“New Women's Manifesto” 

This manifesto was adopted by LALIT in 2011. It had been prepared by the Muvman Liberasyon Fam  (Women’s Liberation Movement) over a two-year period of meetings (2009-2011) based on some 30 years action, after the process that produced the first Women’s Manifesto in 1977.

A rich history

When a women's association like the MLF has existed for 33 years, its history itself can add immeasurably to its strength. This is called “momentum”. It means that our past mobilisations give our present actions added strength. Our past collective thinking makes our present ideas run deeper. This momentum was what gave MLF the capacity, for example, in 2009 to spearhead the common front set up so as to suspend the law that criminalises abortion.

Conscious of the power of our history, Muvman Liberasyon Fam decided, when we neared the end of 2009, to work towards a “new” Women's Manifesto. 

Our first Manifesto that came out in 1977 took us a whole year to produce. It was created collectively by founding members who organised some 12 meetings in neighbourhood women's associations in different parts of the country, as well as weekly association meetings. And even then, of course, we weren't starting from scratch. We knew that for many years before us, the women's movement in Mauritius had already organised to demand the right to vote, the right to education, to contraception, even the right to work, and something as political as the right to live in an independent country. 

In our Founding Manifesto, of 1976-77, the main points are:

- No to patriarchy! - No to capitalism!

- The right to contraception and legal abortion!

- Housework must be socialised: there must be day-care for children, women's centres, municipal canteens and laundries, and more “welfare state services” like free healthcare, free education and universal pensions. 

- Women must be able to work in all work sectors! 

- Equal pay for equal work! – The right to unionise! The right to strike! 

- A law that views rape as assault, with emphasis on the aggression not the sexual nature of the crime.

- No to harassment by macho men!

- Equality in the law and in the Constitution! A uniform marriage law for all women!

Women's liberation, we stated, will depend on women's mobilisation. Our 1977 Manifesto has passed the test of time. Then, as large-scale mobilisations unfurled in Mauritius – working-class, Chagossians, youth struggles – especially between 1976 and 1981 – this Manifesto integrated even broader issues into itself:.

- Diego Garcia military base closure, decolonisation and the right of return for Chagossians! 

- No to Apartheid! - Free Palestine!

- Yes, to Freedom, No to Repression! Revoke repressive laws such as the Industrial Relations Act (IRA), Public Order Act (POA) (replaced today by the repressive Public Gathering Act (PGA), Employment Rights Act (ERiA)and Employment Relations Act (EReA).

- Free Public Transport!

These demands are still significant today. And over time, they have been refined by work in different Common Fronts: Solidarite Fam (Women's Solidarity) , Fron Fam Travayer (Working Women's Front), Solidarite Morisyen Anti-Apartheid and Fron Anti-Apartheid (Mauritian Anti-Apartheid fronts), Fron Komen Transpor (Common Front for Public Transport), Fron pu Demokrasi (Front for Democracy), Rann Nu Diego! The biggest gains for women took place through women's participation in the August 1979 General Strike movement and the 1980 mass mobilisation that followed. After that period, women were able to walk relatively freely without being harassed between the end of 1979 up till, say, 1984. The MLF set up the first Women's Centre in the country and ran it for nearly 20 years. We decided to close it down after the Government set up decentralised women's centres all over the country. 

In our letterhead of 1984, we stated: “Aims: To fight for full rights for all women, for true equality between all women and men in all fields, and total liberation of women.”. These aims are still our aims. .

False Interpretation of Women's Demands 

What was the content of the down-turn that started in 1981? 

- Retrenchment of workers, and their replacement by automated machinery. 

- The betrayal of the MMM.

- The rise of  Thatcher-Reagan ideology in Mauritius, attacks on the Welfare State. 

- The implosion of the bureaucratic Stalinist reign that stole power some 4-5 years after the Russian Revolution, and its replacement by a mafia-type profit-making capitalism. 

- Virtual re-colonisation of all ex-colonies by finance capital. 

The reactionary forces of patriarchy that had reigned for 5,000 years thus re-established their reign. And they did so by the means at their disposal, i.e. through the bourgeoisie revising our demands, distorting them into forms it can easily contain. This meant basically that they put it out that we were demanding things that aren't our actual demands. Reactionary forces do this, in particular, through the media. And when the women's movement is in a state of demobilisation during such a downturn, we are relatively too weak to  re-establish the facts. So, what they say we are is not what we are. 

- They say that we supposedly want women to climb higher into “positions of power” within the patriarchal hierarchies. This is false. They are the ones who want this, not the women's movement. 

- They say that we are supposedly in favour of more repression and heavier punishment for sexual offences against women. This is false. They are the ones who want this, not the women's movement. 

- They say we supposedly want gender equity. They and organisations they fund are the ones demanding this. What we want is emancipation and liberation – no more, no less. 

- They say we want men to stay home and do housework. False! We want women to be more active outside the home in public life, not men to participate less in public life. Housework, we say, must be socialised (there are already signs of this beginning to happen, like pre-prepared vegetables in supermarkets and more pre-schools, but this socialisation is not enough). 

- They say all we want is supposedly to change anti-women laws. False. What we want is to end patriarchy.

- They say we want to supposedly “make men take their responsibilities”. This is not a demand of the women's movement. Our quest is women's liberation. 

- They say all we are concerned about is women! False. We are against repression. We are against apartheid. We are in favour of workers right to strike. We are in favour of the decolonisation of Diego and the rest of the Chagos. We are in favour of military base closure. We are against class inequality. 

- They say we are supposedly anti-men. They are the ones saying it, not us. In the MLF, for instance, we believe that the majority of men are usually victims of patriarchy and its hierarchies. We ally ourselves with victims of patriarchy, be they men or women. 

- They say all we supposedly want is equal pay for equal work. So then, for them it is alright to decrease men's wages in the Free Zone, instead of increasing women’s wages. 

If we adopt their false interpretation of our demands, we will blunder. It will lead us into alliances with bourgeois forces, even with communal forces. This is why this “New Manifesto” has so much significance for us today – in view of these false interpretations of our original Manifesto.

New Women's Manifesto (Draft No. 3)

This “New Manifesto” is the fruit of meetings of the MLF with women from all currents in the women's movement over a period of 14 months: the family planning current, the “human rights” current (women in Amnesty International and other human rights associations), the trade-union current (women in trade unions and trade union federations), the work-site current, women in local women's associations (rural as well as urban), single issue associations, academics. 

1. We call into question the present ownership of land and of the means of survival? 

We pose the question, “Why have we been expropriated from the mother earth that nurtures us?” We pose the question, “Why have we been disinherited of the fruits of the labour of past generations (capital)?” Our demand is for democratic control on all land in production and on all the means of survival. We want a system where working people who constitute 80% of the population no longer need to scrounge a job from a boss or a boss-controlled State enterprise. The MLF even organised a Symposium on the theme, “Who Owns What & Why?” And we oppose privatisation; we defend the Welfare State when it is under attack. However, we refuse to stay on such a defensive programme. We want to produce things other than cane and T-shirts, that is to say we want to produce alternative products, we want an alternative economy, and alternative ownership of all the means of survival. In short, we want to move continually from the defensive to the counter-offensive. 

2. Against Patriarchal Hierarchies

We oppose patriarchy. We oppose patriarchal hierarchies. These hierarchies are inextricably entwined with capitalist hierarchies. It is not the women's movement's aim for women to climb up the rungs of these hierarchies. This opposition to patriarchy affects the nature of our demands.  e.g. 1) We want women to be recognised by society as the “centre of the hearth”, not the “head of household”. We want social housing and child allowances go to the person who tends the hearth.  e.g. 2) We want women to be able to work in all work sectors, but we are not interested in who gets to be promoted within patriarchal hierarchies in work sectors. e.g. 3) We want equal wages for everyone one day, not the same proportion of inequality amongst women as amongst men. Our aim is equality, not “spreading inequality equally” between men and women.  

3. Changing the balance of forces between Men and Women

We are working towards changing the objective balance of forces between men and women in society. If women have housing as a right, the means of survival as a right, if there is free public transport night and day, if basic foods are subsidised, if there is the right to contraception and abortion, all of this will tip the balance of forces in favour of women. This is why we struggle for these rights. At the same time, we want to change the balance of forces between workers and bosses so that workers become strong enough to challenge the system itself. We want to change the balance of forces between imperialists and oppressed countries. All this means that we have a broad manifesto. 

4. No to State Repression! We want Freedom!

We are against State Repression. We are in favour of more freedom. We want women-abusers, those who use violence against women, and harassers of women to be publicly exposed and publicly criticised. They need to be made accountable for their actions. We are certainly not pushing for the State to hang them, imprison them for years and years, or castrate them. We want society to make use of the age-old methods that have worked, that is to say, to expose abuses and make perpetrators account for their actions. The best way to ensure this is to change the balance of forces in favour of women: claim social housing, basic food and clothing subsidized, a wage one can live on, schooling, health, free public transport, old-age pensions and pensions for the disabled. All the basic goods and services must be available and accessible to all who need them. This way, women are in a position to expose cases of abuse, and to stand up against abuse. 

And when a women suffers violence, we are not asking for an armada of new policewomen, 24 hrs a day in all police station. Not at all. We are actually demanding less police officers. We demand that women, when raped, go straight to hospital, in a “one-stop-shop” system. There, she gets medical treatment, psychological treatment if need be, protection against STD's, and she can decide, if she want to, to file a case against her aggressor before a policewoman who is called into the hospital to take her statement. A police doctor examines her in the surroundings of a hospital. All this happens in a caring environment rather than the repressive environment of a police station. 

In general, we want the right to demonstrate, we demand freedom of expression, freedom to unionize, the right to strike, that is to refuse to work in conditions we do not agree to. 

5  New Framework for Matrimonial Laws 

In our 33 years of struggle, we have been able to change the Code Napoleon, section by section. Where it said “husband” or “wife”, we have been able to make it read “spouse”. But the domination that existed within marriage has not changed as a result of these changes towards gender equity. So we have created over a two or three year period a “Charter on Matrimonial and Allied Laws”. It encompasses a whole array of changes that aim at viewing women as being the centre of the hearth, and liberating us outside the home, too. Marriage becomes a voluntary union between two adults who want to live together. Divorce will be possible without having to prove “fault”, and will be a rapid and inexpensive process. Care for children must subsidised by society, when the family is in economic difficulty. We are against the law that makes the State go running after “the biological father” of the child. This compounds the problem. It causes violence against women and children. In addition, today, with this new law that does just this, there are husbands and ex-husbands who are being arrested when they can’t pay or child support because they have lost their jobs. We do not agree with this. And we want women to be able to decide with precision when to fall pregnant and when to go ahead with a pregnancy, once pregnant. We want a form of the family that is flexible, where the household unit that is formed around the woman is fully recognised by the State. When a man becomes the centre of the hearth, he too can be recognised as such by the Courts. 

6  Against patriarchy, whether it dominates women or men 

We have learnt in our 33 years of existence that it is not only women who are the victims of patriarchy. Men, too, are the victims of patriarchy. So, instead of making the mistake of recruiting those “alpha males” who rush to offer the women’s movement their patronizing “help”, we choose to ally ourselves with organizations who support our program, and with men who have become victims of the very same patriarchal system that dominates us, women. This is how we allied with Mr Naden Pakeeree of Surinam in the struggle against an unjust anti-abortion law that led to the death of his wife; with Mr Suresh Dawaking of Sodnac in the struggle against violent crimes on “contract” that caused the death of his wife; with Reginald Topize (Kaya) of Beau Songes and Rajesh Ramlogun of Lallmatie and their widows in the struggle against police violence the men suffered. We perceived, during this latter struggle, the similarity between the two forms of patriarchal violence - torture in police cells and domestic violence – both forms of violence take place between four walls, both use sexual language to mask the violence; both kinds of victims are supposed to carry the shame afterwards. This is how the MLF came to contribute towards the setting up of the association “JUSTICE: Against violence by State Officers”. 

7 No to War! No to military occupation!

We are against war and military occupation. We are struggling to free Chagos, to close down the base, to decolonize Mauritius and win the right of return for all Chagossians as Mauritians. We continue to struggle to free Palestine. 

8. Decriminalize abortion

We want to be free to reproduce (physically) in an atmosphere of respect. We want to decide when we will reproduce. For this we need free and easily accessible contraception and decriminalised abortion. Give us social housing, employment and social services, so that we are supported in the work of nurturing people in our care (children, the aged, the sick, etc). The family is too weak an institution to fend for itself without this respect for women.

9 Women's Liberation not just “Gender Equity”

We reject the conversion of the struggle for emancipation and liberation of women into the struggle for supposed  “gender equity”, where patriarchy continues as before. 

10 Encourage women to enter the world of political liberation 

We reject the idea that men must stay home to do housework. On the contrary, they must continue to be able to go out, and participate in life outside the home. And women too, must be able to go out, and be active in the political struggle for liberation. Our aim is to free half of humanity (women) to become the ally of the working class in the struggle for the liberation of humanity as a whole.  

WOMEN'S MOBILISATION A PRECONDITION

The MLF is helping to mobilize women, but it is we, women, who will collectively bring about our own emancipation and liberation, in the wider framework of emancipation and liberation of humanity.                                                                                   
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