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Crisis of modern liberal democracies

The relationship between big business and political parties represents one the major crises of modern liberal democracies. There is now ample evidence that in many countries, including Mauritius, there is a dubious relationship, to say the least, between big business and mainstream political parties. This relationship is tantamount to the corruption of the very basis of democracy and of the democratic rights won by the people over centuries of struggles. 

Class society & the dialectics of sources of funding and kinds of policies of political parties

The relationship between big companies and mainstream political parties reminds us that we are living in a class society where a tiny few own the “funding” while the vast majority of voters own only their labour. Political parties in a class society tend, in the final analysis, to represent the political and economic interests of one the two major classes that are in continual conflict: the capitalist class and the working people’s class. In fact there is dialectical relationship between “funding” and “policies” of political parties: it is the politics and program defended by the political party that determines the nature and the source of its funding. In turn, it the source of funding, itself, that determines a party’s  policies and program. For example, in Mauritius we can see this dialectical relationship when we analyse the development of the two major political parties that were born out of the working class. The first political party of the working class in the last century, the Labour Party, defended the interests of the newly born working class as from the mid thirties and was funded by the working people’s money, through an association called the “Societe de Bienfaisance”. Progressively by the end of the 1940’s, as a result of literal persecution of this “societé” by the Colonial Government and as a result of a take-over bid by other classes, the program of the Labour Party shifted towards defending the interests of a section of the capitalist class, while it began receiving funds from this same section of the capitalist class. More or less the same process happened to another movement that was born to defend the interests of the working class, i.e. the MMM. Having been part of this movement we know that it was mainly workers and members that contributed to the funds of the party. By the early 1980’s the MMM’s program shifted towards representing the general interests of the capitalist class while at the same time the MMM started to accept funding from big businesses. It is common knowledge that nowadays there is very little in the way of contributions from members to fund the MMM, or for that matter, the MSM.  

Corruption of democracy: reversal of an historical gain

Historically in Mauritius political representation was only reserved for the propertied class. During most of the colonial period it was only those who were proprietors or merchants who had the right to vote and to stand candidate. The democratic right to universal suffrage was won against the will of the propertied classes. Today we are witnessing a process to reverse this historical gain by the increase in the funding by the propertied classes of those political parties defending their interest 

If one visits Port Louis, at Edith Cavell St, one can see the “monument to the corruption of the democratic process” in Mauritius. One can see a huge building owned by the present Prime Minister in association with his wife, and also his brother and son who are both Ministers of the present government. According to the very words of the Prime Minister and his son, this building (the Sun Trust) was built with the money left over after elections from what was collected during electoral campaigns. 

Recent events around the Air Mauritius/Rogers/MCB scandal exposed the tip of the iceberg of the relationship between big companies and the major political parties who have been in government in the last 20 years. Serious allegations have been made by Gerard Tyack and this just gives us an idea of how the three major political parties benefited from shady funding from the two biggest companies of the countries. 

Capitalist globalization and corruption by Transnationals

Under the present context of capitalist globalization, with its inherent privatization, liberalization and the predominant role of big transnational companies, the tendency towards the corruption of democracy is getting worse. When huge sectors of the economy are being privatized and liberalized, transnationals are prepared to “invest” big money in their bid for contracts or to influence those who decide on privatization or prices at which privatization is effected. In some countries where no elections exist, these transnationals finance whole bands of war lords, like in the Congo, just to gain access to resources. Given the astronomical economic power of transnational corporations, whose funds are sometimes equivalent to the total budget of 40 countries put together, national bourgeois political parties are becoming more and more mere  “courtier” of these huge economic interest. 

Today this corruption of the democratic process is becoming so obvious that even institutions like the World Bank are becoming concerned. In Mauritius organization of the bosses, the Joint Economic Council is now proposing more “transparent” ways for big businesses to fund political parties. They are proposing a Transparency Bill, to legalize this corruption of democracy. That is to somehow move from “Caisse Secret” to “Caisse Transparent” of big companies! 

Right to form and to belong to political parties

In formulating any proposal to tackle this crisis in liberal democracies, LALIT believes that we must also take into account the fact that the right to form and to belong to a political party is one the most precious fundamental rights that has been fought for and won by the people. In Mauritius this right is even more advanced relative to other liberal democracies. A political party in Mauritius has a de facto existence, that is to say, it exists by the mere fact of a group of people declaring themselves to form and belong to it. This right is unquestionable. Political parties are totally independent from the State. Unlike for registered associations, there is not even a “Registrar of Political Parties”. In time of elections, political parties only need to register themselves with the Electoral Commission for the purpose of allocation of symbols and for future allocations of best loser seats. For financial expenses, it the candidates of the party who have the burden of submitting the electoral returns, not the party. 

The present dilemma and challenge is:  how to put a halt to the increasing corruption of democracy that we have described above, while at the same time guaranteeing that the fundamental right of the people to belong to a political party that is independent from the state and that is not subject to any state control?

LALIT believes that we can only overcome this dilemma if, on the one hand, we surpass the limited parameters of existing bourgeois democracy itself and if, on the other hand, we curtail the power of the capitalist class itself. 

Our fundamental opposition

a) LALIT objects strongly to any proposal for companies to legally fund political parties. The Joint Economic Council has made a public proposal in this direction. Accepting such a proposal will be accepting the transformation of the democratic principle of “one man one vote” into the capitalist companies’ principle of “one share owned one vote”. A company is not a democratic body where every citizen has an equal right to vote and to decide. It is based on ownership of shares. To legalize the funding of companies to political parties would mean the legalization of the corruption of the democratic process and will amount to a big historical leap backwards, returning to the time where only the propertied class had political power. 

b) LALIT strongly objects to the principle of direct public funding as it implies state control on political parties, which we strongly opposed to. Political parties should remain under the control of its members, outside state control and totally independent of the state. In addition, direct funding from the state will encourage the establishment of state bureaucracies to control political parties, as well as generating bureaucracies within political parties to do administrative work. We also believe that funding of political parties will have a negative impact on political parties themselves and can easily fuel the ongoing campaign against ‘politics’ itself.  This in itself hindered democracy and can pave the way to a fascist tendency in society. 

LALIT’s Proposals

1. Outlaw the funding of political parties by companies

LALIT, in line with arguments raised above, proposes the introduction of a new and specific legislation to outlaw the funding of or donation to political parties by companies, whether financial or other forms.

2. Indirect Funding of basic electoral expenses

Instead of direct funding of political parties, LALIT proposes that the state should ensure that basic electoral facilities be made available free for all candidates and parties standing in elections. Additionally we propose that basic electoral expenses should be free and covered by the state. We believe free access to a number of facilities will at least put on equal footing all candidates and parties standing in elections. This will ensure that the basic right of any citizen wishing to stand candidate is guaranteed and also it will ensure a fairer election. 

We propose for example that the following be provided free to all candidates standing in elections:

· Free electoral registers on hard copy and on CD’s be provided to each candidates standing in elections. This principle is already accepted as electoral registers are being sold at a very symbolic price. We propose it be free as it is an essential tool for any candidate standing election. CD’s are now sold at Rs 1,000 for each Constituency. This gives an unfair advantage to heavily funded candidates. CD’s also should be provided free. 

· Free postage fee (franking) of a specific amount for electoral mailing

· Free access to public buildings and spaces proportionally shared by each candidate for electoral public meetings

· No extra-judicial fee to be paid by candidates for submitting their electoral expenses returns

· Special air-time be allocated to parties in the elections on a pro-rata basis for parties to announce special electoral events.

· Expansion of party political broadcasts that the Mauritius Broadcasting Corporation already does.

· Government must ensure free public space for bill-posting (instead of all space being sold to the advertisers of products they are selling at a profit).

3. More Public Accessibility to candidate’s electoral returns 

It is a fact that the present system governing the submission of electoral expenses returns has serious flaws. Candidates of heavily funded parties just make a mockery of the law by submitting returns that do not reflect the real expenses. Even though these Returns are available at the Electoral Commission office for public inspection, very few people actually consult it. Since independence there has not been any challenge of any electoral returns. 

LALIT proposes that new measures be introduced to make these returns more accessible to public and democratic scrutiny. Returns of every candidates should be posted for at least one month at public buildings such as Village Halls, Community Centres, Municipalities and Post Offices. These returns should also be published in the Government Gazette and posted on the Internet. We believe that it is public scrutiny that will help to control electoral expenditure of candidates and parties. The electors in different constituencies are in a better position to compare what have been really spent during electoral campaigns and what is stated in electoral returns of candidates. 

4. Grant power to the ESC to enquire and apply for a writ to invalidate a candidate’s  election

LALIT, in addition, proposes that that once a challenge against a candidate’s electoral returns is lodged, the Electoral Supervisory Commission be granted power to investigate into the matter. If after its investigation the ESC determines that a candidate has made an omission of expenses or has made a false statement and that this omission or false statement would have produce an over-expenditure according to law, then the ESC be empowered to apply to the Supreme Court for a writ to invalidate the election of the candidate and call for a by-election. 

5. Right of recall for citizens

Electors should have the right to recall. This means that electors should have the right to revoke an elected candidate if more 50% of the electors have any reason to believe that his/her election has been fraudulent or if he/she is not representing their interests or aspirations.

Conclusion

Unless we question the status quo in terms of the limitation of liberal democracy and unless we challenge the class relationship itself, the corruption of democratic rights cannot be addressed and dealt with adequately. Hence our proposals that contains the dynamics for further change. 

LALIT 

16th  January 2002
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