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Editorial ]

So we have come to the end of a short but eventful journey. 
And the people of this country have spoken…against change. 
The enlightened and enfranchised electorate has led Dr. Navin 
Ramgoolam back to power. For it is his victory. Everyone else rode 
on his back and it has transpired that his popularity is still intact.

Now where do we go from here? Two options are open to 
the team left behind. It could hide behind comments which are 
likely to fragment this nation even further. We have heard of 
course Mr. Bérenger being immodestly likened to American 
president Barack Obama. Unless we are missing something, the 
only similarity we are able to see is that both are sons of ethnic 
minorities in their respective countries, with the marked diffe-
rence that Mr. Obama is the son of a (formerly) oppressed mi-
nority in the USA, whereas, rightly or wrongly, but nonetheless 
unfairly and sadly for him, Mr. Bérenger is shackled with the 
image of being a son of a (formerly) oppressing minority. In 
theory and prima facie, both then have a starting ‘genetic’ di-
sadvantage. However, Obama has singly and against all odds 
overcome his seeming disadvantage of birth. He did not use 
his race as a weapon. He fought on ideals which appealed to 
Americans. By inspiring the hopes of Americans. 

By hiding behind ethnic fi gures, Mr. Bérenger has demons-
trated that he is not capable of the same. He has used every pos-
sible card he could, from Ashock Jugnauth and Madan Dulloo, 
to Cassam Uteem, scraping the barrel in the middle through 
Dinesh Ramjuttun. He has put himself in a position where he 
cannot convincingly condemn communalism. He has used it 
as much, if not more, himself.

The other option open to him is the honourable one. The 
one followed by John McCain. After his defeat, the latter gives 
his concession speech at a rally in Arizona in which he ex-
plains the following, ‘Senator Obama and I have had and ar-
gued our differences, and he has prevailed. No doubt many of those 
differences remain….[but] I pledge to him tonight to do all in my 
power to help him lead us through the many challenges we face.
I urge all Americans who supported me to join me in not just 
congratulating him, but offering our next president our good will 
and earnest effort to fi nd ways to come together to fi nd the necessary 
compromises to bridge our differences and help restore our prosperity, 
defend our security in a dangerous world, and leave our children and 
grandchildren a stronger, better country than we inherited.’

The winning team should also have the humility of Barack 
Obama to accept that the fi ght is over and that whatever the 
outcome, differences have to be ironed out and all resources 
pooled together for the benefi t of the country. 

When both the winning team and the one left behind ma-
nage to act in the mature way leaders do in other nations, we 
will know that we deserve the democracy we live in. There are 
bound to be disappointments, but there should be no bitterness 
on the one side and no gloating on the other. Mr. McCain’s 
following words, to a crowd protesting against them, will remain 
memorable, ‘though we fell short, the failure is mine, not yours.’

When we reach this level of grace and modesty to accept 
defeat, learn from the past and work towards the future, we will 
be able to make history.
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The Week at a Glance]
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5 6 PHOTOS
■ 1-2. Mobilising crowds for 
the 1st May show of force.

■ 3-4. Fervour and enthu-
siasm of supporters as the 
campaign draws to an end.

■ 5. Voting against all odds.

■ 6. The fate of all candi-
dates is being sealed in 
these ballot boxes.

 PHOTOS by
NADEN CHETTY
DEVIND JHUNDOO
KRISHNA  PATHER
PRAKASH RUNJEET



Insert N° 3 • Friday 7 May  2010 Q U I C K R E A D l’expressp. 31

Be the Star of the Day 

Dance in the City is celebrating its fi rst anniver-
sary on 5th June 2010 with a special show called ‘Be the 
Star of the Day’, at the Mahatma Gandhi Institute. The event will 
promote amateur dancers who enjoy Bollywood dancing, salsa and 
hip hop. The participants will benefi t from training every Sunday 
over a 10-week period. The event will also showcase around 150 
students from the Dance in the City studio. The registration fee 
is Rs 2000 (costumes included). Call 9817688 or 2110505 
for more information and reservations.

Spanish Guitar Concert

A Spanish Guitar Concert will be held on 7th May at 
the Francois Mitterand Conservatoire in Quatre Bornes at 

20.00, to promote Spanish culture in Mauritius. A trio of 
guitar players namely Ashley Patten, Gerard Lavigilante 
and Jagdish Gooljar, will take you through a magical eve-

ning. The three players specialise in Latin American and 
Spanish music and will also be joined by guitar player Clency 

Thinarassen, guitar player and fl amenco specialist Nicolas Duval 
Latreille, violin player Michel Thomas and djembe player Dylan 
Aza. Tickets cost Rs 100 and are available at the conservatoire. Call 
4951764 for reservations. 

Sunset Spinning

Get into shape at Equilibre gym with ‘Sunset Spinning’, 
organised on 7th May as from 17.00. The aim is to pro-
mote ‘spinning’, sessions on  exercise bicycles accompanied 
by music. The fi rst lesson will start at 17.30, and the second 
at 19.30. The two sessions will accommodate 44 bicycles and 
will be led by Mauritian and South African professionasls, and 
will include a Mauritian DJ. The event will also include a hip hop 
demonstration and football matches for children and adults. Call 
4541060 for more information.

‘Naissance nou kiltir’ 

Naissance nou kiltir is a show that combines dance with the 
sounds of the ravane to tell the story of the birth of a nation, 

Mauritius. The event will be held on Saturday 8th May at 
the Serge Constantin Theatre in Vacoas.  The show depicts 
the history, migrations, joys and sorrows of the different 
cultures that initially seemed so different, but were able to 

come together in harmony. The event is part of a series of 
activities entitled ‘Passions’, organised by the Institut Francais 
de Maurice. Tickets are available at Rs. 50, Rs. 150 and  Rs. 
250. Call 467 4222 for reservations. 

ILLUSTRATIONS : Stephane BENOIT

Events]

It is more than a 210 000-gallon-a-
day oil leak in the ocean! The giant spill 
that British Petroleum (BP) is trying to 
fi x, for more than two weeks, in the Gulf 
of Mexico is a spreading disaster on the 
environmental, economic as well as po-
litical fronts. It already has considerably 
affected the ecosystem, fi shing and tou-
rism activities (in a region still haunted 
by Hurricane Kathrina) and is now alte-
ring the political debate in Washington, 
DC.

Before the spill, the US was currently 
reexamining the legal framework of offs-
hore drilling. As the country is increasing 
its dependence on oil and other fossil 
fuels, more domestic oil has to come 
from offshore because the land is pro-
ducing less. President Obama recently 
gave his green light for an expansion of 
offshore drilling since the alternatives of 
renewable energy are not progressing 
quickly enough to sustain the market. 

 “The event will, undoubtedly, require 
us to review how we extract our nation’s 
offshore energy resources and will have to 
be taken into consideration with any le-
gislation that proposes to open new areas 
to development,” Democrat Leader Reid 
said in a statement. Legislation is also 

proposed in the Senate to raise the limit 
on oil company liability for spill damages 
from $75 million to $10 billion.

It is also an issue about relationship 
between big money, world biggest 
companies and political leaders. The 

“Washington Post” revealed this week 
that the “Interior Department exempted 
BP’s calamitous Gulf of Mexico drilling 
operation from a detailed environmental 
impact analysis last year (…) after three 
reviews concluded that a massive oil spill 
was unlikely.”

Tony Hayward, CEO of BP (Bri-
tain’s second biggest company), de-
clared in the wake of criticism that his 
company was “absolutely responsible” for 
the spill. He has made a string of U.S. 
TV appearances to reiterate that “we 
[BP] are taking full responsibility for the 
spill and we will clean it up, and where 
people can present legitimate claims for 
damages we will honor them”. BP could 
be on the hook for as much $14 billion 
as effects of the spill already include 
disruption of fi shing areas, according 
to Reuters.

According to the White House, the 
Gulf oil disaster has the potential to 
become the country’s most devastating 
man-made environmental catastrophe, 
possibly eclipsing the iconic 1989 
Exxon Valdez oil spill in Alaska. The 
Obama administration is commenting 
on the disaster daily in a bid to avoid a 
second Kathrina crisis…

By Nad SIVARAMEN

The International Scene]

An expensive environmental disaster

Silence is golden]
‘My case constitutes the 

greatest mystery in the history 
of contemporary politics.’
Rama Sithanen, Ex Finance 

Minister.
Whatever happened 

to humility ? 

Well said ]
‘A Prime Minister is judged 

by his actions not his promises.’
Prime Minister Navin 

Ramgoolam.
Who would disagree?!

As it moves towards the shores, the oil slick could have devastating effects on the 
fragile coastal wildlife.



The candidate

The faces say it all. It’s barely 11h00 at the 
counting centre yet it’s obvious that the chips 
have already fallen. The candidates who are 
confident of an impending victory are magna-
nimous, shaking hands with all and sundry, 
even their adversaries. Those on whom Fate 
has frowned however are not nearly as garru-
lous, preferring instead to mill about on the 
fringes of the centre, hands in their pockets 
and heads slightly bowed. If this were a tennis 
game, the latter would already be a couple of 
sets down, getting ready to desperately defend 
a few match points.  

In the classroom next door, the votes are 
being counted. It’s a bit like electoral bingo. 
The officials call out the candidates’ names 
for their colleagues who promptly add a mark 
in the lucky person’s slot. Contrarily to bingo 
however, the outcome of this great game will 
decide the future of men and women who have 
thrown themselves and their resources into 
the elections. One can’t feel too happy for the 
winners or too sorry for the losers; it was that 
kind of campaign. 

Yet that’s a thing of the past. This is demo-
cracy in all it’s ragged glory, rustic yet dam-
ningly effective. For all its imperfections, it’s 
obvious that this system of government has 
yet to be bested. Too often, it’s the people who 
compose the system that mess it up. It’s like 
Faith really. It’s probably good to believe in so-
mething that can’t really be proved by science. 
What’s tiresome is having to suffer the fools 
who turn this into a system and then proceed 
to flout every tenet that made it great in the 
first place. But we diverge…  

Before long, we will have a winner, three in 
fact, and they will have to make good on the 
promises they so freely bandied about during 
the campaign. And, if it’s par for the course 
for a politician to lie, or at least to be econo-
mical with the truth, as someone once said, 
the electorate will not have the wool pulled 
over its eyes for ever. In fact, it seems like it 
will become increasingly circumspect in the 
next decade.  

Obviously, each party can always count on 
a core of diehard supporters who would vote 
for them even if they had their toenails pulled 
out with tweezers. In the future however, poli-
ticians will see the pools of these fanatics dry 
up to be replaced by a far more discerning vo-
ter, one who will more interested in knowing 
about their position on a range of issues ra-
ther than the colour of their underwear. This 
new voter is real threat to the rotten old boys’ 
club that our democracy has become. And it’s 
about time too.

But back to the candidates. They seem 
caught up in the fever of the count. It will de-
cide what they’ll be getting up to during the 
next five years of their lives. To the victor the 
spoils. I see one now, smiling to his entourage. 
Yet, but for the campaign’s flaws we are all 
winners in a way. Now if we can only hold the 
politicians to account…

Left Field]
By Nicholas RAINER 

MAURITIAN CREOLE, 
according to linguist Dev Virah-
sawmy, “is both ethnic and national. 
It is ethnic, because it is the ancestral 
language of slave descendants. And 
it is national because all sorts of 
cultures have enriched the language.”

Dev Virahsawmy makes a 
call for recognition to be given to 
Creole by making it the national 
language of all Mauritians. “Those 
who claim that they are in favour of 
Mauritianism should support the 
move to make it the national lan-
guage. Mother tongue creation is a 
gift of God.”

He also highlights the fact that 
Creole has risen in prestige in the 
last few decades.  “When I began 
my research in 1966, only 50% 
of people admitted that they spoke 
Creole. Today 80% say it is their mo-
ther tongue. There has been a change 
in mindset.”

Though we are prepared to 
believe that 80% of Mauritians 
agree that it is their mother ton-
gue, there is no doubt that Creole 
is perceived as an ethnic language 
associated with the Creole iden-
tity, rather than with all the other 
ethnic groups. Satish Kumar Ma-

hadeo, Associate Professor in En-
glish Linguistics at the University 
of Mauritius, guards against any 
illusions to the contrary. “Let us not 
harbour romantic socialist notions 
that all ethnic groups in Mauritius 
identify with Creole.” According to 
him, both intuitively and on the 
basis of research done by linguists 
such as Aaliya Rajah-Carrim 
(University of Edinburgh), it is 
not the case. “How many Mau-
ritians, irrespective of our ethnicity, 
identify culturally and emotionally 
with Creole?” he asks. 

If there is no agreement about 
the affective value of the language, 
there is still less agreement about 
the Prime Minister’s suggestion 
to introduce it as an optional lan-
guage at school and even less re-
garding the possibility of making it 
the medium of instruction. 

For Dev Virahsawmy, “the 
Prime Minister’s decision is to be ap-
plauded. Children who cannot cope 
with the diffi culties of mastering rea-
ding, writing and counting will use 
the mother tongue to master basics, 
and they can transfer the basic skills 
to other classes they follow at school. 
But we must not stop there. In the 

Talk about introducing 
Creole in schools has 
animated the debate in 
this country for years. 
Recently, it has come 
back with force and is 
advocated by some as 
the panacea to the high 
rate of failure, 
particularly at the 
Certifi cate of 
Primary  Education 
(CPE) level. The 
problem with emotive 
issues such as those 
related to language and 
culture is that there are 
various aspects in-
volved. We must, 
therefore, keep our eye 
on the ball.

The teaching of Creole at school 

The real 

Although advocated by many, the introduction of Creole in schools may not
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modern world oracy is not enough. 
We also need literacy.”

Dev Virahsawmy joins many 
advocates of Creole who feel that 
introducing the language will help 
children overcome their learning 
diffi culties. “In some BEC colleges, 
the Prevokbek programme has been 
introduced, in which the mother ton-
gue is used to teach and English is 
taught as a second language.”

Elisabeth Boullé, founder of 
College Pierre Poivre, on the other 
hand, argues that while teaching 
the mother tongue will make chil-
dren feel at home, French needs to 
be taught fi rst, “as it is the referen-
tial language for Creole. You cannot 
start with English, because children 
cannot reason in a language which 
is not theirs.” She believes that text-
books must be thoroughly resear-
ched and developed so teachers 
can be in a position to actually 
teach the language. “We must not 
put the cart before the horse,” says 
Elisabeth Boullé in reference to 
introducing Creole in schools.

Dev Virahsawmy argues that 
there are enough texts written in 
Creole and that “as far as literature 

is concerned, some of my works are 
already taught in several universi-
ties, including Japanese and English 
universities.”

Other pedagogues do not see 
the introduction of Creole as a 
magic solution to children’s lear-
ning diffi culties. Satish Mahadeo 
warns against “oversimplifying the 
issue of academic success or failure.” 
There is, according to him, no 
conclusive evidence indicating 
a strong correlation between the 
use of English/French and failure 
in examinations. “The controversy 
about which linguistic medium of 
instruction provides the child with 
the best learning facility has led to 
several experimental projects, the re-
sults of which have been confl icting 
and refl ect more the ideological biases 
of the experimenters themselves.”

Suren Bissoondoyal, Ex-Di-
rector of the Mauritius Exami-
nation Syndicate (MES), moves 
in the same direction, “the intro-
duction of any subject in the school 
curriculum has to be thoroughly 
studied. We have to look at its aims 
and objectives, its content and its 
place in the global curriculum etc -- 

before a decision is taken.”  Though 
he concedes that “the use of a 
language with which children are 
unfamiliar is a recipe for misunders-
tanding and failure,” he thinks that 
children can learn a new language 
in no time, particularly when they 
get “immersed” in it. He takes as 
an example “the speed with which 
children of immigrants adopt the 
language of their new environment.” 
Indeed, children of immigrants, 
including Mauritian immigrants 
all over the world, prove again 
and again how quickly children 
acquire foreign languages when 
they are exposed to them during 
their formative years.

Attributing failure primarily 
to the fact that some children are 
taught in a foreign language may 
then be a simplistic approach. Ac-
cording to Suren Bissoondoyal, 
“A little knowledge is a dangerous 
thing.” Both Mahadeo and Bis-
soondoyal believe that we need 
to look at all the possible causes 
of failure at primary level. Bis-
soondoyal explains that “a very 
thorough research project underta-
ken by the MES in the mid 1980s 

has shown that the major causes of 
failure at that level are to be found in 
the social environment of the children 
and the socio-economic status of the 
parents.”  

Why has there been such a 
wave towards using Creole to 
improve the children’s chances 
of success? The debate, accor-
ding to Suren Bissoondoyal has 
become political, even ‘commu-
nal’. Some are even said to have 
vested interests. 

In spite of the politically 
correct talk of some politicians 
and language activists, the use of 
Creole will not by itself make a 
dent to the diffi culties faced by 
children. In fact, concentrating 
on the medium of instruction 
may even be counterproductive 
as it detracts from other impor-
tant issues. 

Teaching Creole as an op-
tional language as advocated 
by the Prime Minister seems to 
draw a certain consensus ranging 
from harmless to the beginning 
of the solution to all educational 
ills. While Mahadeo thinks the 
teaching of Creole as an optional 
language may be a means to em-
power the Creole ethnic group, 
Bissoondoyal sees no harm in 
using it as a support language to 
explain to children what they do 
not understand. Both pedagogues 
agree, however, that introducing 
Creole as a language for study 
would not help the students who 
are already facing diffi culties in 
the learning process.

Creole may very well be of-
fered as an optional language. It 
may serve the purpose of many, 
but at the end of the day, despite 

the militancy of language activists 
and the intervention of the State, 
parents are the ones who will 
decide whether they want their 
children to take the subject or not. 
Many parents feel that if a child is 
going to sit in class for a number 
of hours learning a language, that 
language had better be one which 
will open international doors for 
them. Some cynics even go to the 
extent of asking if those advoca-
ting the use of Creole as a lan-
guage would make their children 
sit and formally learn it. Only time 
will tell. 

Touria PRAYAG

Melissa LOUIS 

The cases of 
Hong Kong 
and Singapore
Satish Mahadeo states 
these cases because of their 
similarity to the Mauritian 
situation. After Hong Kong 
was returned to China 
in 1997, Chinese (which 
is a prestigious language 
and less stigmatized than 
Creole) was made manda-
tory in many schools. Yet, 
all the educational reports 
emphasise the signifi cance 
of English language educa-
tion. Parental pressure for 
English-medium educa-
tion was so strong that the 
Government had to back 
pedal despite the alleged 
pedagogical and cognitive 
benefi ts of mother tongue 
instruction. Singapore, ano-
ther similar case, has been 
able to attain a reasonably 
high level of profi ciency in 
English which, all econo-
mists agree, is responsible 
for its economic prospe-
rity, without going through 
mother tongue instruction. 
“Language activists still need 
to explain to me how,” chal-
lenges Mahadeo.

concerns

Parents are the ones who will decide.

t be the miracle solution to high failure rates.
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Now that the election results are known, the winners will be happy while those who 
did not win will engage in a remonstration about the disproportion in the percentage 
of votes polled by their party and the share of its elected members in parliament. The 
under-representation of the opposition which arises out of our fi rst- past- the- post 
system has often been seen as undemocratic. Its correction by a dose of proportional 
representation (PR) has been contemplated by all the major parties, but none has so far 
dared to cross the Rubicon. 

IT IS perhaps fair to say that 
there is no perfect electoral sys-
tem. The ineptitude of our fi rst—
past- the- post system (FPTP) 
was underlined for the fi rst time 
in 1982 in Mauritius when the 
Labour party of Sir Seewoosagur 
Ramgoolam and its allies of the 
Parti de l’Alliance Nationale polled 
25.9 % of votes without having 
any elected member in Parlia-
ment.

Political analysts underlined 
this ‘undemocratic’ state of affairs.

According to them, more 
than one quarter of the elec-
torate had voted for the PAN 
alliance but had no representa-

tion whatsoever in Parliament. 
The Best Loser System did not 
correct this imbalance.

Mauritius went for a re-
make in 1995 when the Ptr-
MMM alliance won all the 60

seats with 66.2 of votes and 
the MSM-RMM did not get 
any seats though 20.2 % of the 
electorate had voted for them.

In 1991 and 2000 the pre-
sence of the Opposition barely 
reached symbolical levels with 
the fi rst- past- the- post system.

Enough is enough and poli-
tical mahatmas started to think 
about introducing some sort of 
proportionality into the system 

to correct the imbalances crea-
ted by the FPTP system which 
was very poorly compensated 
by the Best

Loser System based on 
ethnic representation in Par-
liament.

In 1995 the PTR-MMM 
alliance had a proposal for 
electoral reform to correct im-
balances in their manifesto. But 
nothing was done after this al-
liance came to power. In 2000 
the MMM-MSM government 
also had electoral reform in 
their manifesto. They went as 
far as appointing Justice Albie 
Sachs to look into the matter. 

He did his job and made fi ve 
proposals in 2002. His advice 
was never followed.

The Alliance du Coeur has 
come back with the propor-
tionality question in its mani-
festo for the 2010 elections. It 
is proposing a national debate 
on the question and says that 
proportionality would enable a 
larger  participation of women 
in parliament.

But will Mauritius ever in-
troduce proportionality to re-
place its FPTP system ?

Why have all parties so far 
backed out on the question ?

«When a party is weak and 

Hung parliament 
Half of the democracies around the world have a fi rst- 
past- the- post system and the other half  have some sort 
of a proportional representation system.
Proportional representation is often linked to a  hung 
parliament. A hung parliament is simply one in which no 
party has an outright majority of seats. Such situations 
often occur in Germany, the Republic of Ireland and Italy.

In countries such as the United Kingdom which uses the 
fi rst- past –the- post system,  a hung parliament is a ra-
rity, as in these circumstances one party will usually hold 
enough seats to form a majority.
Nevertheless, Great Britain has had hung parliaments 
in the past and might be heading for another one. A 
hung parliament will usually force either a coalition go-

vernment, a minority government or a dissolution of 
parliament. Frequent hung parliaments have given rise 
to a phenomenon where smaller parties have had the 
chance to stay  in power for decades as they switch sup-
port between the two or three major parties.  The Free 
Democratic Party of Germany is an example of this phe-
nomenon.

Results out : 
Zoom in on the First Past t

Voters casting their ballot for their preferred candidates at constituency No. 7 yesterday.
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has not that many representa-
tives in parliament, its leaders 
start to talk about proportional 
representation. But when it is 
strong and in power, it will never 
think about proportional repre-

sentation, because such a system 
might prove to be disadvanta-
geous for a ruling party» says 
Dev Virahsawmy who has been 
proposing the introduction of 
proportional representation 
since the 70’s.

In fact, most parties which 
have the potential to win a 
general election live in fear of 
proportional representation.

Justice Albie Sachs pointed 
out in his report that there is 
a possibility that a party emer-
ging as a clear winner under 
the FPTP system can be pre-
vented from taking power 
when PR is applied.

«As we have pointed out, the 
circumstances where this can 
happen will be limited.  In a two-
party situation, it could hardly 
occur at all, and in a three-party 
context it could only occur if no 
pre-election alliance was esta-
blished,»  writes Justice Sachs.

He also pointed out that 
some form of proportional 
representation can fuel com-
munal tensions, such as one 
which was proposed to him in 
Rodrigues and which he called 
Model E.

«More important, however, it 
(model E) would appear to contain 
within it grave hidden possibili-
ties for encouraging an increase 
in communal tensions.  We know 
no doubt that the authors of the 
proposal had no such objectives 
in mind and, indeed, saw the sys-
tem as an apparently neutral one 
that could be easy to operate on 
objective mathematical criteria.  
Nevertheless, we cannot disregard 

the fact that it has an unaccep-
table potential for destabilisation 
of national harmony,» writes Jus-
tice Albie Sachs in his report.

So suspicion and fear live on 
while popular pressure is being 
exerted on the Best Loser Sys-
tem  through efforts to allow can-
didates not to declare the ethnic 
group to which they belong.

«We can get rid of the Best 
Loser System through proportio-
nal representation. It would not 
be the Constitution, but party 
leaders who would have to list 
all the sensibilities, susceptibili-
ties and realities of the country. 
It would be up to them to see 
that all ethnic groups and sub-
groups are well represented on 
their priority list in the list sys-
tem proposed for proportional re-
presentation in Mauritius,» says 
Dev Virahsawmy.

In fact, Justice Albie Sachs 
proposed that

There shall be 62 seats in 
the Assembly as at present, 
with 20 constituencies each 
returning three members and 
Rodrigues two members.

(ii) There shall be a fur-
ther 30 members chosen on 
the basis of lists provided by 
parties receiving more than 
10% of the national vote.

Such lists will be in descen-
ding rank of eligibility.  They 
will be published in advance 
of elections and may contain 
a restricted number of names 
of persons standing for consti-
tuencies (should such persons 
in fact end up as being consti-
tuency members then their 

names on the list would be 
disregarded).  The objective of 
the lists will be to introduce a 
measure of compensation in 
the outcome of elections so 
as to make the fi nal totals of 
seats held by the different par-
ties refl ect more accurately the 
support that the parties have 
received in the country at large.  
The lists will be composed in 
such a way as to secure greater 
gender representativity and to 
provide the reassurance that 
the Best Loser System has until 
now provided.  Justice Sachs in 
fact proposed a model, called 
Model C, which according to 
analysts, is devoid of all dan-
gers of communal divide or 
misrepresentation of ethnic 
groups or any danger of  un-
balancing election outcomes.

According to him, «the mo-
del provides for a major correc-
tion of disproportionally between 
the number of votes received and 
the number of seats obtained.  It 
is strongly weighted in favour of 
the FPTP constituencies so as to 
ensure that parties that fare very 
well in the constituencies will 
normally end up with enough 
support to form a government.» 

Will the country go back 
to square one on proportional 
representation or will Justice 
Sachs’ proposals be taken into 
account if ever PR is again 
considered for  more demo-
cratic elections ? No one can 
say for sure what course may 

be taken.
But it is clear that major 

political parties have defaulted 
on the proportional represen-
tation  issue election after elec-
tion. Electoral reforms may 
perhaps come not from our 
major and traditional political 
parties but from  civil society 
and pressure groups.

Raj JUGERNAUTH
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Some voters made it a must to cast their vote in spite 
of the diffi culties.

Party-list 
proportional 
representation
In such a system, parties list 
their candidates according 
to that party’s determina-
tion of priorities. In a closed 
list, voters vote for a list, not 
a candidate. Each party is al-
located seats in proportion to 
the number of votes, using the 
ranking order on its list. In an 
open list, voters may vote, de-
pending on the model, for one 
person, or for two, or indicate 
their order of preference wi-
thin the list.
The basic principles under-
lying proportional represen-
tation elections through the 
list system are that all voters 
deserve representation and 
that all political groups in 
society deserve to be repre-
sented in parliament in pro-
portion to their strength in 
the electorate. In other words, 
everyone should have the 
right to fair representation. 
Everyone ? Not exactly, for in 
Mauritius, it is proposed that 
only parties which have at-
tracted 10 % or more of votes 
will be eligible for proportio-
nal representation.

Women and the 
Zip system
Gender Links of Mauritius 
has been struggling for the 
Zip system to be adopted in 
Mauritius in a PR system 
to enable women to attain 
adequate representation in 
parliament.  What is the Zip 
system ?
Under proportional systems, 
each party presents the vo-
ters with a list of candidates 
in each multimember consti-
tuency. Women and men need 
to be distributed throughout 
the ranked list, (for example 
with women in every 2nd, 
3rd, 4th, or 5th place, known 
as the ‘zippering’ principle), 
in order to stand a fair 
chance of being elected. Ano-
ther way of doing it is to al-
ternate men and women on 
the list. It is also called the 
zebra system.

the Post system

Voters using the new voting booths.
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■ The fi ght against drugs has 
been one of the major issues of these 
elections. Is this because drugs really 
are a major problem or is it simply a 
question of demagogy?

>  Imran Dhanoo:As social workers 
and even laymen know, the theme of drugs 
has always been used by different political 
parties during electoral campaigns. Even 
the Parti Malin aspires to resolve this pro-

blem. (laughter)  Evidently, they use it 
as a weapon during the election pe-

riod but after that it gets forgotten.

■ You mean, nothing 
has been done and nothing 
will be done?

Heroin and Subutex have 
been a major scourge since 
the 1980s with the arrival of 
brown sugar in Mauritius. I 

can’t say nothing has been done 
but to my mind, there has not 
been any strong political com-
mitment on the part of the diffe-

rent governments to address this 
issue. The approach has been of a 

piecemeal nature.

■ What would this strong com-
mitment you are suggesting involve?

Considering the deadly nature of he-
roin addiction, what we need is a ‘state of 
emergency’. Some politicians dared ven-
ture to say that once they were elected, the 
problem would be resolved in the twinkling 
of an eye. My response is that these were 
empty promises. 

■ Why do you think there is no 
real willingness to combat this pro-
blem?

 I don’t know. I can’t say whether some 
politicians have something to gain by not 
combating the problem or whether their 
hands are tied or they have vested interests.

■ The ‘Alliance de l’Avenir’ is in 
government again. Does it have a good 
track record in the fi ght against drugs?

The Alliance de L’Avenir did undertake 
two major actions which to my mind are 
laudable ways of addressing the problem 
of intravenous drug users: the methadone 
substitution therapy and the needle ex-
change programme. 

■ What more do you think should 
be done, then?

Fighting drugs also means at-
tacking the supply side. In spite of 
recurrent arrests by the ADSU, 

brown sugar and Subutex continue 
to enter our shores. I think the Alliance 

de l’Avenir needs to give a strong 
signal to the population that 
it means business in this do-
main.  There is a strong per-

ception that Subutex peddlers 
are protected and have a fast track 

treatment. Nothing has been done to seize 
the assets of convicted drug traffi ckers. So, 
the fi ght has been ineffective.

■ What about NGOs? Are they get-
ting the support they need?

The NGOs need to have more means 
to fi ght drugs. Treatment and rehab should 
be revisited. I would even suggest a coordi-
nating body to supervise all action concer-
ning drug-abuse. We did hear of a drug czar. 
We need to put into practice all the recom-
mendations of the national drug control 
master plan. We should not think that drug 
addiction is merely the lot of the so called 

minority segment of the population.

■ As someone working clo-
sely with drug users, what 
kind of things do you know 
which we don’t have any 
idea about?

Drug addiction is a disease 
and it spells hell for the addict 
himself and those in his close 

surroundings. Drug addicts should 
not be blamed and their addiction is 

but a symptom of a deeper malaise. One 
must not think that we are immune from 
it because of our background or creed. It 
is indeed  big business for those who are 
involved in this deadly domain.

■ There have been a number of 
arrests related to drug smuggling. Are 
we making any headway in getting the 
big sharks or we are arresting only the 
small fi sh?

Indeed numerous arrests have been 
made but basically only mules get caught 
red-handed and the so called sharks ma-
nage to escape the net. At times, the small 
fi sh themselves are enticed by the fortune 
generated in this business and develop the 
appetite of a shark.

■ You are an advocate of capital 
punishment against drug dealers. 
Aren’t you afraid of killing the small 
peddlers and allowing the big dealers 
to get off scot-free? 

I am an advocate of capital punish-
ment for traffi ckers and not for users, 
or small peddlers. The focus of supply 
control strategies should aim at arresting 
the big traffi ckers. 

■ In countries where capital pu-
nishment has been applied for drug 
traffi cking, the fi gures do not show 
any substantial decrease. Do you 
think we should still forge ahead with 
applying it?

I have not verifi ed the fi gures to know 
whether there has been any reduction in 
drug prevalence with the introduction of 
capital punishment but the fact remains 
that Mauritius cannot be compared with 
other countries. Heroin addiction is a ma-
jor problem in Mauritius and so is HIV, 
which is mainly related to intravenous 
drug use. Traffi ckers and not consumers 
or peddlers need to get a severe penalty. 
I think the time is ripe for Mauritius to 
conduct a referendum on this issue. 

■ What about Human Rights?
I wonder whether those who defend 

human rights issues are clearly abreast of 
the human suffering and misery resulting 
from drug addiction. Would they have 
the same feelings and attitudes if their 
own children were caught in the trap of 
addiction or were involved in small-time 
traffi cking? Drug addiction is a complex 
problem. A complex problem entails a 
multidisciplinary response with the parti-
cipation of all the components of society 
coupled with a strong political will. And 
harsh punishment should be part and 
parcel of any approach. 

Interview by 

Touria PRAYAG
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 Imran Dhanoo, Director, 
Dr. Idrice Goomany 
Treatment Centre

On the day election results come out, Imran Dhanoo, a well-known fi gure in the 
domain of rehabilitation, answered our questions on what should be done 

to effectively combat drug-addiction in Mauritius.
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EUROPEAN LEADERS 
warned this week that the euro 
zone debt crisis could spread like 
a bushfi re beyond Greece, and 
investors sold stocks and the eu-
ro as Greek anti-austerity unrest 
claimed its fi rst lives.

Three people including a 
pregnant woman choked to 
death when rioters set a central 
Athens bank ablaze during a 
protest against wage and pen-
sion cuts that were the price of 
the 110 billion euro ($146.5 
billion) EU/IMF bailout agreed 
on Sunday.

A general strike shut down 
Greek airports, tourist sites and 
public services and some 50,000 
demonstrators marched against 
the planned public spending 
cuts and tax rises, demanding 
that tax cheats and corrupt poli-
ticians be put on trial.

Hundreds of protesters 
threw stones and bottles at po-
lice who responded with tear 
gas in easily the biggest demons-
tration since Prime Minister 
George Papandreou took offi ce 
last October.

“We are deeply shocked by the 
unjust death of these three people, 
our fellow citizens, who were vic-
tims of a murderous act”, the 
Greek Prime Minister said, who 
is trying to reform an uncompe-
titive economy plagued by cor-
ruption, told parliament.

In Berlin, German Chancel-
lor Angela Merkel said Europe’s 
fate was at stake in the most 
serious crisis of the common 
currency’s 11-year lifetime, and 
other euro zone countries could 
be hit unless the rescue for 

Greece succeeds.
European Monetary Af-

fairs Commissioner Olli Rehn 
said it was vital to stop the crisis 
spreading beyond Greece. “It’s 
absolutely essential to contain 
the bushfi re in Greece so that it 
will not become a forest fi re and 
a threat to fi nancial stability for 
the European Union and its eco-
nomy as a whole”, he told a news 
conference.

One leading investment 
banker drew parallels with a 
past fi nancial crisis which swept 
through Asia in the late 1990s. 
“In some respects what is going on 
in southern Europe right now feels 
a lot like what went on in southeas-
tern Asia in summer 1997”, said 
Stephen Roach, chairman of 
Morgan Stanley Asia.

The IMF ended up bailing 
out Thailand, where the crisis 
began, along with Indonesia 
and South Korea. “It’s diffi -
cult to stop the bleeding with a 
package directed at only one 
country”, Roach said at a ban-
kers’ event in Frankfurt.

Anxiety over a widening of 
the crisis sent stocks tumbling 
worldwide, and the euro hit a 
14-month low below $1.29, lea-
ving it down 3.5 percent against 
the dollar this week alone.

Battered Greek bank shares 
shed a further 5 percent on 
news of the fi rst deaths in three 
months of sporadic strikes and 
street protests.

Shares in Spain and Portu-
gal, seen as the next two targets 
for investors testing the Euro-
pean Union’s will and ability 
to defend weak euro zone eco-

nomies, fell for a second day. 
Lisbon had to pay more than 
four times its previous yield to 
sell six-month treasury bills on 
Wednesday.

In a sign of alarm in Brus-
sels, European Commission 
President Jose Manuel Bar-
roso attacked fi nancial “specu-
lators” saying the EU executive 
could move quickly to regulate 
them further if they acted ir-
responsibly.

Merkel, whose foot-dragging 
many analysts have blamed for 
aggravating the Greek crisis, 
told parliament the success of 
the rescue package would deter-
mine “nothing less than the future 
of Europe -- and with it the future 
of Germany in Europe”.

Without the aid, a chain 

reaction threatened to destabilize 
the European and international 
fi nancial system, she said in a 
debate on approving Berlin’s 22 
billion-euro contribution to the 
emergency loans for Athens, 
despite German public hostility.

European Central Bank Go-
verning Council heavyweight 
Axel Weber gave German law-
makers a similar warning, saying 
a Greek default would pose a 
substantial risk to the stability of 
European monetary union and 
the fi nancial system.

The head of the Internatio-
nal Monetary Fund acknowle-
dged the risk of the debt crisis 
spreading from Greece to other 
European countries but said he 
saw no real threat to the big euro 
zone states such as France and 
Germany.

“There is always a risk of 
contagion”¸ Dominique Strauss-
Kahn told French daily Le 
Parisien. “Portugal has been 
mentioned, but it is already taking 
measures and the other countries 
are in a much more solid situation 
... but we should remain vigilant”.

The euro hit a 14-month low 
of $1.2801 and the cost of insu-
ring Spanish and Portuguese de-
bt against default spiked to euro 
lifetime highs. Seeking to calm 
markets, Rehn said Spain did 
not need an aid mechanism of 
the kind created for Greece and 
he was not going to propose one. 
But he also said the defi cit levels 
of all EU states were “worryingly 
high”.

REUTERS

Moody’s says very 
likely to down-
grade Portugal

Moody’s Investors Service is more 
likely to downgrade Portugal’s 
credit rating after putting it on a 
three-month review than when 
it fi rst placed the country on ne-
gative outlook last year, a senior 
Moody’s analyst earlier this week.
“We have sent a signal that it is 
possible, and I have to say, statis-
tically, there is a very strong likeli-
hood that if we put it on a review 
for downgrade then we follow 
through with a downgrade”, An-
thony Thomas, vice president at 
Moody’s Sovereign Risk Group, 
told Reuters.
Moody’s said it could downgrade 
Portugal’s Aa2 ratings by one, or 
at most two, notches, citing “the 
recent deterioration of Portu-
gal’s public fi nances as well as 
the economy’s long-term growth 
challenges” especially due to low 
competitiveness.
However, Thomas said the down-
grade was not completely certain 
and the agency was planning to 
meet Portuguese authorities to 
discuss its austerity programmed, 
including a decision last week to 
bring forward some measures to 
this year from 2011.
In January, Thomas said that 
if Portugal wanted to avoid a 
downgrade it would have to take 
meaningful, credible steps to get 
the defi cit under control.

Euro zone warned of contagion

The Greek rescue package would determine “nothing less than the 
future of Europe”, said Angela Merkel, the German Chancellor.
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Union in Islam: the meeting  
T H I S  I S  M A U R I T I U S

MARRIAGE is an im-
portant institution for Mus-
lims. According to Islam, 
marriage is a contract and 
when a man gets married, he 
has fulfi lled half of his faith, 
as God preserves those who 
enter marriage. In Mauri-
tius, a Muslim marriage can 
be an arranged marriage or 
a love marriage. In an arran-
ged marriage, the parents of 
a young man or woman will 
look for an appropriate life 

partner for them. In many 
cases, pa-

rents may consider the son 
or daughter of people they 
already know. 

The ‘agua’ (matchmaker) 
is still a common fi gure in 
Mauritius. Although this is a 
profession, the ‘agua’ is usual-
ly an aunt who knows which 
young men or women want 
to get married. She will act as 
an intermediary between the 
families, letting them know of 
a prospective bride or groom 
and arranging the meeting of 
the two families. If an ‘agua’ is 
not used, then the two fami-
lies conduct all arrangements. 

Usually, the parents of a 
young man take the proposal 
to the parents of a suitable 

young woman. However, 
things can be done 
the other way around, 
with the girl’s family 

coming forward with 
the proposal. The 

young man and 
woman are not 

necessarily pre-
sent when the 
parents meet 
for the fi rst 
time to dis-

cuss marriage. 
However, the 

parents must 
e n s u r e that they have the 
consent of their son or daugh-
ter before taking forward any 
proposal. 

Once the parents have 
discussed the possibility of 
marriage, an exchange of 

pictures is common practice. 
The young man and woman 
are usually allowed to meet 
and talk in person. In the fi rst 
instance, the young man will 
visit the girl at her parents’ 
house. Later on, they may be 
allowed to meet in a public 
place. Nowadays, technology 
also lends a helping hand, as 
the young people often com-
municate via email and SMS.
The relationship is made of-
fi cial through an ‘aret’. This is 
similar to an engagement, and 
takes place to let other people 
know that the young man and 
woman are now promised to 
each other and will not be 
taking other marriage propo-
sals. The engagement period 
varies greatly, and usually de-
pends on practical considera-
tions, such as preparations for 
the wedding. 

Arranged marriages are 
usually prescribed in Islam 
and Muslims believe that God 
will bestow love on the bride 
and groom after marriage. 
In Mauritius, love marriages 
have now become very com-
mon.

Pre-wedding 
ceremonies

In Mauritius, some Mus-
lim brides have a ‘mehndi’ ce-
remony a few days before the 
wedding. During this ceremony, 
the groom’s family comes to 
the bride’s house, bringing her 
wedding dress. Later that same 
day, the bride’s family also pro-
ceeds to the groom’s house. The 
visits will involve an exchange 
of gifts and celebrations.

It is also during the ‘mehndi’ 
ceremony that henna is applied 
to the bride’s hands and feet. 
This has long been a part of 
wedding traditions in India, and 
has become popular in Mauri-
tius. A paste made from crus-
hed leaves of the henna plant is 
generally applied by professio-
nals in an intricate design meant 
to contribute to the beautifi ca-
tion of the bride. Once the paste 
is dry, it is removed from the 
hands, leaving a deep reddish 
brown colour that will remain 
on the skin for several days and 
fade away on its own.

In many cases, there is no 
‘mehndi’ ceremony. The bride 
will still have henna applied to 
her hands and feet on the eve of 
the ‘nikah’, but the two families 
stay in their respective houses. 
On that day, an ‘Imam’ will 
come to the groom’s house to 
read from the Quran. An invo-
cation also takes place to bless 
the marriage, and a similar ce-

remony may take place at the 
bride’s house.

The ‘nikah’

A Muslim wedding is 
solemnized through a ce-
remony called the ‘nikah’. 
Although some aspects of 
wedding celebrations may 
vary, the ‘nikah’ is a compul-
sory ceremony. The ‘nikah’ 
can usually be held at any 
moment throughout the year. 
While there is no specifi c day 
or time linked to the ‘nikah’, 
it is generally recommended 
to have the ceremony on 
Thursday nights to be able 
to benefi t from ‘jummah’, 
which is the most important 
day of the week for Muslims. 
Most Mauritians will know 
that ‘jummah’ is always on 
Friday, and on this day, an 
important prayer is held at all 
‘masjids’ (places of worship). 
However, it is important 
to remember that Islam is 
based on the lunar calendar, 
which means the day begins 
at sunset. Therefore, what we 
consider as Thursday night 
would already be the Muslim 
‘jummah’. Some people may 
also choose to do the ‘nikah’ 
on Friday afternoon, after the 
major prayers. 

The ‘nikah’ is conducted 
inside the ‘masjid’, in the pre-
sence of an ‘Imam’ (Muslim 
priest). Only men are present 
at this ceremony, as women 
do not go to the ‘masjid’. The 
people required for the ce-
remony are the groom, the 
bride’s father, and two wit-
nesses, usually the bride’s uncle 
or cousin. Male family mem-
bers and friends from both 
sides are also invited to attend, 
and others present in the ‘mas-
jid’ at the time of the ‘nikah’ are 
also welcome to join in. 

The ‘nikah’ includes a 
‘khutbah’ (sermon). This 
special sermon is delivered  
by the ‘Imam‘, and usually 
includes the words of the 
Prophet about the impor-
tance of marriage. The bride 
is represented by her father, 
and by the two witnesses. 
Prior to their arrival at the 
‘masjid’, the bride’s father 
and the two witnesses go to 
the bride’s home to confi rm 
that she has given her consent 
for the marriage. In this way, 
the bride cannot be married 
without her approval. During 
the ‘nikah’, the bride’s father 
will say that his daughter has 
given her consent for the 
wedding, and the witnesses 
will confi rm that this is true 

The bride’s hands are 
decorated with ‘mehndi’.

The bride and groom during the 
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for all the guests to hear. 
The ‘Imam’ will then ask the 
groom if he gives his consent 
to the marriage. The groom 
will be asked three times to 
confi rm that he has given his 
consent to engage in the ‘ni-
kah’ and that he has agreed 
to the ‘mahr’ asked for by 
the bride. Once he has given 
his consent for all the guests 
to hear, it is considered that 
the couple is now married. 
While a marriage certifi cate 
is not required, the groom 
may request a certifi cate sta-
ting that the ‘nikah’ has been 
completed. Civil marriage is 
not a necessity either in Is-
lam, but Muslim couples in 
Mauritius generally opt for a 
civil marriage in addition to 
the ‘nikah’ to ensure that they 
benefi t from the legal rights 
bestowed on married people. 

The ‘nikah’ is followed by 
an invocation, known as ‘dua’.
Those present ask for God’s 
blessings to be showered on the 
newly wed couple. Sweet cakes 
are shared among the guests, 
who are thanked for their pre-
sence before they leave. 

Traditionally, the groom 
is given a glass of sugared 
water after the ‘nikah’. He 
must drink half of the water 
and the other half is taken 
for the bride to drink before 

the groom reaches her house. 
This symbolizes the love that 
the newly wed couple will 
now share. 

While the ‘nikah’ is ta-
king place, the bride is at her 
house, along with female re-
latives and friends. Once the 
ceremony at the ‘masjid’ is 
over, the groom goes to the 
bride’s house to pick her up. 
There is usually a little recep-
tion at the bride’s house, and 
refreshments are served. The 
bride and groom then leave 
for the groom’s house, which 
is now offi cially the bride’s 
new home. 

Some Muslim weddings 
also include a ‘chowtari’, an 
event which is held the day 
after the bride has gone to her 
new home. On this occasion, 
the bride returns to her mo-
ther’s house, accompanied by 
her husband and members of 
his family for a special lunch, 
usually ‘dalpuri’. However, 
like the ‘mehndi’ ceremony, 
the tradition of the ‘chowtari’ 
comes from Indian tradition 
and is not a necessary part of 
a Muslim wedding. 

The main wedding cere-
monies are the ‘nikah’ and 
the ‘walima’, which are both 
prescribed in the ‘Quran’ 
and explained in detail in 
the ‘Hadith’. The ‘Hadith’ is 

a collection of the Prophet’s 
words, in which details are gi-
ven about many of the things 
prescribed by the ‘Quran’, 
such as marriage and how it 
should be conducted. 

The ‘walima’
Wedding celebrations 

are not complete without 
the ‘walima’, or wedding re-
ception. The groom’s family 
usually hosts the event and 
family and friends are invited 
for dinner where the famous 
‘briani’ (biryani) is served. A 
Muslim wedding reception 
is always non-alcoholic. The 
aim of the reception is to cele-
brate the marriage but also to 
show one’s gratitude to family 
and friends. A wedding hall is 
usually booked for the recep-
tion. Guests may bring gifts 
for the new couple, although it 
is now more common to offer 
envelopes of money. 

A small stage may be set 
up at the ‘walima’, with seats 
for the bride and groom, 
where family and friends 
can  have pictures taken pic-
tures with them. The couple 
may also exchange rings at 
the reception to symbolise 
their union. The bride may 
be given a gold ring, but the 
groom’s ring is generally 

made of silver, as Muslim 
men are not allowed to wear 
gold. 

On the day of the recep-
tion, the bride and groom 
wear a nice outfi t. There is 
no traditional dress for the 
Muslim bride, but in Mauri-
tius, bridal wear can include 
a white wedding dress or an 
Indian dress called a ‘sharara’. 
The groom often wears an 
Indian garment called a ‘she-
rwani’. Once the festivities are 
completed, the new couple 
will embark on their new life 
as husband and wife.

Melissa LOUIS

The ‘mahr’ 
The ‘mahr’ (pro-
nounced me-herr) is 
an important condi-
tion for the ‘nikah’ 
to take place. The 
‘mahr’ is a financial 
deal agreed by a 
Muslim groom with 
the bride before the 
marriage. It refers to 
an amount of money 
or the equivalent in 
jewellery or property 
that the groom gives 
to the bride. This 
practice should not 
be confused with the 
dowry, as the ‘mahr’ 
is the bride’s right. 
She decides what 
amount she will ask 
for and once it is 
given, she is free to 
use the ‘mahr’ as she 
wishes. The ‘mahr’ 
can be paid before 
the ‘nikah’ or even 
after, either as a full 
amount, or in install-
ments. The ‘mahr’ 
is not usually an 
overwhelming sum. 
This practice was 
emphasized as com-
pulsory during the 
life of the Prophet, 
because of frequent 
wars, which required 
the involvement of 
young men. If so-
mething happened to 
their husbands, the 
‘mahr’ was a way of 
making sure that the 
women were not left 
without any financial 
resources. The ‘mahr’ 
must be announced 
during the ‘nikah’, to 
show that the groom 
has agreed to the 
bride’s demands. 

The presence of the groom, the bride’s father, her two witnesses and the Imam is essential to perform the ‘nikah’.
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The beaches few can enjoy

1. An Agenda for PEACE
The sine qua non conditions for populations to achieve 

anything (be it at national, local or family levels) are peace 
and harmony. Otherwise energies are squandered resolving 
confl icts, which resolution (a survey of human history will 
confi rm) is the exception rather than the rule.

Knowing precisely what peace is and what it takes to 
achieve and maintain it is our starting point. In the Mauritian 
context (of a mini-United Nations within only 2000 km2 of 
territory) we cannot dwell on the typically western and often 
negative defi nitions of peace such as this one: peace is freedom 
from war or violence (Oxford dictionary). 

Instead we must inspire ourselves from the world’s va-
rious philosophies, especially those from the East, which 
view peace as a state of accord/understanding/harmony/sym-
phony/fellowship/agreement/ congeniality /oneness/union/unison/
truth/in-tune-with/ détente/tranquility/serenity//restfulness/order/
pastoral living/non violence/unaggressiveness/uncontentious beha-
viour/ a state of plenty, of health, of happiness.

These human values will inspire curriculum develo-
pers as we fi nalise a national curriculum framework as a 
main tool to educate our youth for life in 2015-2050, not 
for 1956 or 1968, as a lot of aspects of our educational 
programmes still do!

These values will also inspire those in power to keep clean 
and truthful, unaggressive and serene in the service of the 
country.

2. An Agenda for DEVELOPMENT
TRADITIONALLY the economy was built on natural 

physical and living resources.
MODERN economies are increasingly built on human 

resources and technology, including information and knowle-
dge services. BUT BASICS - energy, food, fresh-water, clean 
air, land, space, housing, transport, trade, industry, social orga-
nisation - remain crucial to survival. In practice, socio-political 
and economic imperatives such as

● Limits to Growth meaning living within the land, ma-

rine and human resources we have, respecting the natural 
capacity, protecting our bio-diversity, allowing the renewal 
of all natural cycles of air, water, soils etc without which these 
islands will slowly become inhabitable.

● Democracy, meaning free and fair elections, freedom 
of press and expression, full civil society participation at local, 
regional and national levels of governance; transparent, open, 
honest and effi cient government. A Government which will 
protect and make the best use of common lands, which will 
work ceaselessly the rule of law and order, respecting at all 
times each citizen’s rights. 

● A citizen’s charter of rights and responsibilities, of social 
cohesion and living together, of respect and knowledge of 
each other’s traditions and religions. 

● Preparedness for unexpected natural and man-made 
disasters (as we are now for cyclones) which, given the state 
of heavy overpopulation of the planet, are likely to increase in 
frequency and intensity. 

Similarly in order achieve sustainability in development, 
we must, as a nation.

● Review and repair of the effects of the 200,000 man-
made chemicals released into the biosphere, in our case pes-
ticides and herbicides in particular. 

● Reduction of wastes through the widespread use of 
clean technologies; separation, reuse and recycling of wastes. 

● Full-scale replacement at  industrial, transportation and 
home    levels of fossil fuels by renewable energy sources.

● Eco-friendly and human-friendly planning of urban, 
rural but especially of coastal areas. 

● Environmental auditing fully integrated into all ac-
counting and national budgets.

● Education for individual and corporate eco-friendly li-
festyles, including further development of the CSR initiatives. 

Being given our small size, isolation and lack of fossil fuels, 
an agenda for Initiative is crucial for us. For example, how 
long will it take us (politically, economically and technically) to 
fully implement a national sustainable energy policy, made up 
of the combination of SOLAR/WIND/HYDRO/BIO/GEO 

(plus fossil fuels as back-up, during transition) and thereby 
safeguard Mauritius from one day coming to a stand-still?

A move from a fossiled-energy civilisation into a re-
newable-energy one will contribute to restoration of the 
Earth- assuming climate changes can be reversed- and re-
sult in an incomparable economic advantage to the country/
countries that will fi rst develop such capability. Will that be 
USA? EU? Russia? China?  India?  Japan?  S. Korea? The 
Eastern Europeans?  Brazil? South-Africa? Egypt? Australia? 
Malaysia? Taiwan? Mauritius?

And who will imagine and develop the rapid transit sys-
tem, electric driven, for moving Mauritians around in a clean, 
fast and effi cient way? Which, added with  new work-at-home 
modes, will make this country pleasant to live in once again?

3. An Agenda for EQUITY
“NO ONE LEFT BEHIND” – Better distribution and 

sharing of basic necessities for life (fresh-water, shelter, agri-
cultural land, food, access meaningful employment, secure 
living, transportation etc), together with full access for all to 
education and training, to health-maintaining services, to 
sports and recreation, to art and music, to modern commu-
nication etc. 

The civil service, parastatal bodies as well as the private 
sector (big and small, traditional and recent) must all respect 
the rules of equity and equal opportunity, both at recruit-
ment and promotion stages, not just on paper but in real-life. 
Quite a lot of positive discrimination will be necessary to get 
some excluded groups fully back into the mainstream. Go-
vernment can and must give the example by starting with 
the civil service, police and para-statals in terms of openings 
for under-represented groups, while at a political level carry 
out the much needed electoral reforms, such as a dose of 
proportional representation and the right of vote for those 
outside Mauritius.

Let’s get to work!

Dr. Michael ATCHIA

WHILE DRIVING through Grand 
Baie, I caught occasional glimpses of the 
spectacular azure and turquoise water of 
this uniquely beautiful bay through nar-
row vistas in the commercial buildings 
lining the bay virtually uninterruptedly. 
I refl ected on how the European tourists 
must be awed, mesmerized & bowled 
over when they fi rst catch sight of the 
beauty I was beholding intermittently. 
The experience was transient & inter-
mittent because the coastline is nearly 
completely barred from view by the nu-
merous hotels and innumerable private 
‘campements’, built right on the water’s 
edge, on public property we call ‘Pas 
Géometriques’. In fact, for several kilome-
ters along the coastal road, after the nar-
row & exiguous public beach of Grand 
Baie, right past the public beach of Pé-
rèybere, one does not have the slightest 
glimpse of the lagoon! The whole coast-
line, which we repeat is public property, 
has been legally hijacked for private 
consumption, gratifi cation & enjoyment. 
This must surely be one of this country’s 
biggest scandals and injustices. I have 
been to many countries with a hospitable 
littoral, where the public are able to en-
joy the relaxing pleasures of beach and 
sea, notably France, Morocco, Tunisia, 
Spain, Portugal, Reunion, South Africa, 
Benin, Senegal, Ghana, and especially 
Seychelles, etc. In all these countries, 

when one drives along the coastal road, 
one has a continuous view over the 
ocean for all to enjoy, visually or through 
access thereto. Building is only allowed 
on the side of the road opposite to the 
sea. This is what one would expect in 
any civilized, democratic and egalitarian 
country, which Mauritius claims to be. 
Granted that when Minister Asraf Dulull 
was responsible for this dossier, he tried 
very hard to undo & remedy this natio-
nal scandal of the large scale & wholesale 
private enjoyment of public property by 
an unfairly privileged minority for a pit-
tance in rent. He so rankled & angered 
these powerful & privileged tenants of 
the State that they quickly organized 
themselves into a potent pressure group 
to oppose & foil the Minister’s commen-
dable plans. The matter ended up in the 
Courts the last we heard of it and seems 
to have fi zzled out, much to the delight 
of these wealthy ‘squatters’ no doubt. 

The beach and the sea should be 
every citizen’s right to have unfettered 
access to & to enjoy. If people want a 
pied-à-terre close to the beach and they 
can afford it, there’s nothing stopping 
them, in a free country such as this, ha-
ving one, without encroaching on the 
rights of others. Let them buy & own 
property on private land on the side of 
the road opposite to the coastal road. 
One can only hope & pray that the en-

lightened efforts of the former Minister 
of Housing & Land of this government 
to right this historical wrong has not 
come to nought, dead & buried. This 
would be a real unique opportunity lost, 
especially for a government which has 

as one of its stated national objectives 
the democratization of the country and 
the construction of a more egalitarian 
society.

NAP

The growing number of buildings along the Grand Bay beach is turning out to be an 
obstruction to the beauty of the place.

Some post-election thoughts
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OUR FORESTS are rapi-
dly shrinking and it is estimated 
that now, only 2% of our native 
forest remains. Rather depres-
sing, is it? But, fortunately, it’s 
within your power to create a 
little forest of your own and 
watch it develop. For that matter, 
you don’t need to have a yard, 
or even a balcony where you can 
always fi nd room to  grow plants 
and fl owers. Yes, you can have a 
little forest – and with a fauna of 
its own, to boot! - within the four 
walls of a room! Read on:      

For many, an aquarium is 
just a “cage” to watch fi shes mo-
ving about. But it can be much 
more than that. It can be a small 
world that has nothing to envy 
of a forest, and all you need to 
make it happen, is some patience 
and a little bit of “savoir-faire”. 
Ready? Well, get a glass tank of 
about 20 gallons capacity, fi ll it 
with tap water and let it stand for 
48 hours to allow the water to 
dechlorinate. Drop some coarse 
gravel (which has been thorou-
ghly washed) at the bottom, and 
on that 2 cm layer, strew some 
smooth pebbles which can be 
gathered on our river banks and 
beaches. Then insert, in between 
the pebbles, a few water plants 
(like water thyme, milfoil, ba-
copa, and sagittaria) which can 
be obtained from streams or 
bought from any pet shop; next 
introduce a couple of small fi sh 
and a few shrimps, and watch 
your little forest gradually unfold 
before your eyes. Of course, you 
should see to it that your aqua-
rium gets suffi cient light for your 

plants to grow. And here, fl uo-
rescent lighting is recommended 
since direct sunlight will make 
your water green.  

The aquarium is indeed a 
small world because plants and 
animals can be made to live  in 

biological equilibrium. 
The plants under the 
action of light liberate 
oxygen which dissolves 
into the water, allowing 
the fi sh to breathe, while 
the fi sh, in turn, exhale 
out carbon dioxide 
which the plants ab-
sorb to thrive and grow. 
Sooner or later some 
leaves will shrivel, be-
come yellow and fall to 

the bottom. These should not 
be removed because together 
with the fi sh excreta, they will 
be decomposed by bacteria and 
will suffuse through the initially 
sterile bottom, and make it fer-
tile – thus providing minerals for 
the plants.        

In our little world, three 
things are inextricably linked: 

the constructors (the green 
plants), the consumers 
(the fi sh and shrimp) 
and the decomposers 

(the bacteria). However, 

this equilibrium can be very 
easily disturbed. We must just 
watch and interfere as least as 
possible. For, introducing “just” 
as one small fi sh might be the 
straw that breaks the camel back 
– as Konrad Lorenz, the famous 
zoologist, so rightly puts it. This 
is what he has to say : “With too 
many animals in the aquarium, a 
lack of oxygen ensues. Sooner or 
later some organism will succumb 
and its death may go unnoticed. 
The decomposing corpse causes 
an enormous multiplication of 
bacteria, the water goes turbid, the 
oxygen content decreases rapidly, 
then further animals die … the 
vegetation begins to decompose – 
and what some days ago was a 
clear pool becomes a horrid, stin-
king brew.”   

What is fascinating about 
the aquarium is that you never 
know how it will develop. Two 
aquariums in the same room 
can be as different as two lakes 
hundreds of kilometres apart. In 
one aquarium, you may have a 
thick jungle of sagittaria (with 
long and narrow leaves reaching 
up to the surface) with just a few 
stalks of water thyme, managing 
to survive on the outskirts – 
while in the other, dense forests 

of milfoil and bacopa, may have 
taken over at opposite ends of 
the aquarium, barely allowing 
the one or two sagitarria to grow.

Strangely enough, a pump is 
not needed. If you use one, your 
aquarium will just be a “cage” 
where some animals are kept, 
and not a natural world which is 
self supporting.  (However if you 
think that the water surface is too 
calm and smooth, you can make 
an ornamental toad or oyster re-

lease a bubble, every ten seconds 
or so, just to create small swells 
at the surface.) Your small world 
even needs no cleaning. If you 
have just two or three small fi sh 
(like the white cloud or neon te-
tra), the small amount of excreta 
will rapidly get decomposed by 
the bacteria and absorbed by 
the green plants. And as for the 
algae which may grow on the 
smooth pebbles, the shrimps 
will happily feast on them. From 
time to time, you may need to 
scrape off the algae on the front 
pane, but you should leave those 
on the other panes as they are 
valuable suppliers of oxygen!

You can sit for hours in 
front of your little world and just 
watch your little fi sh glide to and 
fro between “the trees” of your 
underwater “forest”. It is a great 
way for relieving stress, and du-
ring those “idle hours” spent in 
front of my aquarium, I have 
learned a lot about nature and 
ecology – perhaps more than 
reading from books or  watching 
documentaries on television.  
                                                                                                     
Jean Lindsay DHOOKIT

Write to us at 
weekly@lexpress.mu

A little forest of your own: 
your aquarium
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Your aquarium can give you the power to develop your own miniature forest.

The aqua-
rium is a 

small world 
because 

plants and 
animals can 

live  in 
biological 

equilibrium



WHAT a question! In-
deed, during these last weeks 
those who have followed the 
electoral campaign on the 
radio and in the media must 
have come across some state-
ments from political leaders 
criticizing journalists for their 
writings or their comments.

Radio licensees have 
had to face the Indepen-
dent Broadcasting Authority 
(IBA). The Complaints Com-
mittee of the IBA was seized 
to hear complaints  from poli-
tical parties, not satisfi ed at all 
with the coverage by the ra-
dio. Some were totally against 
the way journalists were 
conducting their interviews. 
It happened also that the ca-
retaker government was not 
satisfi ed with some phone- in 
programmes on the radio. 

The reason: too many lis-
teners criticizing the govern-
ment.

What to do in these cir-
cumstances? Should we tam-
per with phone calls (which is 
against the IBA Act)? We did 
exactly what what politicians 
asked us to do: be fair and 
give fair treatment…. Jour-
nalists can be impartial, but 
can’t manipulate the real state 
of things in the country. It is a 
fact that a sitting government 
is more criticized by citizens; 

its opponents can surf on the 
wave to become more popular 
and this was the case during 
this campaign.

Is the press responsible 
if someone stands up, in a 
‘congrés nocturne’ and asks a 
minister ‘cotte ou ti ete pendant 
5 ans…?’ (Where were you 
during the last fi ve years ?)

So many times, the people 
who use our live programmes 
on the radio question those they 
elected in the same way when 
they met them face-to-face. 

The media at large have 
been contributing a lot to 
changing the mind sets of 
politicians  these last few 
years. If our politicians are 
so wild against ‘une section 
de la presse’, (a section of the 
press) it is because they are 
expecting the same treatment 
as that provided by the  MBC 
from independent media or-
ganizations.

The fi rst criticisms, the 
fi rst adverse comments pro-
voke an outrage among those 
who govern the country.

The press, ‘le contre-pou-
voir’, do have a role to play 
in the democratic process. It’s 
our duty to enlighten our fel-
low citizens. And, journalists 
should be able to accomplish 
this task without fear or being 
threatened. 

I personally met some 
colleagues recently who were 
really not eager -one could 
say they were even afraid- to 
cover some public gatherings 
because they believed their 
lives were at stake. Why? Po-

liticians were aggressive, the 
name of their newspaper or 
radio station was being chan-
ted in gatherings and political 
agents showed some kind of 
irritation on seeing press re-
presentatives. 

Even if we have had so 
many tough times during the 
last weeks, the media have 
been playing a key role. Poli-
ticians sometimes refused to 
play the game or participate 
in debates with their oppo-
nents on key issues for the 
country. Yet, we can be proud 
that in one way or another, 
we have helped the voters to 
make their choice between 
the different alliances parti-
cipating in this election. 

The fact that the press 
and the government have a 
confl ictive relationship is not 
bad in itself.  It shows that 
the Mauritian media is lively, 
dynamic and not complacent.

Those who have been 
threatening the media and 
journalists, certainly have 
their reasons. Tonight, the 
suspense will end . The win-
ning team will be celebrating. 
We, the media people, can 
celebrate too. Viva our liberty. 
People come and go, but ins-
titutions stand good...

That’s the power of the 
press…  
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Power and the Press: Indepen  

Jean Luc Emile

Editor-in-Chief,
Radio One

Power of the Press or Power against the Press?

It is a fact 
that a sitting 
government 

is more 
criticized by 
citizens; its 
opponents 
can surf on 
the wave.

The debate about the 
media and their 
infl uence on politics has 
come to the forefront 
during these elections. 
Our guests express 
contrasting viewpoints 
on this topical issue.



ACCESS to information 
is vital for the effi cient func-
tioning of any democracy. In 
this connection the press, in-
cluding private radio stations, 
have an important role to play 
specially during a pre-elec-
tion period. 

 All politicians expect the 
press to be in their favour and 
at the same time to be “inde-
pendent” . It would appear to 
me that during the past few 
weeks the word “neutrality” 
has disappeared from the dic-
tionary of politicians.

 A responsible press has 
the duty to inform and ana-
lyse critically so that elec-

tors may make enlightened 
decisions on polling day. It 
appears that most politicians 
do not like the press to play 
that role hence the confl ic-
ting relationship between the 
press and most politicians. All 
politicians want to win the 
elections and any negative 
perception can only decrease 
their chance of winning.

 The other side of the coin 
is about the abuse of press 
feeedom by poor quality 
journalists and newspapers 
that  cause prejudice to in-
dividuals and institutions in 
spite of the code of ethics that 
appears to have been adopted 

by the good professionals of 
the press industry.

 I am of the view that the 
press generally played a fair 
role during the pre-election 
period. 

 It is high time that politi-
cians give serious thoughts to 
“Freedom of Information” le-
gislation as this will help to 
promote transparency and 
hence good governance in 
the affairs of the country and 
will also be an important to-
ol for investigative journalism. 
The freefl ow of information 
is the lubricant to the machi-
nery of democracy.

l’expressInsert N° 3 • Friday 7 May  2010 p. 41 [ S T R A I G H T T A L K

 dence or Political Bias?
Politics and the media

For a united and just Mauritius

Rishy BUKOREE

Dan Maraye

Ex-Governor, 
Bank of Mauritius

 

All politi-
cians expect 
the press to 
be in their 
favour and 
at the same 
time “inde-
pendent” 

PERCEPTION can of-
ten be stronger than reality. 
But there are times when they 
are on an equal footing. That 
is the case with the press/poli-
tics relationship in Mauritius. 
There is indeed a perception 
that some so-called ‘indepen-
dent’ newspapers and some 
voices in the private radios 
have a pro-MMM bias. It has 
also been established that this 
is not only a perception but it 
is also a fact.

 I have always been very 
fond of reading newspapers 
since my childhood. I can re-
call how I would gluttonously 
swallow all the headlines of 
the weekly newspapers at my 
grand-father’s place and then 
query my parents about the 
events, especially political 
ones. I was always under the 
impression when I was a kid 
during the 1980s that Paul 
Bérenger was a martyr, some 
kind of enlightened hero, and 
that the other parties and their 
politicians were nincompoops. 
But when I grew up and lear-
ned the essence of discern-
ment, I stopped allowing 
myself being manipulated any 
further by the so-called ‘inde-
pendent’ propagandists and 
moralists in the press. 

While some newspapers 
were vehemently opposed 
to the Independence of the 
country before joining the 
pro-MMM bandwagon in the 
70s and 80s, there are many 
people in the press who have 
been closely associated with 
the MMM. Some of them 
were supporters, tract-wri-

ters, ‘intellectual strategists’ 
and openly ‘Marxist-socialist’ 
in their views, but others got 
directly involved in politics 
with the MMM or their re-
latives did so. Even though 
these people have somewhat 
cut any direct political invol-
vement with Bérenger’s par-
ty, it is inevitable that their 
sympathies, the projection of 
their views and the way their 
‘products’ are constructed, 
will always be tinted with an 
MMM-bias, however thinly 
perceptible that may be.

There is another fact that 
cannot lie. Whenever the 
MMM has been out of power, 
its former allies (whether the 
PSM, MSM, Labour or even 
PMSD) automatically be-
come ugly scapegoats and 
are systematically persecu-
ted in the same quarters of 
the media. This has been the 
case in 1983 (anti SAJ/Bood-
hoo campaign), in 1993-1995 
(anti SAJ), in 1997-2000 
(anti Ramgoolam), in 2005 
(anti Ramgoolam), from 
2006 up to now (anti Pravind 
Jugnauth, anti SAJ and anti 
Ramgoolam). Every time the 
agenda was to promote the 
MMM as the only national 
party and the others as ‘com-
munal/tribal’, but any time 
the MMM would form an 
alliance with the ‘others’, the 
latter would be cherished and 
praised! When there is no al-
liance, the ‘others’ are despised 
and spat at on a daily basis!

Recently, the ‘strategy’ of 
these press gurus was to os-
tracize and isolate both the 

MSM – through constant 
attacks, derisory remarks, 
pseudo-surveys and regular 
SAJ-bashing – and the PMSD 
– through personal attacks 
and allegations, in order to 
promote the interests of the 
MMM to facilitate a Labour/
MMM alliance. They knew 
Navin Ramgoolam’s Labour 
is very strong, so they could 
not bear the fact that the 
MMM would be out of power 
again. But they got a real slap 
in the face when Ramgoolam 
decided to form the Labour/
PMSD/MSM coalition. 

To react, they have been 
using all sorts of pretexts to see 
to it that the MMM campaign 
gathers some momentum (for 
e.g. exaggerating some crowd 
‘estimations’, while down-
playing that of  the Alliance 
de l’Avenir), all this at the ex-
pense of our very social fabric. 
They should be very careful 
because Mauritians, especially 
the youth of today, do not want 
to live in constant communal 
tension created by the Media. 

It is therefore high time 
that newspapers, editors and 
journalists acknowledge that 
there have been and there still 
is a pro-MMM bias in their 
reporting and opinion pa-
pers. It is also advisable that 
reporters refrain from distil-
ling their own views and fee-
lings between the lines when 
they are supposed to write 
articles based on facts. There 
are nowadays too many ex-
perts in body language and 
psychiatrists of politicians in 
the press!

It is 
advisable 

that repor-
ters refrain 

from 
distilling 
their own 
views and 
feelings 

between the 
lines when 
they are 

supposed to 
write 

articles 
based on 

facts.



Lev pake alle – decamp 
If its literal translation is “pick up your bags and go,” lev pake alle actually refers to the “witch-hunts” that invariably 
follow the elections. Indeed, whenever a party or alliance accedes to power, its fi rst move is usually to rid all parastatal 
and publicly-owned companies of the political appointees named by the previous administration. 
With unfl inching zeal, the newly elected government thus proceeds to removing any person perceived as having the 
slightest affi nity with the outgoing administration in order to dole out cushy jobs to its own cronies. Little wonder then 
that the said parastatal agencies and companies are so awfully managed. They function like a game of musical chairs 
gone awry. 

N.R.

THE BLUE Penny Mu-
seum, at Caudan Waterfront, Port 
Louis, is best known for housing 
its famous namesake. The mu-
seum was founded in 2001 and 
at its creation, a consortium of 
18 companies bought back two 
of the famous Mauritius ‘Post 
Offi ce’ stamps: the Blue Penny 
and the Red Vermillion. 

Yet, the museum has more 
to offer than a glimpse of the 
legendary stamps. Emmanuel 
Richon, curator of the museum 
explains that they regularly  hold 
innovative exhibitions that allow 
people to discover different fa-
cets of the country. 

An exhibition on the year 1810 
will be inaugurated on 17th June 
to take people through the Battle 
of Grand Port, but also through 
other events which are too often 
forgotten, says Mr Richon. For 
example, while the French won 
the famous battle, the British cap-
tured the island soon after, simply 
by embarking from the north while 
the French waited for them near 
the south coast. This marked the 
start of British rule, which lasted 
until Mauritius acquired indepen-
dence in 1968. The exhibition will 
be entirely bilingual, with explana-
tions in English and French and 
will include unique exhibits. For 
example, a letter from Napoleon, 
giving orders in September 1810 
for two battalions with experienced 
soldiers to be sent to Mauritius. Al-
so, a letter by Commodore Rawley 
of the British army telling Keating 

that they should embark from the 
north coast of the island to catch 
the French off guard. 

Emmanuel Richon explains 
that their exhibitions also show-
case local culture and heritage. 
An exhibition on Ti Frere and 
the origins of sega music was held 
last year, and they are now plan-
ning an exhibition on the major 
cyclones that affected Mauritius. 
“Cyclones are a way of exploring our 
collective consciousness. They put us 
all on the same level, and we become 
Mauritians more than ever,” he 
says. More unusual is his concept 
of an exhibition on the food com-
mon to all cultures: greens. The 
humble leafy vegetables that we 
eat come from various parts of the 
world. “It may be because I have an 
outsider’s perspective,” says Mr Ri-
chon, who is from France, “but I 
believe that the smallest things can be 

unifying factors.”
The team at the museum 

works to bring the themes to life 
to interest both adults and chil-
dren. While adults may be fas-
cinated by original documents 
from 1810, children will be cap-
tivated by dioramas which will 
be used in June, for the fi rst time 
in Mauritius. These miniature fi -
gurines in glass cases are perfect 
representations of the historical 
events as they happened. 

Above all, Emmanuel Richon 
hopes that people can see that 
culture is not inaccessible. The 
museum caters for Mauritians and 
foreigners. “There tends to be a gap 
between upmarket tourism and real 
Mauritian culture. The museum can 
help bridge that gap.”

Melissa LOUIS

LIKE MANY OF HIS NOVELS, The Zahir (2005) by 
Paulo Coelho is the story of one man’s quest to unders-
tand the deeper signifi cance of love, life and happiness. 
Whether you are a loyal Paulo Coelho reader or not, the 
book is bound to leave you with the feeling of renewal, as 
if you too had followed a mysterious quest in search of the 
meaning of life. 

The Zahir deals with an unnamed protagonist, a writer, 
whose life takes an unexpected turn when his wife, Esther, 
suddenly goes missing. In spite of a police investigation, 
there are no answers for him. Was she kidnapped in the 
course of her work as a war correspondent? Has she been 
murdered? Or has she simply left him for another man? 
Coelho explores our inability to deal with the unexpected 
and see beyond the mundane, as this man is unable to cope 
with his loss.

The protagonist himself writes novels about spirituality, 
yet his preoccupation with image and prestige prevent him 
from seeing what is missing in his relationship with Esther. 
He is a tortured character at fi rst, unable to fi nd his own 
spiritual path. Esther takes away the last of his solace when 
she vanishes and through her absence, she becomes the fo-
cal point of his life, an irony, as he had come to take her for 
granted while she was by his side.  

Soon, nothing exists anymore except for Esther’s disap-
pearance and she becomes his ‘zahir’. At the beginning of 
the book Coelho provides the following explanation from 
the writer Jorge Luis Borges. Zahir means “visible, present, 
incapable of going unnoticed. It is someone or something 
which, once we have come into contact with them or it, 
gradually occupies our every thought, until we can think 
of nothing else. This can be considered either a state of 
holiness or of madness.”

In his quest for Esther, the narrator meets a mysterious 
young man named Mikhail, who will guide him across the 
world to Kazakhstan. Mikhail introduces him to the Ten-
gri tradition, a form of spirituality without formal religion, 
which allows him to understand the meaning of life and the 
futility of what he has been pursuing so far. By the end of his 
quest, he is a changed man who is now worthy of his ‘zahir’.

You will fi nd yourself wondering throughout The Zahir 
whether this mystery man is Paulo Coelho himself. A bonus 
interview with Coelho, included in this book confi rms that 
The Zahir does hold autobiographical elements. If you have 
read about Coelho’s personal history, you will know that like 
the unnamed narrator, he walked the Road to Santiago de 
Compostela, a medieval pilgrim’s route between France 
and Spain. And like his hero, he wrote about his own quest 
in his fi rst novel entitled The Pilgrimage. 

Avid Coelho fans will certainly be mesmerised by The 
Zahir, which offers magical continuity 

as it expands on the 
notions of spiritua-
lity which he fi rst ex-
plored in his earlier 
works. First time rea-
ders may however, 
want to begin with 
The Alchemist or 
Veronika Decides to 
Die, just to get bet-
ter insight into what 
Coelho is all about. 
But once you’ve 
completed your 
own initiation to 
his work, be sure to 
pick up The Zahir 
and continue your 
quest into the 
magical world of 
Paulo Coelho. 

An all-consuming 
obsession

A different take on history
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The Blue Penny Museum provides a refreshing perspective on 
Mauritian culture and history.
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