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The situation

There has been a widening gap between “the people” and “the politicians” over the past forty years or so in the “developed countries” and over the past five to ten years in the “developing countries” including Mauritius. Lalit believes that, in order to address this serious problem of a rift between “the people” and “those elected”, there is a need for more democracy and more accountability.
All over the world for the past two or three years, there has been an increasing disaffection of people ( specially young people ( with politics and, by implication with the existing political system. Although this anti-political current is not as strong in Mauritius as most places elsewhere, it is nevertheless growing. Increasingly politics is considered by many young people to be corrupt, on the one hand, and useless in the sense of “not being able to change anything”, on the other hand.

People also believe that once you have elected someone, he or she disappears and is from then onwards controlled by occult capitalist or communalist lobbies. In this last matter, people are not without reason to think so.

In reality, the big companies and transnational corporations have indeed become so powerful that they now manage to corrupt the still “embryonic” democratic systems that various revolutions have won for us, the people, world-wide. Mauritius is no exception.

In Mauritius, as in most of the rest of the world, we have fought for and inherited certain elementary gains ( won at the end of the Eighteenth Century through the French Revolution, the American Revolution, the English Revolution; at the beginning of this Century through the Russian Revolution and the Mexican Revolution; this Century through the National Liberation Revolutions (especially India and Cuba, but also in each country its own independence struggle) and the Chinese Revolution. These minimal gains are enshrined in the three sister-documents of the UN: The Universal Declaration, the Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights and the Covenant on Political and Civil Rights.

But, there is, according to Lalit, just not enough democracy yet.

In the United States, so disillusioned or disenfranchised are the people that only half of the people even bother to cast their votes in a country still bound by a Constitution more-or-less un-amended since the original 1791 one written by half-a-dozen slave-owners and half-a-dozen gran komersan. 

In Russia, the people have seen all the economic and social rights that were won during the Revolution completely destroyed, and replaced by a chaotic capitalist system run now by a newly-born mafia. The President has a great deal of constitutional power but, although elected, is so ill he can hardly be capable of commanding this autocratic power. 

In Britain the head of State is still one of a “caste” of heads of State. The House of Lords, which has hereditary members, has just blocked a law passed in the House of Commons. 

In France, the “egalité” part of the “Liberté, Egalité et Fraternité” of the Revolution has long been lost along the way, whichever party is in power. 

In India the party that was elected is very closely run by a communalist organization (the RSS), which was not elected by anyone. 

In South Africa, the first free elections have seen so little change for the people in their everyday ability to control political reality, that a terrible anger has risen amongst the people.

So the main electoral reform necessary ( short of a new series of long overdue revolutions for deepening democratic control of society (  is to address the question of the corruption of those elected and of their “not doing what they were elected to do”.

Lalit’s First Proposal

In Lalit, we suggest that the most advanced form of democracy is that already used by the people all over the world in associations and in trade unions: the principle is simple: the membership (the electorate) elects a Committee ( a legislature) that in turn elects office bearers (an executive) that in turn elects a President (a Prime Minister).  And whoever has the power to elect someone has the power to recall that person. 

This is the major electoral reform necessary. This is the reform that might help to get some form of accountability and control over those elected.

So, the basic change we want is for all electors to elect the members of the National Assembly, who in turn elect (we suggest) 15 Ministers, who in turn elect a Prime Minister. Then when a Prime Minister falls into Minority in his Cabinet, he can be recalled. When a Cabinet falls into Minority in the National Assembly, it (or any one Minister) can be recalled, and when the National Assembly (or any member) falls into a Minority in his Constituency, they (or he or she) can be recalled by an electoral petition in good and due form.

This principle of recall must take predominance over any necessity to have proportional representation in the National Assembly. It is this principle of recall that acts so as to prevent any elected person giving in to moneyed or powerful lobbies, or being “bought over”, bribed over, or silenced by such lobbies.

At present the Constitution of Mauritius allows revocation of Members of the National Assembly without any democratic procedure at all ( under Section 35 (read with Section 34) of the Constitution.

What is important to Lalit is the political possibility of democratic recall, and thus the process of accountability it establishes. This possibility in itself can change the balance of forces in favour of the electorate.

The historical necessity to do away with communal classification

Lalit believes that the history in Mauritius of Proportional Representation is a nasty one, peculiar to a post-slave society, where race and communal classification by society was the raison d’etre for the failed “PR” project. Proportional Representation, as a “projet” in our history, involved what were called ‘separate electoral lists’ for each so-called ‘community’, and reserved seats for each so-called ‘community’. Proportional Representation was thus curiously the enemy of  ‘citizenship’.

After the “Down with PR” mass mobilization before Independence, the first-past-the-post system fortunately triumphed against this original “proportional representation”, but with one communalist concession: the communal best-loser system we got landed with in the British-made Constitution. This best loser system involved 

a) the auto-classification of all candidates into four communities defined by law in race-religious terms – subject to Supreme Court decision as to a candidate’s ‘community’ in the case of any dispute – and this still goes on today; and 

b) the classification of the whole population through the 10-yearly government Population Census. In 1982, the MMM, under popular pressure changed the Constitution so that citizens are no-longer required to be classified by future Censuses for the purposes of the best loser. This measure can become a progressive measure only if we now manage to do away with the other half of the obligatory classification i.e. end obligatory classification of candidates for the National Assembly elections. The Constitution now still requires that the population continue to be classified for the purposes of the best-loser nominations by “reference to the results of the published 1972 census of the whole population of Mauritius” (Constitution First Schedule 5(8). 

c) As part of our protest against the best loser system and its odious classification of human beings, Lalit candidates all drew their respective communities out of a hat (thus classifying candidates by ‘chance’) when our party put up 15 candidates in 1983 and then 42 candidates in 1987. Otherwise, if we had not done this, our Nomination Papers would not have been valid.

 In 1995, the Movement Against Communalism (MAC) representing a broad front of social, political and trade union currents, brought out the two most far-reaching booklets on the communal corruption of the electoral system. These two texts, read together, are the only really thorough analyses of this communal aspect of the Mauritian Constitution and Mauritian electoral system.

 In Lalit, we believe that any new debate for the introduction of proportional representation must begin with the removal of the vestigial call for race and religious ‘classification’ by the state of candidates in the Best Loser System. 

The removal of the communal best-loser system will thus permit everyone in Mauritius to begin to see “proportional representation” as the representation of different political currents and of different opinions and ideas, and not the perpetuation of the first wave of proportional representation which was the desire to institutionalize the colonial/slave-owners’ ideology of race classification. The basis of the existing best loser system is that an elector can be represented across the board by anyone from the same supposed group as he or she, regardless of the ideas of either elector or candidate.

Lalit is against any introduction of proportional representation for different political currents unless at the same time, the institutionalized communalism of proportional representation by race and community (i.e. the best loser system) is removed from the statute books. Otherwise the introduction of new forms of proportional representation (on top of the existing best loser system) will fan the fires of an already communalized political scene.

What we propose in the context of the debate

We propose that 63 Members of the National Assembly are elected in 21 constituencies (three for Rodrigues), and a further 12 Members are nominated in the following way as “best losers” or “additional members” on different party lists.

All parties with more than 5% of total votes cast are eligible. All parties submit to the Electoral Commissioner before the election a list of 12 of their candidates, in the order they choose, for their first best losers to be taken from.

The same procedure as the present best loser system is used for establishing which parties need how many additional members. Once the numbers are calculated, then the nominations are done by the Electoral Commission, naming from the order submitted by the party, and if all 12 are already elected or nominated, then proceeding by naming the candidate with the highest percentage amongst those in that party who were not elected.

However, any party with an absolute majority of seats after the first past the post exercise, will receive enough additional members so as to retain its absolute majority.

As soon as the Nominations are done, or within x hours, the National Assembly votes for Ministers, and immediately the Cabinet votes for a Prime Minister.

We propose that it be the speaker from the last National Assembly who presides for the election of the Cabinet and until he is replaced at the first substantive sitting, and that it is the President of the Republic who presides the meeting of the Cabinet at which there is an election of Prime Minister.

By elections

In the case of death, resignation or recall of an elected member, a by-election is held. In the case of the death, resignation or recall of a nominated “additional member”, the Electoral Commission nominates the next candidate in line from the same party as the one being replaced.

Some of the principles behind our stand

We believe that, short of a mass mobilization when everyone understands and participates in change, that Constitutional changes need to build on democratic principles that we all already know and understand.

This means we do not, for example, agree with doing away with the 3-seat constituency just for the sake of it; in the absence of a popular movement, this kind of administrative change becomes no more than a change imposed from above.

This contrasts very sharply with the vast historical movement against the communal best loser. A whole generation of Mauritians has fought tooth and nail against this terrible legacy of colonialism. This means that new legislation to do away with the communal best loser system has a certain historical validity. The people have risen up again and again against this system. This is why we propose the abolition of communal classification as the most important change.

The conversion of the old best loser system into its opposite is what Lalit proposes. Each party gets a chance to get ‘additional members’ ( named in a specific order already submitted by the party. This means that each party determines its own priorities, instead of the state imposing a communal priority on every party. If a party chooses to continue to make communal decisions, it takes its own responsibility. If the party wants to assure the presence of women members, or rural/urban balance, or class balance, it is free to choose ‘additional members’ accordingly. If it wants to use the new “additional members” system in order to send its leaders to fight in “marginal” or difficult constituencies, it is free to do so.

We believe that Rodrigues must have the same number of elected members as any other constituency. This is in perfect harmony with the present move towards elected regional representatives for Rodrigues.

We suggest 12 ‘additional members’ for two reasons: 12 is a reasonable proportion of 63 elected members, less than one-fifth, and when added to 63, comes to the round-ish number 75. 

Other points argued

We believe that when electors vote, they vote (and should vote) for an individual human being as well as for a party or a symbol. This is how it is, already, and we believe there is a certain elementary holistic logic to this.

We believe that there should be no Ministers or Members of the National Assembly who have not stood in public for election in a particular constituency. This too is already the case in Mauritius. The logic behind this reasonable arrangement is to prevent the undemocratic “nomination” of a “king’s cabinet” from amongst invisible and even murky bureaucrats and technocrats.

We believe that if there are as many as 38 “additional members” relative to, say 42 elected members (the MMM proposal) that this could produce absurd situations. For example, where there is a bi-polar tendency, Party A could field 42 candidates, Party B 42, and Party A end up with 41 deputies and Party B with 39 deputies – meaning that the entire election would have accomplished the banal task of excluding one candidate from the majority party ranks and two from the minority party ranks.

We believe that there should be a Cabinet of 15 out of 75 Members of the National Assembly (i.e. one fifth or less) so as to allocate more power to the Legislature relative to the Executive. We think that neither Junior Ministers nor PPS’s should be co-opted into a “quasi executive” position, and that the posts should therefore be done away with. This is a popular demand. Over the past years, we have increasingly seen the absurd situation of the Executive creeping up to the half-way mark in the National Assembly. Keeping the executive to only 15 will also help to prevent the situation of electors being “corrupted” into “voting for the future government” i.e. for the executive. We call this “corrupting” the electorate, because the “large executive syndrome” leads to electors voting not on the basis of the ideas of candidates but for what “goodies” a future government can give them, their family, their club, or their tribe.

We believe that much of the debate around proportional representation has been skewed by an irrational fear in some circles of “60-0” results. The point about proportional representation is that it allows various currents to be represented in the National Assembly. We note here that representation in the National Assembly does not always strengthen a party. The MMM, as a party, was arguably stronger before 1976, than after it won 34 seats in Parliament; the MMM was again arguably stronger when in Opposition between 1976 and 1982 than after the 60-0 victory of the MMM-PSM in 1982. Similarly, the Hisbullah gained no strength from being represented in the National Assembly, but if anything weakened.
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