party, came to power, in the normal course of history, they have created institutions within the State, within the capitalist system, that, to some extent protected workers, and they have conducted their politics so as to give a certain degree of protection to working people.

So, when we use the word “ultra liberal” to describe this budget, we must follow the logic we’ve just set out. We must analyze the Labour Party’s trajectory, and take a hard look at its propaganda since the General Elections, to see whether Labour will be continuing to protect the downtrodden as it says it is doing.

Can we still in 2006 maintain this same analysis of the Labour Party? We must look at the Labour party’s membership and where it comes from. We must also closely analyze the politics the Labour party has systematically followed for the past 15 years, making sure we do not only look at what they said in public meetings and during electoral campaigns. For how long, despite its history as a working class movement, will we be able to continue regarding the Labour Party as a social democrat political organization, one that still has links with the working class movement? In fact, the answer to this question may be of primary importance for our future strategies. Any future political strategies will involve political struggles.

When I say that the first task of a political party is to analyze the situation, I don’t mean just the economic situation, but also the political situation. This means we need an analysis of the entire political scene, what parties there are, analyzing the MMM whose trajectory we’ve understood only too well, Labour Party and also the other parties like Mouvement Republicain (MR) and other left organizations like Muvman Premye Me. We should analyze all the political actors, all the political movements, all the political organizations and all the trade union organizations. We must analyze them and evaluate their potential, whether to help or hinder the workers’ struggle. Are they useful? What is their role? Will they contribute to advancing the workers’ struggle, or are they part of the problem workers have to face? 

This means identifying who is in Government, who is in which party, from the PMSD to the MR, we have to analyze the whole lot of them. We have to be conscious of their real role, not just what they say they are doing. 

I believe Lalit has already undertaken this task. 

Develop Demands
The second task of a political party is to put forward a program based on demands. Lalit has already undertaken this, when it puts forward these 12 demands. However, this is not Lalit’s complete program. As Ram Seegobin said in his paper earlier, there is a need to develop a program not only on the economy, not only on difficulties facing workers, but also on all the other social aspects of the crisis, as it unfolds. I won’t go into too much detail here, but it is evident that there are problems of all kinds: violence in society; difficulties for women; problems students face; difficulties old people face; the drugs problem. So, naturally, we need to develop a program that covers all these social problems.

Popularize program amongst broad masses 

The third task of a political party like Lalit is, after an analysis has been made of the situation, after a program of demands has been outlined, to find the best ways of popularizing the program and the demands. This implies communicating your Program, making it known in working class milieus, amongst workers and the poor, until the entire country knows what your positions are, what you are demanding, why you demanding it, and how the demands will lead to genuine solutions to the crises in society.

This work of popularizing your Program, from the very moment when you put it forward, is totally different from the way parties like the MMM and Labour proceed. Their leaders just stand up on a lorry, give a speech, and the people are left to stand and listen, applaud and cheer, and set off firecrackers. You don’t just put forward your program in the course of an electoral meeting. You have to discuss it with trade unionists, discuss it with members of associations, and as discussion begins, you will notice that you start to develop your program further. It changes as new ideas and experiences are incorporated. It is not the kind of program the party drafts here in GRNW and then goes out and tells other people about. No. In the process of being discussed, you will find the program will be enriched, broadened, it may also narrow down, but what is important is that you, as a party member, as you talk to other people, you all begin to share a common understanding, and to develop a common understanding. And this may just be the most difficult task of all.

Transitional Demands and Taking Power

In the tradition of the working class movement, the demands like those being put forward by Lalit are known as “Transitional Demands”. To explain a bit better, I will talk a bit about the particular period of the worldwide crisis in the capitalist system at the time this idea of “transitional demands” was born.

Transitional Demands were made consciously for the first time in 1938 on the eve of the World War II (WWII). They were put forward just before war was declared, at a time when the fascist movement in Germany and in Spain was causing such terrible destruction to the workers’ movements and organizations, that eventually the working class movements in these countries were crushed physically through killings, assassinations, imprisonment, and these defeats were the precursor to WWII.

In this period, just before the beginning of the WWII, Leon Trotsky with the help of his other comrades developed a program called a “Transitional Program” (In French it is usually known as “Programme Transitoire”, but in Lalit we understand you use the term “Program tranzisyonel” because transposition from French into Kreol gives the idea that it is ephemeral). The full name of the Trotsky Program is “The Death Throes of Capitalism and the Tasks of the 4th International”. The 4th International is an organization, which Trotsky created on the basis of this program. The Program on the Death Throes of Capitalism also spoke of the mass mobilization around a transitional program as the preparation for taking power. It’s on this last aspect mentioned that I would like to lay stress, that is to say on popular mobilization, the mobilization of workers and poor people on the basis of the demands, as a process that prepares the way to taking power.

Obviously, in the Trotsky book at the time, there was a series of demands for that period of history. But even now, some of the demands are still up-to-date. As I will be explaining later, a demand can be valuable, but not necessarily valuable at a particular time in history. If there is not an analysis of what is actually happening in the country, of the particular economic conditions that are prevailing, and of the condition the working class finds itself in, then we might say that this is a “good demand” and go ahead and fight for it, when in fact it can be a “good demand”, but we also have to be sure that when we raise the issue, when we explain the demand, it will, in fact, be capable of mobilizing people around it. I will come back to this point later. What is important is that the trade union movement already has a list of demands put forward for the workers. However, a transitional demand is directional, it gives an orientation to workers towards the seizing of power. But, if today you go and say to the working class in Mauritius, “We are in crisis, lets go and seize power”, workers will think you are crazy. And they will be right to think you’re crazy [laughter]. Transitional demands have to start from where workers actually are, and from there, put forward the path towards seizing power.

We need to understand that many people are angry. Bérenger for instance is saying, “The mood out there in the country is not good”. We have to look at why it is that, despite the fact that people see it is an unacceptable budget, and even before the presentation of the budget when people knew they were becoming poorer and poorer, despite the fact that many workers are being sacked, despite many factory closures over the past 2 or 3 years, despite so many people loosing their jobs in the sugar industry, despite all the suffering due to price rises, why is it that despite all this, people are not saying, “Let’s go and take power, these ministers don’t know how to govern”? On the contrary we hear people saying, “Chuck Bérenger out, chuck Pravind Jugnauth out as Minister of Finance, Ramgoolam is telling us that he will ‘put the people first’ and we are the people, so they will put us first, so let us vote for Ramgoolam. Let’s vote Sithanen.” This is what actually happened. And if we are not careful in 5 years’ time, we will hear people saying, “Ramgoolam lied to us. Bérenger is saying ‘Put people really first’, Bérenger is finally talking sense. Let’s vote for Bérenger!” [Laughter] If we aren’t careful, this is what is going to happen once again.

In fact, if we look at the last four elections, we find that this is exactly what happened. If we can’t go beyond replacing one politician by another, and if people think we’re crazy when we say, “Let’s take power ourselves”, the question is “What is to be done?”

What is to be done?

Capitalists manipulate ideological questions

To understand the question of “What is to be done?” we should start from an initial point of departure, something which sounds very simple but is very important: We should start from the reality of daily life in a capitalist society, which means starting with all the complexity of the way in which the capitalist system is organized and the way in which a pro-capitalist government acts so that it manages to control society. How on earth does it succeed in governing the way it does, that is to say, in the interests of the bosses? How does it manage this? We can’t just say it’s because there’s a police force, and the Riot Police that can charge against us with tear-gas, and “batons”. It’s not just by means of repression that the government can govern as it does. It’s not only because of their capacity to repress us if we rise in rebellion or take part in demonstrations. Of course, they can do this. They have got their police and army. But this is not the main explanation for how year in year out, they govern in ways that are against your interests and yet they stay in control of government. In fact, the government and capitalists control the economy, and they control society.

We need to understand a fundamental point, that it is not through violence that the bosses and capitalists control you, or that government controls you. They control you by means of manipulating you ideologically. For example, they make you believe that “private property” is a good and normal thing. They say it means you have your little bit of land or a nice wristwatch or a good pair of glasses, and that these are yours. They say our laws, our Constitution, itself, protect your right to enjoy private property. That is, they mean while each of us has a watch, or a motorcycle, you own your house, they, the capitalists, have a right to own three-quarters of Mauritius. They, unlike us, have the right to own a sugar estate. They have the right to own a whole bank. They have the right to own the things that make society function. That means they have the right to own hundreds, even thousands, or hectares of land. They need to own their own factories. They need property rights over what we call the means of production. And they put these two kinds of ownership on the same level. And then you end up saying, “It’s quite natural. They are owners of property and I am also an owner of property because I’ve got a motorbike, I own my house. So, it’s a just law and we have a fine Constitution”. They make you believe that your ownership and his are the same thing. They make you believe that “private property” is a good thing, just the same for everyone. And especially they make you believe that all private property is the same thing. This belief is very thoroughly rooted in us. If you go and ask a worker, he will tell you, “Everybody has the right to become a property owner. Absolutely everybody. Mr. Capitalist and I, on this matter at least, are in total agreement. It isn’t an issue.” And obviously, on the question of private property, it is safe to say that the totality of the legal system protects it. And just in the same way as, if someone steals your motorbike, the police will open an inquiry, so, in exactly the same way, if you steal the bosses’ sugar mill, you will also have to be locked up, or shot at. It is through this type of ideological manipulation that the capitalists remain in control of society. So, this kind of control on the very way we are made to think needs to be exposed. Therefore, this kind of control on our very thinking needs to be made conscious, if we are to escape the control of the capitalists and their governments over society.

2. Elections and Bourgeois Democracy

Elections and the right to vote are a good thing. It’s a good thing for everyone. But what they succeed in making you think is that because you have the right to vote once every 5 years or in a by-election from time to time, that this is what is called “democracy”. They tell you you are living in a democratic country. So, the politicians invite you to a public meeting, provide you with some firecrackers, a hamper of food and some drinks, and they explain that there is an electoral campaign to organize, so here are the flags, or here’s the cloth, you make the flags, and we’ll organize a big rally [Laughter]. They tell you to do all this and then say, “This is what democracy is”. They make you believe it firmly when they tell you, “Your country is not Africa. Mauritius is not X or Y country, because here we are democrats”. Why are we democrats?

Every 5 years you vote for Jugnauth, Bérenger, and then the other Jugnauth, then the other someone else. This is what democracy is all about, they say. One thing they don’t want you to know is who exactly they govern for, once you’ve voted. They tell you “You’ve got democratic rights”. It’s a lie. You do not really have democratic rights. It’s not a real democracy, when in the police you have people like Raddhoa beating up so many people! You have the right to vote, but this does not mean that you have your democratic rights in practice, in everyday life, for real. No sooner have you cast you vote than they dish up a budget like this one. No sooner have you cast your vote than the Government, instead of governing in your interests, instead of developing an economy in your interests, governs in the interests of someone else. What is the point of having voted for people, who will serve the interests of a handful of capitalists, a minority? Democracy does not mean the rule of the minority to the detriment of the majority. Democracy means, and should mean, that the majority interests rule. In our “democratic system”, the one we have until now, things are run in the interests of a minority.

You hear people saying, “We won the majority. We won 50 seats. Our political party is strong. Our demands will become a reality!” It is not true! People say it, but they don’t realize the irony. When people mobilize behind their demands, when they struggle to make practical, real life gains that are in their own interests, they could, in fact, succeed. Something quite ordinary like the Budget including an unemployment benefit. This is a demand that has been won in many capitalist countries in the world, in Britain, Italy, France, Germany. In many countries, the working class movement has succeeded in imposing on the capitalist economy that when a worker can’t get work, when a young person is looking for a job, he or she has to get an unemployment benefit in order to live. We should always bear in mind that it is not government or the boss who out of their generosity give us things like unemployment benefit. These are demands that, after World War II the capitalists knew they had to concede otherwise they would end up without a capitalist system at all in those countries! Sometimes the capitalists and their political lackeys agree to concessions on certain demands in order to avoid losing everything.

It is always the balance of forces between you, as the working class, and them as the capitalists, that determines whether your demands will be met. It doesn’t just depend on whether you’ve got a good trade union negotiator, a clever lawyer, a good judge, as to which concessions the capitalist will make to your demands. It depends on your capacity to organize, and on the strength of your organization and also on its independence from the capitalists. It also depends on what your strategy is, what program you have and where it is leading you. People who are already members or supporters of a political party, workers who go to political meetings, already know all this.

However, the ideological manipulation that I referred to earlier (on things like private property and elections) makes this kind of knowledge of where your interests lie difficult to acquire. Without going into too much detail, just think for a moment of the amount of brainwashing we get through the newspapers and TV? The entire population, all workers included, suffer this. And, I should also mention the brainwashing that goes on through organized religion and communalism, too. There are so many sources of division and so much intentionally spread confusion that many workers, hundreds of thousands, in fact, who don’t manage to discern where their own interests lie within the capitalist system, nor to realize the danger that capitalism represents for them.

 For these reasons, it is often only when people are actively struggling on the basis of demands that they themselves find sensible and reasonable as well as in their own interests, demands that they come to actually see clearly and to understand in practice and agree to stand up for when confronted with the inevitable resistance they meet, only then do they find themselves in a position to oppose this bourgeois ideology. It is in this process, as they organize and develop the will to fight on until their demands are met, that they oppose the ideological manipulation of the capitalists. People realize that, when they are organized and strong, they can make the demand for unemployment benefit, for example. But people also know that if demonstrations start happening in close succession and you miss a few days work, or if you end up being on strike, and you are making the demands for wage increases, for land to plant inter-line crops and so on, neither the politicians and the government nor the capitalist will just sit around and watch you. So long as you limit yourself to press conferences and standing peacefully with pancartes, the bosses or government will open a little negotiation with you, and then everyone goes home afterwards. With that, they will agree. But when the day comes that you persist, and you maintain that your demands are necessary for your livelihood, that you need unemployment benefit, that it is necessary, or when the day comes that you persist in asking what workers in rural areas are supposed to do when land is taken up by IRS, luxury bungalows and land speculation, while they are being laid off, you can be sure that your persistence will be met by a reaction from government and the capitalists. They, too, will persist. They, too, will refuse to concede to your demands. 

This is when an important test comes up for a revolutionary party or a workers’ organization. How do you fare when you come up against the inevitable resistance to your demands? How do you bear up against pressure from the State, from the Police and from politicians? This will depend largely on your own organizational capacity, not just on the number of people you gather together, but on the fact that you have developed a program that a maximum number of people are committed to. 

Unity in our heads

It is not only workers who need to be rallied. Nor just the unemployed that happen to have a free day to be present. Nor is it just numbers. We’ve seen from the Kaya rebellion in 1999 that numbers, however huge, are not enough. There needs to be unity, not just in the sense of everyone is at the same place at the same time, but unity in our heads. By that, I mean unity on the question of what program there is in our heads and on the questions of how and when we can make progress on our demands.

This is the process that takes the most time in struggles. It is also what needs the most experience. Because people will not all have the same ideas on what to do and what not to do, for the simple reason that the workers’ movement, the trade union movement and the political movement are made up of many different organizations, and people with many different ideas. The ideas of one organization are not the same as those of another. They can even be diametrically opposed. And even in the development of the program itself, as I mentioned, it isn’t a question of sitting and writing something. You can’t content yourself to draft something and show people and ask them if they agree or don’t agree. The program must be constantly, permanently discussed, convincing new people of its pertinence, and being convinced by other peoples’ ideas which, after discussion, get incorporated. But what is important and takes time and experience is to constantly be in discussion with the organizations that agree to struggle on the basis of the demands in the program.

 Function of a Program of Demands

What exactly is a program of demands, and how does it function?

It contains analyses of how we understand the capitalist system, and it involves communicating this understanding not only to the most advanced sections of the working class, who understand a lot already and who have a highly developed political consciousness already, but to the greatest number of workers and the greatest number of other people who suffer because of the capitalist system. This is the aim of a program of demands.

But, as you fight for these demands, and you get the kind of resistance we have just mentioned from the government and the capitalists and particularly from the pro-capitalist press, you have to, as part of your program, have the capacity to justify it in the face of criticism and resistance against it, and to convince more and more people during the course of the confrontations, that these demands are what in reality represent the solution to our problems. 

And at this point, something very important happens. The people who have already mobilized behind the demands, find that the more they mobilize, the more explanations they have to develop, the more debates they win, the more resistance hardens against these demands, and this means you have further opportunities to argue in favour of your demands. You won’t win demands that are against the political strategy of your adversaries if you allow the government and the bosses to win during the course of these confrontations. But you won’t win over the government and the capitalists either. The demands are ours, and it is us that mobilize behind them. 

And this is the kind of consciousness that develops during the course of a number of conflicts. It is the consciousness that some kind of revolution will be necessary. People begin to realize, in the course of the struggle that it will have to be us, ourselves who put into practice our demands. If we say to the bosses, “OK, give us unemployment benefit, give us, say, Rs3,000 a month”. What will you learn in practice? You can negotiate with Finance Minister Sithanen 20 times, and on the 21st time around, you will find that the Special Mobile Force fires on you if you persist. He’s said no to your demand, and you are persisting. If you become too threatening, then he will take very serious measures to prevent you making your demands. This realization is something that has to be reached collectively if you are to win gains in your interests. You can’t count on the government or on the bosses for your demands. As people realize this, this is what makes the masses of the people stand up for the program. So we have to persist with our demands, and it is possible that the masses of the people will rapidly develop an understanding. Sometimes in history, the speed with which people develop an understanding is must faster than you expect. People just come to the conclusion, collectively, that now is the time to abandon past hollow hopes placed in the government and bosses.

If we want a truly good education system, or if we want a truly good service in the hospitals, if we want to create employment, we can’t just sit around and expect the Mauritius Employers’ Federation to invest. They are lying to us. In fact, they have lied to us for far too long. This is why it is so important that all past experience is accumulated, and that workers coming into the mobilization for the first time keep in mind all that’s happened in past struggles. What past mobilizations were there? Which demands have already been put forward? Why was the past struggle for the demands lost? Because past defeats are important because they bear lessons for us today and for the future. Why did the big 1971 general strike not bring the fall of the repressive government that voted the Public Order Act and that postponed elections? Especially as the MMM had extraordinarily wide support in the country. We have to remember that the MMM won a by-election, controlled all the Municipalities in Mauritius, and in the 1976 General Election, it won 34 seats out of 70 in Parliament, almost half of Parliament, so why did this not end in the taking of power and a socialist government?

There are important reasons why not. When you mobilize behind socialist demands and demands in favour of the poor, these demands cannot be satisfied by a group of people, like a political party saying, as its strategy, “What you do is you vote for me, and then I’ll do this for you!” These demands will only be met when the people, the workers themselves through their organizations, whether clubs, associations, unions, or political parties like Lalit or Muvman Premye Me, realize that it is only through their own struggle and their own mobilization that their demands will be able to be met. 

This is very important. The socialist power that we are working towards, must be won by the workers themselves as they take part in conscious actions to win their rights. Socialist power will not be brought about by a group of people sitting in Parliament and voting a law. Of course, Parliament can vote laws. They can for example vote to introduce unemployment benefit, but they will only do it if you are mobilized strongly enough outside of Parliament to force them to vote it. Just as they might five years later revoke the same law and do away with unemployment benefit. If the bosses and government see that the workers’ movement has perhaps weakened, that the capitalist system is heading for some crisis, that profits are falling, that bankruptcies are on the rise, then they will stop unemployment benefit. And that is, in fact, exactly what is happening right now. What the workers’ movement of the past had won, when today’s workers try to defend rights acquired in the past, the Prime Minister Ramgoolam says that in Mauritius all acquired rights have been lost. That’s what he says in the newspaper. He says, “What acquired rights are you talking about? The Labour Act, Severance Allowance, tax-free lump sums?” He announces that acquired rights are over. The whole of Mauritius, he announces, has lost acquired rights. But notice that some rights have not been lost at all, for example the bosses still have the right to exploit people, the right to make profits, these are still acquired rights for them! This is the important thing about crises like the one we are facing: You, unlike the bosses, lose all your rights. Whether there’s a crisis or not, the bosses’ rights continue unchallenged.

You can be humiliated, you can even die of hunger, and they will go on keeping their same living standards. They will go on changing their Mercedes every year or two. Crisis or no crisis. This is what Ram [Seegobin] was explaining just before me. How they want you to bear the entire brunt of a crisis, which is of their making, it is a crisis in their system.

Start where people are

A Program of Demands, to continue, must always start with the working class movement in its existing, present state. For example, today the working class movement is on the defensive. Right now Public Sector workers are mobilizing, rising up in protest, making demands. And it seems that on some questions, like the tax on the lump sums, Sithanen is making concessions. But that doesn’t mean he will make concessions on all your demands. Even if tomorrow he makes a concession on Severance Allowance and comes to a compromise, this does not mean that everything will be fine. 

So, this is something we have to come to grips with about the nature of the working class movement throughout history. There is this phenomenon that you make demands, you mobilize, you negotiate and then you get them to come to a compromise. Then, you just go home. The system goes on just as it did before. The Government, too, just goes on as usual. Even if you change the political party in power, everything goes on as usual. The bosses still run everything. The question is why does this happen like this? How do we explain this phenomenon? There was a problem, then the federations took the issue to the Minister, then workers demonstrated, then there were negotiations, and yet everything went back to how it was before. Mobilization dies down as demands are supposed to have been met, even though you didn’t win them all. And then the merry-go-round just continues as it did before.

Go beyond “the usual”

Now the function, the very aim of a Program that is based on transitional demands is that it is an attempt to go beyond this “everything goes on as usual” phenomenon, when you get one, often small, concession. The transitional demands aim to transcend the situation where a worker says, “I’m a worker and it is in my interests to make this demand, so when the bosses concede, I will stop mobilizing and let everything go back to the usual routine”. A transitional program aims to stop this phenomenon where mobilization ends abruptly after concessions. A transitional program continues to give direction to workers even after certain demands have been met. It shows that the interests of workers as a whole have not been assured by the concession. For example, it is evident that even an important demand like unemployment benefit is not an aim in itself, because if you win it, it is also obvious that it is not in your interests to remain unemployed for the rest of your life, even if you do get unemployment benefit. You need an economy that creates jobs and that gives a guarantee that everyone has a job and a house and a certain standard of living. 

When you get one concession from the government, it does not mean you have got these things. This is why the very way that you organize the demands in a transitional program, the way you present them, is special. The demands form part of a whole. You don’t just tick one demand off your list, and go back home. A program based on transitional demands is a program that shows the way towards an understanding of the over-all reality, not just problems in your own work sectors, or just the housing problem, or just the health service, but that you, through the program, develop a global feeling for the fact that if you want society to be run in a way that is in the interests of everyone, you are going to have to, together, control society yourselves. If you want your program to go on making headway, you can’t just let society go on being controlled by those who exploit you, or by a government that lies to you. You can’t just let the whole system stay the same. 

What are the practical problems that you meet in the course of the political struggle as you develop your transitional program? There are the problems of the means that a party has developed, of course. But the most important problems are political ones that you will come across with the already existing organizations within the working class. To handle this problem takes lots of political experience, a wealth of political wisdom and all the capacity possible for working out tactics. This is because in the working class there are all sorts of organizations. There is the Mauritius Labour Congress. There is the General Workers Federation, and all sorts of other organizations. So, we should not have any illusion that we you can get agreement to your program immediately or that they will say, “That’s a fine program, let’s mobilize to take power.” It won’t ever happen like that. 

Different roles of organizations

Reality is not like that, and this for many reasons. In the working class different organizations have different roles. A union leader can say, “I’m in the union to defend workers’ interests, the interests of our members, and I’m not in it to take power.” Take someone who for 30 years has been President or Vice President of a Union. He’s happy with this. What’s the problem? he’ll say. He is there, negotiating for workers and that’s what he wants to do. Why should he be bothered with taking power? If he doesn’t watch out, he’ll be getting locked up, he’ll be called a Communist and he’ll get a whole lot of other problems. He is not going to go out of his way to cause himself trouble. Maybe the odd demonstration from time to time, but to go to rallies every day, he’ll tell you, there’s trouble in that. He could lose not just his tax-free lump sum, but lose the lot. [Laughter}

By contrast, a revolutionary organization that mobilizes on the basis of demands in a transitional program is completely different. It understands that working peoples’ problems will not be resolved in the interests of working people so long as politicians like Sithanen or Bérenger are in power, or so long as the bosses still control the factories, the banks and everything else they control. A revolutionary organization has understood that the experience of history has shown that this is just not possible. 

But, however difficult, you have to work with the trade union organizations, work at convincing them that your program is in the interests of workers’ demands, because you need support from the trade unions and you often have to work with the leaders they happen to have. So, you will work at this, in the knowledge that it will never ever happen that all the union leaders at the same time agree with you. But what is interesting in the nature of a transitional program is that as you mobilize around it, the unions throw up new leaders. We saw that in the August 1979 strike. In fact, you see it all over the world when there is mobilization. 

During the course of the struggle around a transitional program, you will have workers who didn’t even know they were leaders of the union movement, because they had never been elected to the committee before. If you tell one of them they’re a leader, they will laugh. They will say they are a worker who has understood things. But you will notice that he is someone who can make proposals at the level of his neighbourhood, at his worksite or in the union. He might indeed get into trouble with the President of the union, “What are you talking about? You get locked up for that kind of thing! What do you mean occupy the factory? The Riot Police will be sent against us!”

The formal Union leaders often have a certain vested interest in not rocking the boat. If everything just tootles along, they can go on getting a little kick-back from the boss from time to time, get an air ticket to go abroad for a conference. If they get into mobilization, they could lose all this.

In fact, there are all sorts of reasons for their reluctance to mobilize. We can’t go into them all, but what is important is that it is a political reality we have to face. And while we try to convince union leaders, what is important is that the program must reflect the genuine interests of the workers, themselves, not just in the long term, but also their immediate interests in the crisis that is happening today. 

And this is how, in history, you do find that you can take power through mobilization, and not just take power by some coup d’etat or through a guerrilla war which then gets declared “socialism”, through mobilization that involves action by the workers themselves on the basis of their demands that respond to today’s pressing problems and, at the same time show you that your interests will not be taken care of or even maintained without addressing the biggest of all problems that workers have: How to take political power? How to take economic power from the hands of the capitalist class?

Thank you.

Before this speech, in her introduction, Lindsey Collen who presided on the behalf of Lalit said that today when Jean Claude Bibi is making his speech, for everyone in Lalit it is important, because 30 years ago when Lalit de Klas, which later become Lalit, was created, comrade Jean Claude Bibi was a member. And today 30 years later, he is still on a platform with us. Lalit de Klas was a monthly review in its beginning (tribinn lib de gos). Jean Claude Bibi was one of the founders of what is today the Lalit party.

Revolutionary Socialist Parties 

& the Working Class

in periods of Economic Crisis

Oupa Lehulere

I want to thank Ram for his introduction, on who I am, and on the topic we are going to talk about. Although I am hoping to stick quite closely to the notes that I made so that Lindsey can translate and sum up my notes, I do have to start with two small digressions. Already I’m disrupting my arrangement with Lindsey!

Times of creativity

I think there is an important thing that maybe we don’t talk about enough and which I thought was important to throw in at the beginning so that maybe we can come back to it later. The issue is that, although we clearly (for very good reasons) are looking at the unfolding crisis with the concern that it deserves, and we are looking at it from the point of view that it inflicts terrible hardships on the working class and its families; whilst all this is true and in fact inspires us to act with energy and urgency, it is also important for us to realize and appreciate, (and it will become an important element of how we understand our strategies), that crises are also very creative moments in the lives of the working class. They are moments of exceptional energy when the working class rises and begins to respond to crises. We owe to periods of crisis like this some of the most expressive and the most enjoyable artistic and cultural achievements. It is important when we appreciate jazz, for example, to know how the experience of deep crises in Europe and the West in the 1930’s came to influence and to form things such as jazz, and other arts. There’s a lot in the working class that got created as a result of crises.

We also owe to crises some of the most important innovations in forms of organisation in the history of the working class, in the Left forums, in solutions on how to society can be organised better. So when we talk about crises, it is quite important that we also bear in mind that we are also entering a period, not just when the working class might erupt, but also when the working class will be at its most creative. 

Militants’ psychological preparation

I think that the party, in particular, (and I want to talk more about this at the end of the talk), has to prepare itself psychologically. I mean that it prepares itself not just theoretically, in terms of looking at its objectives, its analysis of the situation, but also in terms of the psychology of its militants. Party militants need to realize that they are looking, throughout the period, at a historical period that will test their energy, their adaptability, the speed with which they respond; their preparedness, basically, to come to terms with the fact that there are new ways of learning, there are new ways of doing things, and that inasmuch as it is important that we go through the crisis with all the preparation that is needed, it is also very important that we understand that crises are very new situations, and they require new kinds of energies.

In fact, the biggest problem in crises has tended to be the political parties of the working class. And I’m not talking about political parties which are reformist, those that are abandoning the working class. Those are immaterial to this issue. But I’m talking about the difficulties that the revolutionary parties have in coming to terms with the need for a shift in their own psychology. Not in their parties’ analyses – because they spend a long time preparing their politics, reading about and grounding themselves; but it’s the shift in the psychology that’s necessary during crises, because of the way a whole new tempo of struggle develops, the way in which things are posed differently. 

We know that the biggest fight in the Russian Revolution was fought within the Central Committee of the Bolshevik Party. It was about whether: should we move with the mass, should we slow the mass down, what should we do? As luck has it, the Russians resolved that problem, and they managed to catch up with the mass and move in step with it. The Communist party of Germany, the KPD, on the other hand, faced the same problem, and was killed by its paralysis in the face of major shifts within the working class.

So I think these two points are a kind of preface to our discussion: much as we are talking about the problems facing the working class in crises, it is important that we be mindful of the fact that we are talking about potentially exciting political periods. If you are a social justice activist, if you are for socialism, crises are exciting periods where new energies are unleashed. All the tiredness of meeting after meeting evaporates, and new energies are released. 

Crisis of expectations among all classes

Now, the importance of a crisis and why it has to be treated as a special situation is certainly that the crisis represents a very profound change for all sections of society. 

Inasmuch as the working class probably can feel it the most, nevertheless the thing about major crises in society is that all classes of society, all strata, all sections, suddenly find that the old set of relationships that governed how they saw each other, how they lived, all the assumptions that they had about what was going to happen in future times, and even how they walked around with those assumptions in their heads, all this changes. We will see how a little thing like pension rights is actually a whole set of expectations established over a very long period about how things will continue; and how suddenly all these expectations and all these relationships are broken up. They collapse and a new set of relationships has to be constructed.

I would say the first thing about a crisis is that the revolutionary parties concerned with the analysis of the crisis, with interventions in the crisis, have to understand this totality of the breaking up of these assumptions and these expectations. It is not enough for us to say “The working class is affected like this in a crisis”; it is important also to understand the totality of relationships in society that are re-organized by a crisis. If only one part of society has a problem, then we might be talking here about a number of problems, some of them perhaps creating a “crisis” (I’ll come back to different kinds of crisis that we need to think about). But what is crucial here is that we are talking here about a totality of relationships that break up in society, and that is what gives the crisis its sharp edge, and the rapidity with which it can sometimes unfold. That’s the first thing.

Totality of society

The second thing is a point Ram has already made in his introduction; around this concept of understanding this new totality of things affected. That is, that an economic crisis affects everything as a totality.

Usually, when not in times of crisis, in our normal everyday life, our very lives get compartmentalized by the way capitalism functions and the way capitalism is institutionalised: We go to “work”, come back, and then we close the door. Then we are in “the family”. Then when we go out, and later close another door, and then we go to “associations” that we are in, a sport club or something like that. So we create compartments. The fact is that all these compartments, behind our backs, so to speak, are related, are connected to each other, in quite fundamental and interesting ways. During a crisis, all these connections suddenly become visible. What were issues that were hidden from us, because we made assumptions about our pensions, for example, or we made assumptions about our relations to our partners, we made assumptions about all kinds of things, suddenly what happens is that capitalism as such almost comes to the fore, as it were, in the crisis. It reveals all its interconnections. Sometimes Parliaments and other powerful institutions are taken up by the crisis. They can be paralysed by it. They are moved by it. Because the connections between these economic and social, these political and cultural issues suddenly become apparent to us. 

So, the important thing is that, although as a matter of shorthand we talk about an “economic crisis”, we should be mindful of the fact that an economic crisis can never really unfold in one compartment (called “economic”) in society. If it is serious and deep enough – and I think that the crisis that is unfolding in Mauritius is showing signs of being quite deep – then we will have the entirety of society thrown into crisis. So every time we talk about an “economic crisis”, it is important that we are mindful of the fact that the economy is a social relationship, it is not a production of mere “things”, but it is how we relate to society, how the power balance is organised. And that power balance, in strategic terms, is what holds the players in society together.

When we talk about what Lalit is doing at the moment, with a program of economic alternatives; in order for such a program to be able to respond to the totality of the crisis it cannot be restricted merely to what the bourgeois press understands as the “economy”. The bourgeois theorists always try to keep that compartmentalization. They say there is a small problem in sugar, textiles is in difficulty, but let’s leave all the other things in place. By doing that, they are creating areas, almost fortifications, where you cannot challenge them. And for us, as part of the movement for socialist and revolutionary transformation of society, we begin always by grounding our perspective in the unity of all the different parts.

Now I want to talk a little bit about what constitute the main elements of what we should conceive of or think about, when we talk about an economic program that wants to put an alternative view of society, an alternative approach to resolving the crisis. 

I’ll go through my points quickly then, and I’ll make a few remarks on some of the issues raised in the Lalit paper and then talk more about some of the general questions of strategy afterwards. 

Analysis

I think in the first instance, (and this is undertaken in the Lalit paper), we speak of one having to provide a coherent analysis of the economic problems of the country, of the socio-economic structure, of the sources of the crisis. In this case you are talking of the crisis in the sugar industry, of the textile industry. More importantly, I think when we are talking about the economy, we are talking about a whole set of class relations. The issue is that, in the course of such an analysis, we have to isolate, identify and underline the class relationships that underlie such an economy: how are the various social classes aligned in the way that they make possible the accumulation of capital, which is the primary concern of the capitalists. In other words, to provide a criticism of political economy. Political economy is not about just production; it is about the class relations that underpin it.

Classes and strata to defend the program

The second issue is that such a program has to quite clearly identify for us the classes that underpin this whole program of the revolutionary party. In other words, a program cannot be an appeal to society in general. We have to try and make clear who does this program speak to? Which are the class forces that have got to be there to defend this program, that are going to go out on to the streets and fight for it, and if necessary, are going to put up the barricades to defend this particular program?

So our analysis must reveal these classes. Now generally we say socialism is presumed to be in the interests of the working class. Well that is true, and it is important for the way that we conduct our struggle. But at different moments in history, at different times and in different places, different sections of the working class, different strata within the middle classes, or within the peasantry, these different strata and sections, constitute almost what are advanced or leading sectors within a struggle for change. What is important here is that while the proposition that the program rests on the working class as a whole is true, (which is of crucial importance because in the struggle it is in the interests of the class as a whole that concern us), in our analysis we need to see how the different strata within the working class are aligned; and in what way can we therefore say what sections we expect to move in the direction of our program. So we need to identify the social classes and the strata within the society that constitute the social basis of our programme.

Allies

Who then are the primary social forces that will defend this program, but also who will be other allies around this program? Which are the other classes that we must speak to? Must our program speak to the small producer? Must our program speak to the small petty bourgeoisie? Or does our program only speak to the worker, who is exploited in particular ways in the course of the production process? Is there a peasantry in our country? And does our program speak to the peasantry? What about the attitudes of the intelligentsia? In other words we must have an analysis of the totality of social classes, and of where our program is positioned relative to these social classes. 

Is the bourgeoisie’s block breaking up

Another thing, of course, is that a crisis is a shake-up in the relations of the entire society. Now as socialists sometimes we tend not to pay a lot of attention to the bourgeoisie – except in terms of how its actions affect us negatively. For questions of strategy, it is quite crucial that we begin to look a little more closely at how is the hegemonic block organized. Who makes it up? Who constitutes the ruling class? The ruling class might be just the bourgeoisie proper. Again we will find that when we talk about Mauritius, there is an understanding that given all the sections of the ruling class, the bourgeoisie proper, there are certain strata which are quite dominant in there i.e. within the bourgeoisie. These ones determine its structure, political culture, even determine its habits, habits of how it responds to things, how it does things and in that sense, its political culture. This gives us an understanding of the internal configuration of the bourgeoisie as a class, as well as the relationship it has with other sections of society. The bourgeoisie never really rules alone. It’s too small. It’s too isolated to rule alone. It normally rules in blocks of alliances with other classes. Either Labour can make up one such block. Organized Labour sometimes, in other countries, enters into an alliance, supports the party of the bourgeoisie. Sometimes the peasantry, sometimes other different sections of society which do not belong to the bourgeoisie join its ruling block. It is important that a program understands the way the ruling block is constituted, and the place of the bourgeoisie within that block.

Power relations that will need to change

Now we will look briefly at the changes within the political power relations that are necessary for a program to be realized.

Sometimes there’s a call, “Let’s get together, let’s put a program together, a set of demands that we will draw up together,” but what we need to ask also is what assumptions are we making about the nature of the power relations that need to be changed in order for these demands to be realized.

Now trade unions, in many instances, for historical reasons, they sometimes suffer from the problem that they imagine that they can achieve demands without any changes in the power relations. I know that South African trade unions get very aggrieved when their demands are ignored. Because their analysis does not try to look at what kinds of changes in power relations are necessary in order for their program to be realized. Sometimes unions go into blocks and alliances without a clear understanding of what this is all about, and it tends, as someone has put it, to all end in tears. Because you hit against this wall. So, it is important to understand the changes necessary in power relations, implied by a program.

The practical measures must be discussed also: what practical measures are we talking about. And lastly, this program must spell out a political strategy of mobilization. Because an economic program becomes a shopping list, if it is not underwritten by a concept of how political mobilization is necessary to make it realizable. The program must include the development of such a political strategy, and it must identify the forces that are going to move that strategy forward. Without that, what we clearly have is not a program but a shopping list. We find that within a lot of working class forces, like trade unions, they imagine that it is just enough to have a list of demands, without spelling out a strategy for their realization.

Now by way of illustration, I will just make one or two points, to update what we understand as important considerations in the way we develop, and discuss and refine our program. I’ve taken these observations on the program to look at, although clearly much more discussion has already taken place in Lalit around statements in the program.

Showing the centrality of sugar and textiles

The first thing, by way of example, is to open up discussion about the need for the program of the party or the movement to make clear the centrality and importance of sugar and textiles in Mauritius. There are historical reasons for the position of sugar in the economy and so on. 

The challenge, and what we need to demonstrate, is how they relate to other strata in society, and to demonstrate that the crisis of the sugar industry and textile industry constitutes a crisis of Mauritian society as a whole.

Now this is not always self-evident. Especially in the light of the fact that bourgeois ideologues like to defend their project by saying, for example in South Africa, “Don’t be ridiculous, the textile sector has been under assault for the past 10 years.” They say, “Our textile sector is just not competitive enough; we should move towards other competitive sectors, IT, we should do something or something else.” It becomes imperative for us to demonstrate that the organic relationships within the Mauritian economy are of such a nature that the crisis of sugar and textiles is a crisis of the Mauritian economy. It’s not a crisis of a part of the Mauritian economy; it is not because we want to deal with the special interests, and the special problems of a section of the working class. What we are observing, what we are looking at, is an unfolding generalized crisis. Therefore an analysis of the position of these industries, and their interconnections with other industries becomes quite crucial, and needs to be made a much more visible part of our program. 

Also what is crucial, is that equally from the side of the bourgeoisie in Mauritius, if the crisis of the sugar industry is the crisis of the rest of the bourgeoisie, then we can expect that we are dealing not with the responses of the sugar oligarchy or the textile bosses, but we are dealing with the responses of the entire bourgeoisie. Now the crucial point about this here is that when the bourgeoisie responds to crisis, obviously each section responds in ways that are consistent with its own interests. 

Now, in the main, the bourgeois parties are not in the habit of acting collectively. It is in their own nature to act for their particular interests, unless they are forced by the development of the class struggle to act in the interests of other classes. So this analysis becomes quite crucial; for instance, analysis of the bourgeoisie in its relationship to other classes with which it has ruled as a block. 

Will the small planters stay in ruling block?

Now, it would be instructive to look at the evolution of Mauritian society and the sugar oligarchy. An important political block that has reproduced the hegemony of the sugar bosses is the relationship the bourgeoisie has had with small planters: the small petty bourgeoisie in agriculture. That is quite a crucial relationship, because it must now face the crisis of this industry. The critical point in history was when the organizations of this stratum, this class of small planters, staked its claim on the sugar industry, and reached an accommodation with the sugar oligarchy. This accommodation allowed the sugar oligarchy to continue exercising its hegemony in the post-independence period. Now, this particular issue, therefore, needs to be developed in an understanding of the way the crisis unfolds. 

The fundamental question we need to ask is whether the crisis is re-organizing the historical block, or whether the historical block will be left unchanged. 

In other words, what will be the basis of the political hegemony of the sugar bosses in this country? Up to now, it has exercised it through partnerships with the historical working class, through the Labour Party, which in the analysis of Lalit’s paper, was seen to have been taken over by the small planters. Now that was a crucial political moment which allowed the production of a particular form of class rule in which the sugar bosses were able to extract all kinds of concessions that it did.

I think, just to tie up this section, many of us are aware that, as this crisis begins to make itself felt, there are already underfoot within the bourgeoisie attempts to preserve the hegemonic block under new conditions. For example, we know that the State has started to act. With the impending collapse of the sugar industry, it has already tried to put aside money, to lock the small planters into some ongoing relationship with the sugar barons particularly. We can see here how the state is underwriting the infrastructure of the small producer in the face of the impending crisis - and I think that people in Mauritius have commented on the absurdities of this arrangement whereby the State is going to pay money to bring into cane cultivation more land, to de-rock these areas, and all other kinds of actions kind. Now it is quite clear that, if you leave aside the immediate economic interest of certain sections of the people as you interpret their needs, it is quite clear that there is also an attempt here to preserve the hegemonic block in a particular way. Whether they preserve it or not, is going to be a matter for history to tell, as the crisis unfolds. But I think just as an illustration of how there are attempts to preserve this block, and for us, as a Left party, we need to understand and to analyze these attempts. And of course with the intention of intervening in the way that block either fractures or is able to be maintained. 

Restructuring of dominated classes under crisis

And of course, equally important is an analysis of how is the crisis re-structuring the dominated classes. 

The working class is not always “the” working class. It does not always exist nor is it preserved in exactly the same form as it has been in the past. It changes with changes in the development of capitalism. It changes with the development of new sectors of production. It changes as old sectors close, new sectors emerge. And those sectors might not be organized or structured in a way that they used to be in the old sectors. They might have fractured. They might have a very different relationship to the bourgeoisie. And therefore a concrete analysis of how the crisis is re-organizing the social weight of the different sections of the working class and the implications that this has for strategy, for the forms of organizing, for the kinds of traditional practices that we have inherited from past instances of struggle. This is an important exercise for the party to undertake.

Party strategy & kinds of crises

I would now like to talk about some of the considerations in the development of working class strategy, of the strategy of the political party in times of economic crisis.

I would like to begin by saying that it’s common sense - and it’s true and valid - that we think of the crisis as a “problem”. And the crisis is a problem. People have to struggle. People have to face difficulties. But from the view of the capitalist system as a whole it is not “a bad thing” or an “alien phenomenon”, so to speak. It is important for us to understand that under capitalism, crisis also occupies a very different place. For capitalism, crisis is also a way in which the system self-regulates. It is the necessary “oil” that facilitates the working of the system. It even cleanses the system of old or antiquated sectors, propels the development of new sectors and technologies. Crisis, in the words of one historian of economic ideas, represents capitalism’s moment of “creative destruction”. 

As Marx said, capitalism is a kind of anarchy. All the various producers do not consult each other about how much they are going to produce, they do not consult each other about what they produce, when they will produce it, where they are planning to sell it to. They don’t consult each other. In other words, they plan their own production very carefully within their enterprise, through the most sophisticated planning systems, and then, in society, these individual plans are integrated in an anarchic fashion. In other words, you throw your shoes into the market, and then you wait and see what happens. If you sell them fine, if not, bad luck and you go somewhere else. Then you cut your losses, look for something else to do, or for another market. 

Now, the point is that Capitalism, because of this anarchy, has to continually re-establish its balance. And it does it through “crises”. And therefore every so often, even in bourgeois economic literature it has now become accepted that crises are a normal part of capitalism. And so in bourgeois economics, when you learn about economics, you learn about the business cycles which means basically an acceptance that it is in the very nature of the capitalist economy to have crises, to have these periodic breakdowns. 

It is also important for us to appreciate these kinds of crises as a mode of self-regulation of the system, because it leads us to ask, as the first point of departure in planning our strategy, as to what kind of economic crisis are we looking at?

Is this particular crisis one of capitalism’s normal modes of self-reproduction? Because these modes of self reproduction can be quite useful to it, in the sense that they can allow the closing down of an industry and the opening up of a new industry. This can lead to a major shift in the allocation of labour forces within capitalism as different industrial sectors get reorganized to come out of the crisis period. The question we are asking is, “Is this a crisis of self regulation”? In other words, if I borrow from the way Gramsci described it, “Is this crisis conjunctural?” Or is this crisis what Gramsci called “organic”? In other words it’s got a much deeper historical character, and it goes far beyond the normal modes of self-reproduction of capitalism as a social system. 

Conjunctural Crisis

Gramsci distinguishes between these two forms of capitalist crisis: Conjunctural or Organic. 

The conjunctural crisis gives rise to what he called day-to-day criticisms from people. In other words, when these problems happen within society we see a focus of the criticism on the political leadership, on the personalities within the political leadership, you know in South Africa we would see this is a case of “mismanagement” of the economy although the use of this word became a cover for a drift to the right by the trade union leadership in the early 1990s. In other words, the consciousness of the dominated classes discerns between a major crisis and this kind of crisis which is cyclical, leads to a minor realignment within the system, leads to what the bourgeois economists call “frictional unemployment”, when workers move from one sector and they are absorbed into another. So, in such an instance the crisis is conjunctural. (This doesn’t mean that it might not be important.) 

Now discerning between the two types of crisis is important for a political party. The second kind of crisis is, of course, of a much more fundamental character.

Systemic Crises

Systemic crises, also called “organic” crises, give rise to “socio-historical criticism” (Gramsci), whose subject is a wider social group, and goes beyond the public figures involved and the top leaders. People will no longer say “It’s just Bérenger who’s the problem, must replace him with Sithanen, or somebody else”. They begin to discern that this is a much deeper systemic problem that is facing them. They begin to realize that all the parties of the bourgeoisie have been unable to do anything. They have been tested, tested over and over again. People begin to see that it is the interest of the oligarchic groups that are at stake. People begin to realize that they (the oligarchic group) are just greedy, they only look after themselves. And the criticism begins to swing over from day-to-day problems, from day-to-day concerns with personalities, to a much more historical criticism. 

Crises of that kind may last for extended durations, say, decades. This is important when we are organizing on the grounds of an organic crisis; we need to gauge the tempo and the synchronization of that crisis. The important issue is that the fairly extended period of the crisis can pass through periods of calm, where things appear to have been resolved, and then problems start up again. But the fact that it is of exceptional duration means that incurable structural contradictions have revealed themselves, reached their maturity.

Here it is important for us to establish as a point of departure whether our analysis is suggesting that the crisis is of a conjunctural or more systemic kind. This is because there is a whole range of implications for strategy.

Conjunctural or systemic?

Now, how will we establish if the crisis is conjunctural or systemic? 

Firstly, for me, it is a question of dialectics, so to speak. On the one hand, there is the mass work of the party, and this is quite fundamental. On the other, theoretical work. The party cannot establish, a priori, while sitting in a room having discussions that a crisis is systemic or isn’t - just through theoretical analysis or its critique of the political economy. Nor can it do so by only doing mass work. 

There is an important part in the understanding of the organic or conjunctural nature of the crisis that has to do with how it is being received, over time, by different constituencies - how it is being experienced by people, and how the way it is being received is beginning to shift. The issue here is the way in which the working class is interpreting the sources of the crisis, and the way this is beginning to shift.

Of course, even there, there is another dialectic - of the party’s own interaction with the masses. The party doesn’t just act like political scientists do, read up, and then go home to supper. The party does mass work. In its mass work, it promotes perspectives of the world; it helps promote the ideology of socialism, discerns the immediate interests of the working class, and imposes on the agenda for debate the kinds of issues that the earlier sessions spoke about. 

On the one hand we have dealt with the important element of establishing and confirming the validity of our analysis that the crisis is deeper than usual, that people feel it is deeper than usual. We need to validate this. On the other hand, of course, the party has inherited a whole period of work and a whole set of tools of analysis, with which to analyze the evolution of social classes in society, and the place of different industries within that society, and the importance of the fractures taking place in the sugar industry, and the processes going on in tourism, and that analysis is then brought together with this process of mass work, and this abstracting of the interpretive diagnosis going on within the working class. In this way the party, through this historical process of testing, is able to establish the peculiar character of the crisis. It is on these grounds that it will design its strategies in the long run.

It goes without saying that once an organic crisis begins to unfold, its form of existence is a series of conjunctural crises.

Lets take an example. I think in South Africa, from our own experience, South African society, in general, experienced a very profound historical crisis, which first broke out visibly at the end of the 1960’s. It found its expression most strongly in two major strike waves. One in Namibia, where there was a major strike (1971), the other in South Africa the Durban strikes (1973). Another major rupture was that of 1976 (Soweto students’ uprising); we went on to a major crisis in 1980-83, and further on to another one in 1985, which was followed by a chain of other crises in the “Homelands” at the tail end of the 1980s, at the beginning of the 1990’s. This was a sign of a cycle of sustained crisis in the social structure. When therefore one says that the crisis can extend for decades, this is not an exaggeration. The important point is, when the crisis that we characterize as an organic crisis begins, it leads to a chain of conjunctural crises. It is not just one long crisis. It goes from one upsurge to a time of calm, to another upsurge and another crisis, as the different social classes are taking stock of their different solutions in the upturns, and especially in times of calm. One can then observe the very deep dialectic between the organic crisis and its waves of conjunctural crises. And the important point again is that the role of the party is to keep in the minds of the working class the continuity of the crisis. Because every time the ruling class will present it as a new set of “disturbances”, or another act of violence or another example of unrest or some new agitators. So the importance of the party is that throughout, through its insight and experience, it is able to keep an understanding of the continuity of those sources of “unrest”. The party has the role of pointing to the fact that all these different problems are pointing to a crisis, to an organic crisis.

I think on the grounds of this unfolding of the organic crisis, two key things can, or need to be done. 

Shifts in centre of struggle

The first one, an important task for the party, is to analyze, and to work closely with the masses, and to be able to discern any shift in the general composition of the revolutionary forces. 

A South African example: In the 30-35 year period, an interesting feature of that period was the way that the centre or epicentre of the revolutionary outbreaks kept shifting from one part of the working class to another one. In the very beginning you have as front-runners, the university students. At that time, the revolutionary forces were exhausted, were defeated, there was fear in the country, then you have the first outbreak of popular dissent against apartheid amongst the university students. You saw the formation of the South African Students’ Organisation (SASO) as one of the important landmarks, the student's organisation, which organised in the tertiary institutions. The next important event represents a major shift in centre of gravity to the factories. The 1973 strikes, which changed everything completely. The strikes reversed almost a decade and a half of repression against the trade union movement. Suddenly, workers were bold enough to organise their own unions, and to strike. About 100,000 workers come out in Durban and this lead to the birth of many of the modern trade unions. That was the second kind of shift, to a second stratum. The next wave broke out in education, but not in the tertiary institutions which was the case in the first wave, but in schools, in 1976. 

What we saw, and this is instructive, is the shift in the centres of gravity within the working class - the working class was not just one block. It is important, both from the point of view of analysis and obviously from the point of view of the positioning of the party itself, in the context of the unfolding crisis, to keep a close eye on these shifts as they develop. 

The important lesson from South Africa about this is that first of all there were groups on the Left that, through a theoretical schema, decreed the primacy of the industrial working class. So every time these waves broke outside of the industrial proletariat, they were unable therefore to be in contact with the revolutionary parts of the working class, and to inform other classes, and to keep the historical continuity of the change in the tide of the revolution. The important lesson is that one cannot decree in advance which section of the working class will come into action. Now, it can be the case that the immediate attack by the bourgeoisie takes place in the sugar industry, but that may not tell us that the first wave of opposition will emerge in that sector. Our ability to establish where that next wave breaks is a test of the party’s capacity. But the party cannot decree.

Implantation 

The second issue of course is the party’s own penetration into the working class, in its various strata.

Another point is an analysis of the internal structure of the working class, and how that is being changed as the organic economic crisis unfolds in time. It is important so that the party isn’t always playing catch-up. I don’t think the party can ever catch up with the working class; in upturns, the working class is always that much faster. And the important point is that, if you do get left behind, don’t get paralyzed. Try and keep close enough to the working class to be able to catch up.

Historical ruling block

A similar kind of analysis and interaction needs to take place concerning the way a crisis is re-organizing the ruling block. I want to spend some time on this.

At certain times, in the evolution of the crisis, we find that certain elements of the historical bloc, in order to resolve their own disagreements within the block, begin to organize outside the ruling block. Normally you could have an apparently very quiet historical period, a lull within this long-term organic crisis, and then suddenly a fight begins to break out, which then exposes a very soft under-belly to the crisis. Old thieves, as they say, are falling out. In their attempt to shore up their own positions, they begin to organize outside. They contest their place. So crises are not only triggered because the working class is under pressure, but the crises are sometimes triggered by re-organization of the ruling bloc. The crisis’ vigour and tempo can also be determined by the internal re-organization of the ruling block. Especially, as I said, when a section of the ruling block attempts to organize outside the ruling block; for example, when we discussed how the Labour Party got captured in a sense by the planters in the 1950s. But the important thing about the problem is that the planters, through the Labour Party, had to reach a new historical accommodation with the sugar oligarchy, so that these classes could continue to act together, under a new balance of forces within the ruling block. It happens sometimes that these parts of the block can’t identify together anymore. As I think, when we get nearer 2009, when the whole issue of the money for sugar comes up, when the crunch of the crisis comes up, we might find that the traditional parties of the ruling block are not able to contain the contradictions within that block. 

And in those moments you find out that the structure of these parties, of one of the parties within that block, requires support, and therefore it begins to fish outside the usual support for the ruling block, and look for possible allies in the re-organization of the ruling bloc.

Now, it’s crucial for the revolutionary party to be sensitive to these movements between the ruling classes, without of course accommodating itself to them. As we see in South Africa at the moment, what the Zuma affair really comes down to is the fact that the structure within the ruling block (of ANC-SACP-COSATU) finds labour wanting to latch on to one part of that block, as a way of resolving its own crisis. 

And now the crucial political character of the party comes in. Its implantation in the mass, the nature of its program, both prevent it from just becoming attached as a support to one or other elements of the ruling classes. It is quite important that the party of the working class is able to anticipate, and understand and intervene decisively in the political debate within the society, a debate that is unleashed by these conflicts in the ruling class, and to have the structures in its own party that permit this debate. So in terms of strategy, the question of how this structure in the party enables debate becomes an important part of the strategy.

Tempo of the crisis

Now, there are two last things I would like to talk about, before coming to my concluding remarks. In the development of the strategy of the Revolutionary Party, there are 2 issues, which become quite important especially when there’s a crisis of an extended character, and society goes through this chain of struggles. The first one has to do with the issue of the tempo of the crisis. I will talk about that very shortly. The second one is what I call the problems of synchronization of the crisis. The crisis is not always moving in step. I think we can see sometimes how these issues play themselves out in the course of actual history.

Firstly, let us talk about the tempo of the crisis. One is obviously talking here about the pace at which the crisis unfolds. It appears that in periods of organic crisis, you have both periods of very slow development of the crisis and of swift movement. The crisis can sometimes develop a step at a time, when there are no major breakouts of any major struggles, and there’s a bit of defensive action in this or that corner. Again this slow tempo can punctuate a period of upsurges. The period in South Africa from the 1960s to the early 90’s is filled up with alternating tempos in the class struggle. Periods where there was very little organizing taking place, the revolutionary forces are exhausted, they are retired, and suddenly periods of enormous acceleration in the class struggle when just about everyone is prepared to join an organization. No one is scared of the police. Everyone wants to put a barricade in the street. That goes on for months, and then suddenly they go back again to normal life. These tempos alternate.

So, the issue of the tempo is, of course, important to us because the whole range of different tactics is appropriate to each period characterized by a different tempo of struggle. The working class reacts differently in the different phases. Sometimes it will take you months to try to explain a certain demand, and then suddenly the working class will understand directly. “This is all old stuff,” they will tell you, “We know that already! We are looking for more new things.” We find again that sometimes it takes years of organizing in schools and universities, and suddenly there’s a spark and we find that we cannot keep up – with the demands for literature, demands for speakers, and so on. So we see that new ways of learning, new ways of doing politics correspond to different phases of the struggle.

And I think again, importantly, and this again makes the party crucial, is that from one successive wave in this alternating tempo to the next, there are important changes in the psychology of the working class. The working class creates new organizations and they begin then to sustain them. So these are never the same. And I think there are important debates and discussions in the history of revolutionary strategy. And with the Russians again, to whom we owe so much, though they are impoverished nowadays, there was a whole debate on what we call the theory of the “offensive”. We see a whole group within the party, which kind of believes that once the first wave of the crisis breaks out, it’s a one-way street now, and the party is on the offensive all the time. And I think there is the need for a lot of debate about the fact that the crisis is extended, and that the existence of a crisis does not always imply that the working class is ready everyday to have a march in the streets. In fact you might have to go back to much slower tempos of political work within and between the waves in the struggle. That was also important in the civil war period in Russia as well, with the White Army, and so on, because the theory of the “offensive” was transferred from the theory of the offensive in revolution into the civil war. It also became important and was unfortunately the source of many defeats in Europe in the 1930’s where the working class was ordered, when this group dominated the Comintern, to be on the offensive against the bourgeoisie, and told that this is the last fight against the bourgeoisie, and will be an all out fight. And so the parties go out and make big calls for an offensive, and of course they find out that the working class is not there anymore and is busy into another area of life.

So this indicates the importance of the dialectics in the kind of interchange in tempo in the class struggle.

Synchronization 

I think I will talk briefly about the second problem, that is, the problem of synchronization, in the development of the class struggle. Now it is also an interesting and very difficult problem for the parties of the working class. And when comrades discuss this, we think it found its sharpest expression in the “July Days” in Petrograd in the Russian Revolution. Now what are the important issues? What are the problems? In a period of an extended struggle, one that goes on for decades, or even for months, in a very intensive period, we get all the problems of tempo and so on. But there is another problem, which is very systemically rooted in the very nature of the working class, - which is that the working class’s different sectors and different strata experience capitalism and the crisis differently. And they sometimes have very different traditions of organizing; they have different strengths, and different psyches of combativity. Some will take to the streets, as they are always “hot-headed”, they’re always ready to fight; at any suggestions of the bourgeoisie that they are going to temper with their rights, they take to the streets immediately. Others are much slower and take much longer. And what this produces then, as the crisis unfolds, is the difficulty of synchronization between these different sections we are talking about. 

What is important for this synchronization to occur? Sometimes, it is one section of the working class taking a solo attempt on the ruling class and staffing the barricades alone. And they get mowed down, one by one, and this is where demoralization translates to the other sectors. In the historical problematic, I mentioned the July Days, it became quite a major issue because comrades realized that the future of the revolution was at risk. Because the more militant sectors in Petrograd wanted to go and take power, and the peasantry was not prepared, other sections were not interested, and the danger emerged that the more militant sections would be able to be mowed down in isolation from the other sections. A kind of the repeat of the experience of the Parisian working class in 1871 where it rose up in isolation from other social classes, because there were no other social forces that were able to take part in the revolution at that time. 

So now again, when we talk of the different considerations of strategy, the issue here is what is the authority of the party in being able to facilitate an almost approximate kind of synchronization? This is what counts. Theoretically or otherwise, even with a party’s growing, deepening authority within the working class, it is not an easy task. The party often has to struggle hard to hold the working class, to hold back those who want to act too fast alone, to keep the working class together.

Another issue is how do we respond when these different sections of the working class take these solo attempts? And what does this say about the capacity of the party to emerge with prestige. The difficulty is, at the time, do you say, “Ah, we have got nothing to do with it! We told you not to do this now! You won’t listen!” and then leave them to their devices? Or do we deal with the problem as they dealt with it in July in Russia, working out to what extent we march with them, even as they head to extreme instances of defeat that they can suffer? So to come to some of the most important issues of political debate: What do you do when there is a riot? Do you stop them? Join them in the streets? This is the historical problematic that we have to deal with in this context.

Concluding Remarks: The final Crisis?

The final thing I want to talk about is this: Is there such a thing as the final and catastrophic crisis, one out of which the bourgeoisie can never emerge? Lenin said that there are no absolutely hopeless situations from which the bourgeoisie cannot emerge. The bourgeoisie is exceptionally resourceful. It has deep reserves in the whole international block that looks after it, that is entrusted with its welfare. There is also the fact that it is the one class that has access to the largest part of permanently available resources, and to ideologues who are defending its attitudes and its ideology, defending the system until the last. And I think it is important, as we enter a period of crisis, that we do not repeat the mistakes of some of us in the struggle in South Africa, who said Apartheid cannot end without the end of capitalism. We found out that it can. We can say that there is still racism, but objectively the idea that it was impossible to conceive of capitalism in South Africa without the juridical form of Apartheid was obviously, with hindsight, quite wrong.

Therefore my last point is that there are no final crises. It’s all conditional on the conduct of the revolutionary forces, whether they can solve the issue in their own interest, in the interests of the classes they represent, or whether the issue again gets resolved in the interests of the bourgeoisie. Or, a third option, which I think Marx and Gramsci talked about, which is the “peace of the graveyard”. In other words those classes in the battle are so exhausted that the whole thing disintegrates. And sometimes we get a strong man emerging to stitch up everyone. Stitch up the bourgeoisie and everyone. The rise of the strong man, in a reactionary storm of fascism. 

Oupa Lehulere was introduced by Ram Seegobin to those present as someone that Lalit has had a long and very rich relationship with. He said that Oupa is a theoretician and also an activist. Oupa works at Khanya College in Johannesburg where Lalit members have, in the past, been to Winter School and benn speakers at Seminars. He attended Lalit’s Political Forum on the Africa Growth and Opportunity Act in 2002.
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