LALIT Women’s Commission on the question of women and

Low wages, free zone sackings, cane field unemployment,

small-scale entrepeneur ideology, the informal sector and housework
The dangers threatening women workers in the free zone have become eminently clear this week with the looming menace of mass lay-off of workers in Bonair Knitwear and other factories. There is already the threat of compressing six thousand labourers’ jobs in the sugar industry, a threat which menaces women’s livelihood. 

When Lalit’s Women’s Commission published our communiqué for International Women’s Day, we did it with the full knowledge of these terrible things that the Government holds in store for women in the future.

Our stand is a word of warning against the MMM-MSM government, because it is attempting to shift the blame on to us women, ourselves, for the impending disaster that the bosses and government have in store for us as a result of the voracity of their system. The way the government intends to do this is, in part, through the World Bank backed strategy for this: that is to say, through “small businesses in the informal sector” and “micro-credit schemes”.

It is worth looking more seriously at the propaganda that the Ministry of Women’s Rights launched, strangely enough, on the occasion of International Women’s Day. This propaganda has been around women’s poverty and, in particular, around the slogan “ENA ENN SIME”, meaning “small businesses” and “micro-credit schemes” for women. This campaign is designed to remove, or to mask, the social responsibility of society as a whole, including the state, for women workers in the workforce.

The MSM-MMM campaign which will prove be very harmful to women. Why?

Firstly, let us remember that we all know very well that, at the very lowest estimate, some 20% of household in Mauritius have a woman as head of household. This is one in five. The Minister of Women’s Rights also knows this. In addition, there are tens of thousands of households which depend heavily on the income brought in by women and girls.

And now, secondly, we note that there is this impending, imminent problem of women being hurled out of the workforce and into unemployment.

Everyone knows this, too, including the Minister of Women’s Rights.

This is the problem that has to be addressed: New jobs. And how to force the capitalists to invest job-creation. But this is not what the Ministry is doing. It is spreading propaganda that women must go find their own livelihoods.

The Free Zone employs tens of thousands of women workers. Now, the Mauritian capitalists, after having lobbied for and “won” the Africa Growth and Opportunities Act, are gaily moving their capital out of Mauritius to those countries defined by the US government as “poor” and therefore, by this poverty, earning the right to free trade with the US. We, in the Mauritian women’s movement and in Lalit, actively opposed and lobbied against this absolutely evil Africa Growth and Opportunities Act because of this eminently predictable disaster of a downward spiral for wages and work conditions, but the MMM and MSM were accomplices of the AGOA. And the Labour Party actually lobbied for it.

The scale of the capital exodus is not small either. 

So far enterprises set up with Mauritian capital in Madagascar, for example, now already employ 35,000 workers. Under terribly bad conditions.

Women workers in Mauritius are going to be under a sudden new threat of loss of jobs.

This is the problem. 

Women have been the back-bone of the Free Zone production in this country. Women have been the ones who have actually produced, with their own hands, much of the very riches that have never been shared amongst its makers.

The capitalist system – having used us women for some 30 years in the Free Zone in its so-called up-swing, having made us work overtime on threat of loss of our job, having made us keep up with ever-faster piece-rates, having made us submit to work rhythms unnatural to human beings – now intends to do away with us as workers. To hurl us into unemployment.

It is the same in the cane fields today.

Women are one third of the workers in the sugar cane fields. Women’s work produces a large proportion of cane, and has produced the surplus used for mechanization. After 200 years of women doing labourers’ work, what do we find now? The bosses and the government intend to do away with us as workers. 

The Illovo Deal makes it clear that the bosses and government intend the destruction of thousands of agricultural labourers’ jobs in the very near future.

In both the free zone and the cane fields, we are going to find that our jobs are disappearing fast.

The government, thus, wants us to quietly return to the home, where we will do unpaid jobs quietly. There is, as ever, even talk again of “paying” us to do this housework, as a sop to not getting a proper job. The timing of the talk is so predictable.

Or, we are expected to go back to what is euphemistically called “the informal sector”, meaning mainly to become street merchants, working always in precarity, and very often in illegality.

Or alternatively, in the face of the monopoly ownership of all the land of Mauritius, and the monopoly ownership of all capital, we are expected to invent our own employment. 

And this is where the Minister’s role comes in. Her campaign is designed to make us not only “submit to” but actually “like” to set up “small enterprises”. We are supposed to be given “micro-credit”. This is yet another repetitive World Bank idea, that leads to fiasco after fiasco world-wide, and in a few years time it, too, will be denounced by everyone in the mainstream, who will then again say that the World Bank is now different! This micro-credit is supposed to be used to start little businesses. Put jam in bottles. Make achard. Wash peoples’ cars, like Boy Scouts do. Sew and knit. Do a bit of work on your own computer.

And however hard we work, however much we strive to make these puny businesses “work” - by being driven to exploit ourselves, by being driven into shady arrangements to get work space for our business, to get equipment, to get contracts, by being driven to exploit other women, taking them on  a casual basis, these little businesses are mainly doomed to end up in bankruptcy, as all small businesses are under the impetus of voracious monopoly capital.

These little businesses are supposed to bring us back into the home.

Soon the Ministry, we make this prediction now in public, will be running campaigns to blame the fact that women go out to work for every ill in society. There will be campaigns that juvenile delinquency is the fault of working mothers, that drug addiction is the fault of working mothers, that broken marriages are the fault of working mothers, and so on. All pure propaganda. Again the aim of the propaganda will be the same:  Make it seem normal that the present economic order (or economic disorder) is about to threaten many, many women and their families into stark, cruel poverty, and some maybe to the verge of starvation.

The government’s strategy of encouraging micro-credit is not only dangerous for this reason. This strategy is double-edged: local women’s associations are being encouraged by the Ministry of Women to engage in micro-credit businesses. The struggle for collective women’s rights and emancipation has rested in the last 50 years on the mobilisation and strength of the 500 to 600 women’s associations that exist across the country. They have formed the backbone of the women’s movement calling for equality for all, for freedom and for women’s and peoples’ emancipation. The Ministry of Women is attempting to pervert local women’s associations into micro-credit “associations”. This, like a virus, threatens the women’s movement as a whole. Thus attacking our means of resistance against the destruction of collective gains made by women.   

We must all oppose the government’s strategy and expose its propaganda with all our strength.  
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