LALIT

153 Main Road, Grand River North West, Port Louis,

Republic of Mauritius

Tel/Fax: 230 208 2132,   230 208 5551

e-mail:  lalmel@intnet.mu

Hon. Mootee Ramdass, Minister of Arts and Culture,

7th Floor, Renganaden Seeneevassen Buidling,

Poe Hennessy and Maillard St,

Port Louis

3rd January, 2002

Dear Sir,

Deplorable Lack of Care for History of the People in the Archives

We write to you, at the beginning of the year 2002,  on three points, all of them inter-related. Our letter concerns the transmission of culture, something that your Ministry is not only responsible for, but in some instances is actually holder of a “monopoly” on this transmission:

Firstly, we wish formally to protest about the utter lack of any urgent action to save the 18th Century Archives from disintegrating with age.

This work, apparently started under the last Minister with help from the Chinese Government, seems to have slowed down or disappeared. Are we right in noting this?  

Your Ministry will go down in History as being the one responsible for the retarding of the preservation of documents about the people who worked in the country in the times of the 18th Century “slavery” work-regime. Sometimes there is only a single copy of a document left in the whole world, and it is right now turning to dust. Researchers are all unanimous to be appalled at the criminal negligence in the slowness of a Department which falls under the purvue of your Ministry. Documents that could be read about two years ago, cannot today be opened without them disintegrating. 

One example of what is being lost:  If there is just one Court Record about, say, a slave accused of poisoning his master. This one Court Case may have boxes and boxes of records (now turning to dust) which tell of what different classes of people ate in those days, who ate with whom, how work was organized, what kind of access domestic of field slaves had to the house of the Master, how food was prepared, what means of transport they used, and a myriad of other bits of information that create a very clear picture of one bit of life and work in those times. Each court case adds a bit of the picture.

Secondly, we wish to protest about the lack of access to all the official documents from the whole of the 20th Century. What kind of Minister of Culture can allow things to continue like this? None of the official government documents are yet available to researchers for the whole of the 20th Century. Can you confirm if this constat is correct? The History of the rise of the labour movement, the struggle for the right to associate, for the right to vote, the big mass movements of the 1930’s and 1940’s, the Independence struggle, the movement for contraception, the May 1975 students uprising, the women’s movement from the Women’s Associations for the right to vote through the 1970’s modern feminist movement, the industrialization around the Free Zone and the labour movements for more rights in the EPZ, the August 1979 mass strike, the September, 1980 mass movement to respect the 23rd August Agreement, and the struggle for the country to become a Republic, are all blocked from researchers and historians.  How can a country not have a 20th Century history at all available in official Archives? 

Whether referring to 18th Century or 20th Century documents, we stress that they form part of what the working people of Mauritius and their organisations have contributed to creating. The documents form part of our own, self-created history. The history is not yours, but the peoples. 

As a a common heritage of all the Mauritian people (we all inherit the past equally),  it should therefore be properly preserved and made accessible to all Mauritians. It should also be made availableto all researchers in the world, as indeed their archives are made available to our researchers. Isn’t it the role of a Minstry of Culture to ensure (i.e. raise and spend money on this work, employ people to do this work) that such rich patrimony be preserved for the present young generation and future historians? Our history is our legacy to the future?

Which brings us to our third related point.

Your Ministry seems bent on spending all its resources (time, effort and money) on making dangerously fragmented little cultural centres, which, like the Bantustans of the Apartheid era, keep everyone in some state-funded pseudo-ancestral culture, at the direct expense of preserving our shared heritage in the Archives.

We appeal to you, in your identity as Minister concerned with Culture, to develop a genuine love of the shared history of our Republic and its people as whole and all their work in creating this history. And we appeal to you to consciously resist the sectarian lobbies, which often have very flimsily disguised ulterior motives related to the more seedy aspects of “clientelism” and not to any genuine love of any human culture. In doing this, you will have to learn to stand up to Mr. Paul Bérenger, who has, it seems, vested political interests in this process of fragmenting the people.

Yours sincerely,

Lindsey Collen

on behalf of Lalit
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