LALIT

153 Main Road, GRNW, Port Louis.

20th December, 2002

Dear Parents and thinking Citizens, dear Teachers and Trade Unionists,

“Any child is my child”

The age-old adage

When it gets to the end of one year and there’s a new year coming up, it is time to stop and think for a moment, in compassion, of places on the earth where there is war and strife. And it’s also time to wonder if, in those places, the war and strife could have been prevented.  We should be asking ourselves: “Was there a moment, maybe at the end of a year when, had enough people only stopped and thought and acted wisely, that the disorder could have been averted?”.

And it is time also to ask if, when people studied their horoscopes last December for the coming year in a place like, say, Cote d’Ivoire, for example, did they all get warned of impending ruin? And would we do better spending some time studying the signs in the political situation for impending dangers to peace?

We write to wish you a Happy New Year, and a new year of peace. 

And yet we are concerned. In Lalit, we are concerned for the future of the entire country because of the situation in the “education” sector. That is what our letter to you is about. We predict, if there is not a change of paths, that there will be not only a turbulent admission, but a year when communal and religious strife hot up. We know the baseline suffering of people – insecure jobs, rising prices, electricity getting cut off, harassment by the police, a justice system that causes vast amounts of suffering in silence, overcrowded housing, dangerous traffic on the roads which threatens the very life of the poor, beaches being privatized, gardens being threatened with privatization, even mountains and whole islands being sold to the highest bidder – and we know how important children’s education is to people too. It is the hope of some security in all this insecurity.

And yet this hope is often in vain. In the past, most children suffered from poor secondary education or none at all, and with Minister Obeegadoo’s plan, most will still suffer from poor education. In the past, the “ranking” so talked about in elite circles, so rightly denounced in these circles, only really affected these circles. Most other parents, quite rightly, lost no sleepless nights about it either. Too much of a dream

And yet, education is a subject that affects us all. People, even if it is a dream, put such hopes in education. So, for this very reason, it can, ironically, become a trigger to strife in a country. 

Earlier this year, we said two things about Minister of Education Obeegadoo’s Reform: it lacks mechanisms for bringing about equality and it fails to address the problem of Confessional Colleges. 

We still believe this.

Later, over the Memorandum of Understanding, we said that Minister Obeegadoo became guilty of two further mistakes, both of them grave political errors, so grave that we have since called for his resignation.

We still call for his resignation on these two points: First, he has been the only Minister of Education ever to make the historical mistake of expanding the scope of the fundamentalist anachronism of “Confessional Schools”, with all their discrimination, while these should have been left to continue to weigh less and less in the overall system. He plans to subsidize the creation of new “specifically” religious schools (Catholic schools in many, many areas and one or two token Aryan Vedic or Aleemiah schools). And second, as a counter-balance to the clear injustice of expanding existing imbalances and inequalities inherited from Colonial times between the different religions, he has taken it into his hands to offer a sort-of bribe to those he classifies as non-Catholics by announcing that the Mahatma Gandhi Institute, which was always a Mauritian government school, is now going to somehow be some kind of “communal school”, and many new such MGI’s are due to be built accordingly, in highly targeted areas. VPM Paul Bérenger announced it more clearly at a recent meeting in Triolet: The MGI’s are for the “diaspora Indienne”, he said.

So, Steeve Obeegadoo’s plan is about to kick-start a future of “apartheid” for Mauritius. Catholic Schools for Catholics. MGI’s for the “diaspora Indienne”. And then, if anyone else complains, they get sent to “make their own schools”. More apartheid.

Minister Obeegadoo is beginning the most hideous dynamic of separate schools for each communalo-religious group. The irony is that he is one of the few Ministers who was an activist in the anti-apartheid movement. Now, as Minister, he comes up with a Reform plan that aims to introduce apartheid into education.

This is why we call on you, as we draw to the end of the year, to stand up, as Lalit is doing, and to oppose this terrible part of the Obeegadoo Plan. We have to turn it around. Before it is too late. The part of Obeegadoo’s Reform that leads to apartheid has to be separated out from other aspects of the Reform, and to be halted.

Society’s responsibilities

If there is one responsibility that “society” has to individual families in modern times, it is the responsibility to offer high-standard education to all the children of the land. Every single little child. The most democratic authority to do this is an elected one: the National Assembly. The members of the National Assembly are, in the final instance, accountable to us all. We can call on them to resign. We can vote them out later.

The State thus has a responsibility to offer education of the highest level, equal for all children. This means offering a good education to 100% of children, not just 4,000 out of 30,000. This means education in such basic subjects as writing, reading, science, history, social studies, mathematics, the arts, and other languages taught “additively” not “subtractively”. The State also has a responsibility to offer a wide choice of additional subjects for children to choose a few from: perhaps singing, or playing a musical instruments in an orchestra or band, chess, debating, creative writing, computer graphics, computer hardware, computer soft-ware, learning poetry and songs, sculpture, woodwork, sewing, cookery, gardening. Proper plurality. The State has to nurture caring, capable teachers staff, who love their work of bringing out the potential of each child. Teachers need good work conditions: better pay, teaching aids that give variety to the work, pleasant staff rooms, a period free in the middle of the day.

The State also has a responsibility to protect children from discrimination, and to prevent any tendency towards “Apartheid”. Children, it goes without saying, should not be divided along ethnic/religious lines for schooling. This is not only heinous, but it is also dangerous social engineering. 

The State also has a responsibility to minimize division of children into those whose parents are rich and those whose parents are not rich. This is particularly important in these times of the “commodification” of everything, including education. We don’t want a caste of rich people who pay sums of money that exceed other parents’ entire incomes in order to train up their children as the perpetuators of the caste of rich who in turn send their children to expensive paying schools. The best way the State avoids this is, of course, by offering an education so outstanding that no-one wants second-best.

The State also has a responsibility to protect children from child abuse or other predatory behavior from adults in positions of religious or any other authority. We must open up debate, while everyone is busy flattering Confessional Schools, on the terrible record of religion in relation to children in their care. Be it in Boston or other US cities, in Belgium, in France, in Australia, in Hong Kong, in Ireland, we find exposed (only recently) a past history of horrendous, widespread child abuse, often sexual abuse, with its life-long consequences for the sufferers. Because these authorities are not democratically accountable, they have clearly had a field-day of cover-ups. In planning future education, this has to be taken into consideration.

The State also has a responsibility to look after children in a generally safe and caring way, ensuring equal standards of education to all children.

The State has to prevent pollution from affecting children’s health, and road traffic from endangering children’s lives.

The State has to create the atmosphere in schools that nurtures genuinely universal values, so fought for by all our fine ancestors, like those enshrined in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights and the twin conventions on Civil & Political Rights and Economic & Social Rights. Like those enshrined in the Rights of the Child.

The pact

Obeegadoo’s plan for new institutionalized apartheid does not do this.

Nor does it come out of the blue.

We have all been watching the build-up. We have all been watching Jugnauth and Bérenger since 1991 when they sold their souls in a pact. It was their ill-fated “MSM-MMM pre-electoral pact”. It was then that they began fabricating their mortally dangerous series of communalo-religious “troc” that ever since then have characterized their politics on education.

And it is this “troc” that we, thinking people, have to put a stop to: We have to. It represents a mortal danger to all the people of the country. 

We have to find a political way to stop this communalization that they are perpetrating on us, the people. 

They must be made to stop classifying us.

We and our children are no longer slaves in a slave-auction, where we are advertised by our supposed race or “port of embarkation”, or by the tribal marks cut into us by religion while we were still minors. We have to say to Government: No more of this, thank you. We and our children are human beings. As such we yearn for equality. As such we yearn for liberty. We yearn for justice for all. We say, like generations of fine human beings have said before us, that ‘Any child is our child.’

1991 was the moment when Jugnauth and Bérenger left behind the earlier communalism of mere expediency and clientalism. It was then that they turned to the much more dangerous social engineering of State-dictated ethnic and religious barter. Communalo-religious “troc.” Religious Schooling v/s So-called Ancestral Languages v/s Religious Marriages.

Since then the two politicians have been unswervingly loyal to this new form of pact. They seem to say: “For every wrong we, the State do to you, by classifying you -- don’t worry, we will do another equivalent wrong against some other citizens!”

First it was the twin Select Committees and their “troc”: 50% reserved places for Catholic Education as part of a deal for Oriental Languages to count for ranking. But, as all “communal troc” is bound to be, the whole thing is totally unjust and unstable. First, the Oriental Languages are found by the Privy Council not to be discriminatory if counted for ranking. Mr. Tengur, the symbol of the struggle for the recognition of Oriental Languages thus wins. 

Then Government does away with ranking. Mr. Tengur’s victory was thus only a pyrrhic victory after all.

And Government meanwhile, forgetting about its troc, allows the 50% reserved places to continue. And puts out a Plan to extend these “reserved places” colleges all over the country.

If this is not unstable, what is.  

And this hideous barter is what has led, inexorably, to the dangerous situation we now find the whole country in: The State now finds itself unable to guarantee the respect of the fundamental human right of protection from discrimination, even in relation to a little child. That is how grave the situation is.

Stop for a moment and think. Please.

Or is this a nightmare?

We have to break out of the communal “logic” of the “troc”. We have to remember firmly that the real devise of the “troc” is in fact money. The Religious Authorities want more money from Government to make more schools, over which they exert power. And Mr. Tengur, at the beginning of the “troc”, wanted more money for the teachers of Oriental Languages, who since the decision to permit private lessons found themselves discriminated against because they had no access to any of the money in this very sad private lessons industry.

We have to un-bundle the meaning of all the “troc” that the MSM and MMM have been wheeling and dealing in.

We have to look at each issue closely and rationally. 

Is it still allowed for an Authority to take little children and, by what means we do not know, put a tag on them? This little one is Catholic, this little one is not. We will take this little child, we will refuse that little one on the basis of this tag.

How can this go on? In the name of god. What kind of institution can insist that it needs this kind of “specificity”? The “specificity” of being exempt from universally accepted respect for human rights? Doing this to just one little child is unacceptable. It gets done as it turns out to 50% of children that apply for a “place reservée”. And, just as in the calculations of the accursèd Best Loser System, the previous 50% off the State list also have to be taken one by one and classified. Like in apartheid South Africa. In Court, the Government representative even said that maybe this is done by the Authority concerned by looking at the child’s name. Shame, shame, shame. We must oppose this, because of the violence of classifying someone into a whole “tribe” by his or her name.

Human beings need protection from this kind of classification. Especially when it is done by the powerful. By the State. By the Press too, sometimes. By Authorities. Especially when those suffering the indignity of classification are little children.

In the Supreme Court case of Mr. S. Tengur, who put a case of discrimination as a non-Catholic father of a primary school child, against the State and Bureau de l’Education Catholique, the Supreme Court statuted that the practice of discrimination on the grounds of religion in selecting children for admission to a College is, effectively, a violation of four major instruments: the Constitution, the Education Act, the Covenant on Economic and Social Rights and the UNESCO Covenant. We can safely add that it violates one’s fundamental human right not to be discriminated against tout court – even if there were not such a specific clause in any of the four actual instruments.

Then, curiously, the Bureau de l’Education Catholique not only “appealed” but also asked the Court for a “Stay of Execution”. Fortunately, the State, by contrast, neither appealed nor made the mistake of requesting a Stay of Execution.

Instead it took a “passive” role. What abject abdication of its role to protect citizens! The Government said effectively: “We have no opinion on whether to continue allowing discrimination against little children to go on.”

In the face of this abdication, the Supreme Court has effectively said Go on discriminating unlawfully, and come back mid-year.

Meanwhile, there are many commentators who miss the whole point. They go on and on missing the point. They refer to “parental choice” being at stake, when it is the “choosiness of the Authority” that is in question. This “picking and choosing” infringes a child’s fundamental right to be protected from discrimination on the grounds of religion.

And it is through this kind of harmful division of individuals into religious ghettos, that the MSM and MMM presumably hope to keep the people “divided”. Divide and rule. Are we to be locked in useless ethnic-religious conflict? For generations? Are we to let the big bosses meanwhile get on with re-establishing their old colonial reign of bleeding more money and profit out of the working people, especially as the multi-national corporations move into “strategic alliances” with the Mauritian capitalists and state-owned corporations, especially as Mauritian capitalists close down factories and move to places where the people get lower wages, enjoy fewer human rights, or are more divided by ethnic or religious strife?

Thus, the MSM-MMM Government sees the people through its lens of a communalo-religious classification. If you are not a big-time “investor” or organized into a communalist or religious fundamentalist force, you are not taken much note of by the State they control. Neither for electoral bribes, nor for culture; neither for electoral reform, nor for particular education needs.

Today Bérenger and Jugnauth have gone so deep into this hideous politics of “troc” that they themselves, as individual humans, are part of the same “troc”. Let us not be fooled into thinking that the MMM and MSM are saying “anyone can be Prime Minister on the basis of his citizenship and his politics”. No. They are saying something deeply different, something profoundly communal, something that reeks of the kind of ethnic engineering that leads to civil war, like in the Lebanon or Rwanda, like in apartheid South Africa or in Israel’s invasion of Palestine. They offer us this: “Barter this Jugnauth [for these eight letters of the alphabet, we are supposed to read ‘one Hindu’] in power for a couple of years in exchange for this Bérenger [for these eight letters, we are supposed to read either ‘one non-Hindu’ or ‘one representative of all minorities’] in power for an equal number of years.” Bérenger and Jugnauth thus end up putting themselves into a “troc”. This, like any other communal troc, is unstable, as well as immoral. Bérenger, for example, attacks anyone who sees the “troc” as involving ‘a White’, because this, and according to him only this is ‘racist’. Classifying other people into other races is not racist. It is mere realpolitik. Note that Bérenger continues, through persisting in maintaining the Best Loser System, to permit the State to classify all candidates for the National Assembly (the MMM even sent an embarrassingly inappropriate “memo” to Mr. Albie Sachs to insist on it).

And he and Jugnauth will be “passive” about whether Authorities classify children by religion.

They will cut ribbons for more and more divisive “cultural centres”, while the National Archives literally turn to dust for lack of funds.

They will fund religious bureaucracies while starving of funds life-saving health care, which incidentally they prefer to give over to the private sector to make a quick profit out of.

Hopes pinned on education

Schools are the places where children, however unequally their families are endowed in terms of rupees in their fists, or even however unequal the loving care different children receive at home is, can hope to get equality of treatment. At the age of five years old, there is this wonderful hope. If only we, as thinking people, now stop once-and-for-all mouthing without thinking, the cruel and violent phrase that has become the fashion: “I want the best education for MY child”. This phrase, by its very grammar, implies: “I don’t care what education the other children get”. It is time for us all to continue saying, as the finest human beings have always from time immemorial said, “Any child is my child”. And in modern terms this means that the State must offer, must provide to all those who want it, equal education for all children.

This does not mean, as some narrow-minded people imply, that there is automatically some form of monolithic education handed out. Of course, it doesn’t. It is just careless thinking, even to suggest it. Or perhaps it is a sign of some peoples’ despair. Despairing of what has some democratic accountability, instead of working for more democratic accountability and better education for all, they turn to the chimera of the past: a left-over from Colonial times, from feudal times, where fundamentalism was considered so natural that it was not even noticed at all, or was considered “good for the pagans”. In their despair, they turn backwards, towards religiously specific schools.

Within the regions established in the Reform, and abandoning Obeegadoo’s ludicrous idea of measuring a child’s distance from a college to the nearest one metre (“enn met pre”), there is no reason why there should not be some state Colleges (or other colleges within a National Education system) that develop, at the same time as everything else, a special reputation for their science department, while other state Colleges excel in their fine arts section. Other Colleges, while keeping up a fine academic record, may also nurture the best badminton players and judoka. Others may, after hours even, produce the country’s most highly skilled Chess and Bridge players, and attract students with this interest. Others may develop a fine reputation for their social work, human rights groups and debating unions, thus, in future, attracting students and teachers interested in these fields. It depends on all of us – teachers, parents, caring citizens.

The real issues now

What are the real issues now?

· The Supreme Court Judgement gave a Stay of Execution because there is an appeal to the Privy Council. But has the Church hierarchy not said that it will NOT abide by the Privy Council judgement if it loses? Has it not said its ‘specificity’ that depends on classifying by religion each child who chooses to apply to their College, is ‘not negotiable’? Surely the Government has to act now, and take loans from the public if necessary in the form of immense Bonds so that it can build college facilities for every child? Or are we going to try to disguise, and further finance, the discrimination? Can commentators remain silent on this?

· The Church hierarchy has also stated that its education is “specific” and depends on the “Evangel”. They also claim that the “Evangel” is “universal”. The two words –“specific” and “universal” are antonyms. How can we, in secular space still be reading this kind of cant, whereby the “specific” is “universal”, as if it were normal? Surely this is colonialist bigotry at its worst? Or is it just the intellectual arrogance of the powerful? Surely well over 2/3 of the people of the world do not believe in the Evangel nor think it “universal”. It is a matter of religious opinion or faith. In the past few weeks, the Religious Authorities have even started to say that “Catholic” schools require a faith in Jesus Christ. How is that for a specificity? There is just no way that the State can continue to go down this road with religious authorities. It is a fundamentalist road. And very soon, if we do not stop, we will be going down an “apartheid” road. 

· This also brings us to the question as to whether the State continue to subsidize Authorities to work with children when the Authorities believe Mauritius is a “pays de mission” – this phrase bears the full resonance of colonial violence, where in times gone by it was acceptable for colonizers to go and be “missionaries” in barbarian lands, in order to bring “pagans” and other “superstitious peoples” to “religion” with a capital “R” and to a god with a capital “G”. The phrase “pays de mission” means it is a country where there is a lot of converting to Catholicism to be done. Winning over adults to a new religion is, of course, their right. But what about the State entrusting children to Authorities whose aim is to convert children?

· And now, as debate rages on about Secondary Schools, can we not predict that it will soon filter down to the question of primary schools? Do the RCA Primary Schools now also have to have 50% “reserved places”? In order to have their “specificité universelle”, to express it in “français facile”. No, we think the Religious Authorities, for the moment, are not saying that. So, then the question is “What exactly is the difference then between the Primary Schools and the Colleges?” Why does one need to classify children into “Catholic” and “non-Catholic” for one type of school and not for the other?

· If it is also true that the RCA Primary Schools are indeed “Evangelical” and “Catholic” institutions, dependant on a belief in Jesus Christ, and if indeed they are not ordinary primary schools like we all thought they were, then we are in deep trouble. Then it is certainly high time the Government created a new Government primary school in every single area where there is not already one, so as to prevent imposing religious instruction of a “specific” “Evangelical” nature, on very young minors. Many areas have, through negligence on the part of Government, only an RCA primary school. And primary schooling is now compulsory by law. Can the State force a parent to send her child to a religious school? Should this lack of “choice” in many areas not be the most important source of concern to all the commentators in the land? It is a deeply troubling thought. From a human rights perspective, it is deeply troubling. Obligatory education in a religious “specificity” which is alien to a child is part of the definition of genocide. It is harmful, and illegal, to force families to send their children for religious education.

· The Supreme Court judgement, handed down under duress (it says so itself) accorded a Stay of Execution in essence so that the Reform Plan goes ahead. As soon as the Church Hierarchy gets its Stay of Execution, it announces publicly that it is no longer in the Reform Plan. The State should now take the Authority at its word.

· The apparently specifically “Catholic” nature of part of the education system is now exposed as the most clearly “fundamentalist” aspect of the present-day Mauritian State. The process of secularization and decolonization that was going on (all too slowly) prior to Obeegadoo, must continue, and a nation-wide secular education of the highest standard must now be prepared for all children.

· Let us address the question as to why some colleges (mainly State Colleges but also a few Confessional Colleges) are more sought after than others. The reasons are simple. It is because some State and some Confessional Colleges have had a better record for academic results; they thus attracted students who had done better at Primary School and who, not very surprisingly, in turn get better academic results at the end of Secondary school; this, in turn attracts more bright youngsters. There is nothing very “specific”, nor “Evangelical” about this home truth. The “popularity” of some colleges is also quite obviously because the facilities, historically speaking at any rate, are better there. It is not “evangelical” or anything else mysterious. There are good sports fields, gymnasiums, and shaded playgrounds at Queen Elizabeth and St Esprit, and not nearly as fine ones at Regis Chaperon State Secondary School or Notre Dame (although the latter two are good colleges). Perhaps, in the interests of transparency, and to prevent people going on and on about all the mystical reasons for the preference for certain Colleges, the Ministry of Education should publish the actual subsidy per child at, say, St. Esprit, and at, say, Keats College, and at a middle-range SSS. There is a higher subsidy per head in the “star Confessional schools”. Everyone has always known this. But, as if warning the Church Hierarchy, Bérenger has said: “Dans l’interet de tout le monde, il faut renvoyer a plus tard la guerre des chiffres sur l’argent que obtient chaque enfant; car il y a d’autres urgences avec la rentrée 2003 derrière la porte.” (Week-End 24th November). We call on the Ministry of Education at once to publish the figures.

· Can we make all the Colleges more equal? And can we do it in only a few years. The answer to both questions is “yes”. It is easy. The Government has only to offer an equal number of places in the College of first choice to each primary school in the land. It has only to offer an equal number of University scholarships to each Form VI college. Computers can sort this out in no time. At last this kind of thinking has come up somewhere else, to add to LALIT’s voice. In L’Express of 8th December, Mr. Charles Ng Cheng Hin, Secretary of the LSE Society proposes this. He argues: “Il y a un moyen bien simple pour que le système actuel profite au plus grand nombre d’enfants doués. On pourrait confier aux meilleurs collèges de l’ile, les dix premièrs, filles et garçons, de chaque école. Cette formule…miser d’abord et avant tout sur les meilleurs éléments éparpillés à travers le pays.” Maybe even more important still is that this way of organizing education will equalize by raising standards. We believe that this kind of formula can, in fact, operate within the confines of the present “regionalization” but where the choice of college is region-wide. Any competition at school is firmly under the social control of parents and teachers at that school. The more “debruyar” parents will soon equalize themselves and do their good work of raising standards in all schools and in all colleges.

Conclusion

We fear that not only will Obeegadoo’s Reform plan, if left to its own devices, tolerate discrimination (no doubt duly disguised discrimination), not only will it create a swift tendency to religio-racial classification and separatism, even apartheid, but it will also open the doors really wide to one of the most destructive of all things: privatization. The dreaded PPP’s and other kinds of privatization have already totally destabilized other African countries one by one. And it is this dispossession that will end up being the class element that can trigger the race/religious strife we are so concerned about.

We need the finest schools for all children. We need children to be together. 

Any child is my child.

In the name of Lalit, I take this opportunity of wishing you a very happy new year. It is in the struggle for justice and equality and in togetherness that we can hope to find peace. And I ask you to spread the word that “any child is your child”.

Yours sincerely,

Lindsey Collen

for LALIT
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