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I have been thinking about 
the statement defence minister 
Nirmala Sitharaman made this 
week lamenting the presence of 
“anti-national elements” within 
the student community of her alma 
mater, Jawaharlal Nehru University.

The more I think about it, the 
more I am convinced her statement 
is not just factually incorrect and 
irresponsible, as many have pointed 
out, but also criminal. It is a criminal 
act to instigate violence and there 
can be no doubt over what she is 
trying to do. By levelling a charge 
which can and will provoke violence 
against the students of JNU, she is 
also misusing her office. It is the post 
of raksha mantri which lends weight 
to what would otherwise have 
remained an unedifying example 
of propaganda by a party person 
that would have been dismissed by 
the people. But a defence minister 
making such a claim gives it a 
degree of credibility and will end 
up instigating violence. That is why 
I believe what she did was criminal.

Sitharaman is doing nothing 
new. She is only repeating what 
her colleague Rajnath Singh, who 

holds an equally important ministry, 
had done two years ago. After a 
controversy was manufactured by 
the media about an “anti national” 
meeting in JNU, he went so far as 
to warn the nation about how the 
students of JNU had the backing 
of terrorists from across the border. 
“The incident at JNU has received 
support from Hafiz Saeed. This 
is a truth that the nation needs to 
understand,” the home minister had 
said, linking the founder of terror 
group Lashkar-e-Taiba to the student 
demonstrations on campus.

Rajnath Singh should be held 
squarely responsible for the physical 
attacks on JNU students which took 
place after his statement. It was 
after all the home minister himself 
who was identifying the students 
as collaborators of the terrorists. 
Taking a cue from him, his police in 
Delhi unleashed an unprecedented 
smear campaign against a number 
of students.

Kanhaiya Kumar, the then 
president of the JNU students union, 
was assaulted brutally on court 
premises by lawyers. But this act 
of violence was treated as a trivial 
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thing. Barely two years after the 
unprecedented attack, the Supreme 
Court decided the issue need not 
be discussed further. When Kamini 
Jaiswal and Prashant Bhushan 
pressed for a SIT probe into the 
violence, the court said, “We don’t 
think we will flog a dead horse to 
life.”

What BJP’s leaders are doing 
through their campaign is to conjure 
up “enemies” within the country 
with the aim of whipping up violence 
against them. Those who, for various 
reasons, don’t get the opportunity to 
safeguard the borders from external 
enemies are, through this campaign, 
given a list of enemies they can 
easily destroy. And quench their 
nationalist thirst.

It is a well thought out strategy. 
I realised how cynically it has been 
employed when a spokesperson of 
the BJP told me, “Ye anti national 
wala hamne chalaya, isne pakad liya, 
chal gaya ye.” (“The slogan of ‘anti 
national’ is our creation and it has 
taken hold.”).

This bloodlust was behind the 
attack on Umar Khalid just before 
Independence Day in Delhi. The 
pistol his would-be killer brought 
jammed, otherwise the attack could 
have turned fatal.

Umar, in the popular imagination 
of those swayed by the BJP’s 
propaganda, is an ‘anti-national’ 
whose very existence is a threat to the 
nation. The image of Kanhaiya that 
is pushed is similar. A friend of mine 
who teaches at Patna University was 
shocked when he found people in his 
own village in Nawada gunning for 
Kanhaiya. They regard him as an 
anti-national, he said.

A young man from Odisha told 
me that after February 2016, anyone 
from JNU is seen with suspicion. 
Even his parents were not sure 

what he was doing as a student of 
the university. Was he trapped in 
some anti-national conspiracy, they 
wondered.

For the past four years, we have 
seen JNU being used as a metaphor 
across the country. Whenever the 
ruling party tries to shut down 
dissenting voices, it says that it 
“will not allow another JNU”. We 
have heard this line in Jodhpur, 
Mahendragarh in Haryana, Pune 
and Delhi University. Most recently, 
while boasting about their attack on 
Sanjay Kumar, an assistant professor 
at the Central University of Bihar at 
Motihari, his attackers claimed they 
were performing a nationalist duty 
and would not allow this university 
to be turned into another JNU.

We should also not forget how 
the lung power of the Central HRD 
ministry and of BJP spokespersons 
was used to sully the image of 
Rohith Vemula and his mother. He 
was also accused of indulging in 
anti-national activities. It has been 
claimed that he was a fake Dalit and 
actually a Maoist who collaborated 
with anti-nationals.

The seriousness of the whole 
campaign needs to be understood. We 
need to see that here is a government, 
with all kinds of instruments of 
violence at its disposal, waging a 
war against students and teachers. 
The academic community has been 
turned into the “ accused”.

We need to turn the tables on 
them. We need to tell ministers like 
Sitharaman that it is they who stand 
accused—of indulging in inciting 
and instigating violence. We need to 
demand their resignation. Instigating 
violence against a section of the 
people while occupying a ministerial 
position must not be tolerated.
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Babasaheb Ambedkar and Neoliberal Economic Reforms: 
Part I

Anand Teltumbde
W h e n  t h e  I n t e r n a t i o n a l 

Monetary Fund and World Bank-
dictated neoliberal policy package 
was adopted by the Narasimha Rao 
government in July 1991, with a 
false projection to people that they 
were homegrown economic reforms, 
albeit with a Thatcherite apologia 
that ‘there was no alternative', 
many intellectuals, whether they 
understood economics or not, vied 
with each other in supporting it 
to get into the good books of the 
government. Economics has by 
and large been an anathema in 
Dalit intellectual universe because 
it was identified with communists 
(economism) with two weird 
syllogisms propagated by the vested 
interests. One, communists were 
materialist; economics related with 
things material, so it was communist. 
Second, Ambedkar was against 
communists. Dalits are followers 
of Ambedkar. So, Dalits should 
keep away from economics. (None 
of these statements are correct but 
they are bandied as self sustaining 
truth.) They proudly claimed that 
our struggle is not for bread (alone), 
it is for dignity. As a result, there 
was no particular popular appeal 
among Dalits as regards discussion 
on economic policy. Still some 
ambitious elements from among 
them had thrust their neck out and 
spoken in support of these anti-
people policies. All of them have 
been expectedly duly awarded by 
the government. I had taken it as an 
act of opportunism and dealt with it 
as such. But later, these things began 
coming in a more virulent form, like 
the campaign for Dalit Capitalism, 

or Dalit Chamber of Commerce 
(DICCI), or mutating Ambedkar as 
the free market economist, with due 
institutional support from abroad 
like that from Mises Institute, the 
source institution of the neoliberal 
virus.

Some time ago, one person 
feigning to have discovered a 
profound aspect of Dr Ambedkar 
presented a paper titled Ambedkar 
– The Forgotten Free Market 
Economist at the Ludwig von Mises 
Institute. Unfortunately, Dalits 
who exhibit their bhakti towards 
Ambedkar such as by insisting that 
he should be referred to only as ‘Dr 
Babasaheb Ambedkar’ each and 
every time, would not understand 
that calling him a free market 
economist is the worst abuse that can 
be hurled at him. Rather it is beyond 
abuse, and is an attempt at character 
assassination. Indeed, it is a pity 
that despite a plethora of writings 
on Ambedkar, the Dalits have not 
even understood what he stood 
for. Framed in this contemporary 
context, this article will strive to 
explicate the salient aspects of 
Ambedkar's thoughts in relation to 
the current neoliberal paradigm.

Understanding Free Market
Market is where things are 

exchanged with the help of money, 
the medium of exchange. Obviously, 
m a r k e t  v a l o r i s e s  c u s t o m e r 
in proportion to his purchasing 
power, i.e., the amount of money 
he has in his pocket. Markets have 
been around from antiquity as a 
mechanism for facilitating exchange 
of goods and services among people 

in order to satisfy their needs, 
because of the fact that all that is 
needed for living cannot be produced 
by any man or family. The villager 
produced vegetables but would not 
have oil or salt necessary for cooking 
them, and therefore went to a haat 
(village market) to exchange his 
excess vegetables for oil and salt. 
Initially he simply bartered but later 
money played the role of facilitator. 
The advent of money not only 
facilitated the transaction, but also 
accumulation. One could not amass 
grains or salt because they needed 
storage and suffered depreciation, 
but money could be stored without 
limits and instead of suffering 
depreciation, it appreciated. More 
perniciously, it facilitated what is 
known as free market, the free play 
of purchasing power of people.

Free market basically assumes 
that seller and buyer in the market 
are all equal, endowed with equal 
amount of information, and therefore 
the exchange between them takes 
place purely on the basis of perceived 
value of the thing exchanged. Now, 
in a real world, arguably created by 
the elements of free market itself, 
this assumption becomes quite 
problematic. Because of inequality 
of people in the marketplace, the free 
market becomes a mechanism of 
exploitation. A single or a few sellers 
coming together and dictating price 
of goods or services is commonly 
known as monopoly and oligopoly, 
respectively. The markets are 
flaunted by free marketeers as the 
most efficient means to allocate 
resources through price mechanism 
that balances out demand and supply. 
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But both demand and supply can 
be manipulated by the powerful 
and the entire mechanism can be 
used as a means not of allocating 
resources but of accumulation. Then, 
there are many situations known 
to economics as market failures, 
which can be viewed as scenarios 
where individuals' pursuit of pure 
self-interest leads to results that are 
not efficient—that can be improved 
upon from the societal point-of-
view. The people who extend the 
concept of market as a simple 
mechanism to exchange things to the 
free market, which can be said to be 
their ideological obsession, are thus 
either committing a conceptual error 
or are making a deliberate mischief.

Misreading “The Problem of 
Rupee”

The sole source of Ambedkar's 
characterisation as monetarist or 
free market or neoliberal economist 
is the misreading of, or, shall we 
say, mischievous reading of his 
D.Sc. Thesis, The Problem of 
Rupee. Here Ambedkar presents 
his analysis of the contemporary 
problem of currency standards, viz., 
gold standard versus gold exchange 
standard. He forcefully makes a case 
for the former (gold standard), going 
against the opinion of the mainstream 
economists of those days, including 
John Maynard Keynes. Ambedkar 
basically makes the case for the 
stability of currency in the gold 
standard and marshals arguments 
that unstable currency could lead to 
unbridled inflation because of fiscal 
profligacy of the government, which 
disproportionately burdens the 
lower strata of the society through 
consequential price rise. This is the 
central point of the thesis. There 
are stray observations in the thesis 
against the wastefulness of the 
public servant vis-à-vis the private 

agent or such statements as market 
mechanism for value determination. 
The central thesis being rooted in the 
then situational context, it is really 
no place to seek his ideological 
proclivities towards or against 
socialism. To do so is utterly foolish.

If one looks beyond to the kind 
of influences the young Ambedkar 
carried, we get rather a better picture. 
In Columbia, some of his teachers 
were American Fabian Socialists. 
John Dewey, who had a particularly 
d e e p  i m p r e s s i o n  o n  y o u n g 
Ambedkar, was a famous American 
Fabian. Prof. Dewey particularly 
endeared Ambedkar because of his 
anxiety to help the downtrodden, to 
do away with oppression in America 
and elsewhere, and to propose 
the instrumentality of education 
in their emancipation. Ambedkar 
acknowledged his intellectual debt 
to Dewey many times. The influence 
of Dewey on Ambedkar was so deep 
that he acknowledged it as late as in 
June 1952, in a letter written to his 
wife Mrs. Savita Ambedkar from 
America, where he was conferred 
the honorary degree of LL.D. by 
Columbia University for drafting 
the Constitution of India, “I owe my 
whole intellectual life to Prof. John 
Dewey.” 

Fabianism, born in 1884 along 
with the foundation of the Fabian 
Society, was a British socialist 
movement, whose purpose was to 
advance the principles of democratic 
socialism via gradualist  and 
reformist, rather than revolutionary 
means. It had attracted many liberal 
thinkers beyond England. Fabians 
as such were the quintessentially 
socialists but did not subscribe 
to the revolutionary theories of 
Marxism. Instead they believed 
that socialism could be brought 
about in an evolutionary manner. 
The London School of Economics 

(LSE) in which Ambedkar studied 
and wrote The Problem of Rupee, 
his thesis for his D. Sc. Degree, was 
founded by the Fabian Society and 
was acknowledged as the fortress of 
Fabianism. The key figures of the 
Fabian society, like Bernard Shaw 
and Sydney and Beatrice Webb, were 
among the founders of the LSE and 
they were also the faculty in the LSE. 
Therefore, the intellectual context 
in which Ambedkar carried out his 
research also was socialist. The 
slogan “Educate, Agitate, Organise”, 
that he chose as the motto of the 
Bahishkrit Bharat and later gave 
to his disciples as his mantra, was 
actually a famous Fabian slogan. 
It bespeaks poor of the quality of 
research on Ambedkar that this 
important aspect of his ideology still 
remains largely submerged. If one 
objectively looks at his entire life, 
one would see the Fabian influence 
informing much of his ideological 
position.

To read in his thesis monetarism 
that was formally born in 1960, 
nearly four decades later and after 
he had left the world, is simply 
preposterous. It is true that before 
the advent of Keynesianism, the 
economists belonged to the classical 
school that believed in self-adjusting 
market mechanism and saw no 
role for the government, either in 
terms of monetary or fiscal policy. 
There should be little doubt that all 
economists, including Ambedkar, 
operated in this larger context of 
classical economics prior to the 
1930s. Responding to the Great 
Depression of the 1930s, Keynes 
came out with theories that proposed 
an important role for the government 
through fiscal policy to create 
aggregate demand in the economy. 
Keynesianism saved capitalism from 
its imminent collapse and became 
the default economic creed for the 
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post-Second World War world. It 
not only saved capitalism but also 
gave it its ‘golden era'. But when 
capitalism began to face another bout 
of crises in the 1960s, the monetarist 
counterrevolution took place against 
the ruling Keynesianism. It was led 
by Milton Friedman, an economist 
from the Chicago School, and argued 
against government use of fiscal 
policy and instead proposed that 
monetary policy be the instrument 
for altering output and employment 
levels in the economy. It modified 
some aspects of the classical 
theory to provide the rationale 
for this non-interventionist policy 
recommendation in favour of the 
free market. It should be noted that 
the belief in self-adjusting market 
of the classical economics is not 
the same as the monetarist position 
of the free market. It is absolutely 
mischievous to see Ambedkar as a 
proponent of free market economy 
and particularly against socialism.

A Socialist to the Core
I think anybody who claims to 

know Babasaheb Ambedkar even 
superfluously is familiar with his 
statement:

“My social philosophy may be 
said to be enshrined in three words: 
liberty, equality and fraternity. My 
philosophy has roots in religion 
and not in political science. I have 
derived them from the teachings of 
my master, the Buddha.”

Indeed, these three words 
constituted his vision for human 
destiny and the biggest rationale 
for his conversion to Buddhism. 
What could they mean? The world 
knows that these words constituted 
an inspiration, they were the slogan 
of the French revolution, and also 
that they are nowhere to be found in 
Buddhism, where Ambedkar claimed 
to have taken them from. The import 

of his claim lies in the fact that in 
the French revolution they remained 
a mere slogan for the bourgeoisie, 
but in Buddhism they are found 
with their spirit and full content. He 
envisioned human society to reflect 
them in full measure as Buddha 
did. It could be imagined only as an 
ideal, a utopia. Marx imagined the 
ultimate destiny of humans in the 
form of communism, where most 
familiar contradictions would have 
been overcome and humans will 
contribute as per their capacity and 
get what they need. Do these visions 
not coincide? Socialism, as Marxian 
historical materialism guides us, is 
the penultimate stage to communism. 
Ambedkar's ideological position 
may therefore have to be reckoned as 
beyond socialism, quite like Marx's.

Those who capitalise on his 
contention with communists and 
communism paint him as an anti-
Marxist and anti everything that 
Marx stood for. In doing so, they do 
not hesitate in pushing him into the 
enemy camp. To say that he was pro-
capitalist, pro-globalisation, and pro-
free market system is the equivalent 
of doing so. As explained above, 
Ambedkar was influenced at an 
impressionable age by his professors 
in Columbia and the London School 
of Economics, who while wanting 
socialism, had reservations about the 
Marxian prescription of revolution. 
While Ambedkar reflected a similar 
attitude towards Marxism, he 
regarded it as the benchmark, a 
veritable measure to assess the 
superiority of his methods. Whether 
one agrees with this observation or 
not, there is absolutely no space for 
doubt that he was a socialist. Not in 
ideological orientation alone but also 
in practice he had openly pursued 
socialist objectives all through his 
life. His first political party, the 
Independent Labour Party (ILP), 

was fashioned on the lines of the 
Labour Party in England, which was 
a Fabian political outfit. Even before 
that he had famously identified 
two enemies of the Untouchables: 
Brahmanism and Capitalism. In 
fact, at the symbolic level, the class 
characterisation of our society by 
the radical left as “semi-feudal, 
semi-colonial” could echo this 
declaration. The ILP, as a matter 
of fact, was admittedly a workers' 
party, which inspired by socialism 
had adopted a red flag. It was the ILP 
which demonstrated on roads how 
caste and class could be coalesced 
into a struggle.

Despite its success, he had to 
abandon the overtly left politics of ILP 
mainly because the politics of those 
times was taking a purely communal 
turn. The Cripps Mission report 
published in February 1942, which 
while conceding most demands of 
other minorities had totally ignored 
the demands of the Untouchables 
for representation, became the 
direct trigger. It compelled him to 
rethink his strategy, dissolve the 
ILP, and found the seemingly caste 
based party, the Scheduled Caste 
Federation (SCF) in June 1942. 
It coincided with his inclusion in 
the Viceroy's executive council. 
Although striving to emancipate the 
Untouchables in the contemporary 
communally charged politics, it 
should be remembered that he 
penned a remarkable document, 
meant to be the memorandum to 
the Constituent Assembly on behalf 
of the SCF. This document, later 
published as “States and Minorities”, 
by his own definition proposed state 
socialism in post-colonial India.

One of the arguments in support 
of how Ambedkar was against 
socialism, given by the pseudo-
scholar who abused Ambedkar 
as a free market economist, was 
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that he was against the inclusion 
of the word ‘socialism' in the 
Constitution. This gentleman ought 
to have first understood that the 
Constitution is not a book authored 
by Ambedkar; it was a document 
representing the consensus of the 
Constituent Assembly. It was his 
job to bring about that consensus. 
All his arguments in the Constituent 
Assembly should be read within 
this role boundary. With regard to 
the inclusion of socialism in the 
Constitution, there is fortunately a 
direct statement from him, which 
directly dispels such doubts:

What should be the policy of 
the State, how the society should be 
organised in its social and economic 
side, are matters which must be 
decided by the people themselves 
according to time and circumstances. 
It cannot be laid down in the 
Constitution itself, because that is 
destroying democracy altogether. If 
you state in the Constitution that the 
social organisation of the State shall 
take a particular form, you are, in my 
judgement, taking away the liberty of 
the people to decide what should be 
the social organisation in which they 
wish to live. It is perfectly possible 
today for the majority people to hold 
that the socialist organisation of 
society is better than the capitalist 
organisation of society. But it would 
be perfectly possible for thinking 
people to devise some other form of 
social organisation which might be 
better than the socialist organisation 
of today or of tomorrow. I do not 
see therefore why the Constitution 
should tie down the people to live 
in a particular form and not leave it 
to the people themselves to decide 
it for themselves. [Dr Babasaheb 
Ambedkar Writings and Speeches, 
Vol. 13, p. 326]

After explaining why he was not 
in favour of inclusion of the word 
socialism, he himself explained 

that in other ways the Constitution 
has already embodied the socialist 
principles:

Apart from the Fundamental 
Rights, which we have embodied 
in the Constitution, we have also 
introduced other sections, which 
deal with directive principles of 
State policy. If my Honourable 
friend were to read the Articles 
contained in Part IV, he will find that 
both the Legislature as well as the 
Executive have been placed by this 
Constitution under certain definite 
obligations as to the form of their 
policy. Now, to read only Article 31, 
which deals with this matter :

It says : “The State shall, in 
particular , direct its policy towards 
securing—

(i) That the citizens, men and 
women equally, have the right to an 
adequate means of livelihood;

(ii) That the ownership and 
control of the material resources of 
the community are so distributed as 
best to subserve the common good;

(iii) That the operation of the 
economic system does not result 
in the concentration of wealth and 
means of production to the common 
detriment;

(iv) That there is equal pay 
for equal work for both men and 
women; . . .”

There are some other items more 
or less in the same strain. What I 
would like to ask Professor Shah is 
this: If these directive principles to 
which I have drawn attention are 
not socialistic in their direction and 
in their content, I fail to understand 
what more socialism can be.

Therefore my submission is that 
the socialist principles are already 
embodied in our Constitution and 
it is unnecessary to accept this 
amendment. [Ibid, pp. 326–327]

In his one of the very last 
public addresses at Kathmandu, 
he had compared Buddhism with 

Marxism. It reveals that he regarded 
Marxism as just the second best to 
his choice. In this comparison, he 
clearly states that while the goal of 
both was the same, the Buddha's 
prescriptions were superior to those 
of Marx, in terms of non-violence 
and democracy. The goal was to 
bring about equitable society sans 
oppression and exploitation which 
was only possible in a socialist 
society. Rather, both Marx as well 
as Ambedkar went beyond and 
sought a utopia beyond socialism. 
In any case, such a state of society 
was inherently impossible in 
capitalism which is premised on the 
accumulation drive, the unbridled 
greed of a man. Capitalism or its 
contemporary extremist version 
in neoliberalism, advocating free 
market economy, does not have any 
pretension to social justice. Rather it 
justifies injustice saying that people 
occupy various positions in societal 
hierarchy purely in accordance with 
their capabilities or that inequality is 
desirable because it acts as the prime 
mover of progress. Nothing can be 
more preposterous than saying that 
Ambedkar supported such inequality 
justifying systems such as capitalism 
or neoliberal globalisation. Even the 
argument that capitalism being more 
progressive than caste-feudalism, 
that it basically freed the labour 
from the feudal bondage, which 
had impelled Marx to predict that 
advent of capitalism in India will 
destroy the caste system, would 
not hold because Ambedkar saw 
capitalism and Brahmanism not only 
as coexisting but also cohabiting, 
mutually complementing each other. 
Ambedkar explicitly said more 
than once that he was a socialist. If 
someone feigns ignorance of this 
he should not be speaking about 
Ambedkar.
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In his Budget Speech for 2016–
17, Finance Minister Arun Jaitley 
announced that the government 
would target the disbursement 
of government subsidies and 
financial assistance to the “actual 
beneficiaries”. Public money, he 
declared, should reach the poor 
and the deserving without any 
leakage. He announced that he 
would introduce a bill for “Targeted 
Delivery of Financial and Other 
Subsidies, Benefits and Services by 
using the Aadhar framework”, the 
expenditure for which is incurred 
from the Consolidated Fund of India.

In order to make a statement about 
the disbursement to beneficiaries, the 
government would need to have 
some information about how its 
beneficiary databases are created and 
maintained and by whom. It would 
need to have some information 
about how to identify ghosts and 
duplicates in these databases, and 
the steps that result in these ghost 
or duplicates while creating and 
maintaining the database. It would 
need to have some information about 
the steps of transferring money from 
the Consolidated Fund of India to the 
beneficiaries.

Is it unlikely that any government, 
which has been distributing lakhs 
of crores to various beneficiaries, 
will not hold this information? 
Is it conceivable, therefore, that 
the Finance Minister could have 
promised targeted disbursement of 
government subsidies and financial 
assistance to the actual beneficiaries, 
or that money reach the poor and 
the deserving without any leakage 
without full information about who 

Government Must Ensure Clean Delivery of Benefits

Anupam Saraph

beneficiaries are or where leakage 
is happening?

Does Beneficiary Information 
Exist?

In its Fiscal Policy Statement, 
the Budget of 2018–19 states that 
it extended scope of Direct Benefit 
Transfer (DBT) to include “in-kind” 
transfer to individual beneficiaries, 
transfers to enablers of government 
schemes and services. According 
to the statement, up to November 
2017, 462 DBT applicable schemes 
identified across 57 Ministries/
Departments and 34 Aadhar Enabled 
Services from 16 Ministries/ 
Departments. The ambit of DBT 
covers major schemes that involve 
cash transfers, such as Pratyaksh 
Hanstant r i t  Labh (PAHAL), 
Mahatma Gandhi National Rural 
Employment Guarantee Scheme 
(MGNREGS) ,  pens ions  and 
scholarships, as well as in-kind 
transfers such as foodgrains and 
mid-day meals to school children.

Good governance, as expected 
from Prime Minister Narendra Modi, 
would require that this information 
is not only audited by the CAG, but 
is available on the websites of the 
government under Section 4(b)(xii) 
of the Right to Information Act, 
2005 (RTI).

Even into the thirteenth year of 
the Right to Information Act, most 
public authorities do not satisfy the 
spirit or even the letter of public 
disclosure under Section 4 of the 
Act. For the most part, therefore, 
information about “the manner of 
execution of subsidy programmes, 
including the amounts allocated 

and the details of beneficiaries of 
such programmes” is absent from 
government websites.

Two years on from the promise 
to deliver this transparency, perhaps 
the Ministry of Finance, or the 
government would be able to share 
this information?

Asked under the RTI to provide 
information, neither the Ministry 
of Finance nor any government 
ministry or department has been able 
to provide any information about 
the laws, rules and procedures that 
create any beneficiary databases, 
the existence of such databases, 
or about procedures or algorithms 
that provide them with an ability to 
distinguish genuine from duplicate 
and ghost beneficiaries. Neither have 
they been able to provide a single 
audit report or study that shows how 
fake beneficiaries have been added 
to beneficiary databases.

Neither the Ministry of Finance 
nor any government ministry 
or department has provided any 
indication of the steps in the flow of 
funds from the Consolidated Fund of 
India to the hands of the beneficiaries 
or how they have changed after the 
Finance Minister’s Budget Speech 
for 2016–17 from what existed 
before.

Furthermore, neither has been 
able to indicate the basis for the 
decision to transfer benefits and 
subsidies through an Aadhaar 
based payment system run by a 
non government private company, 
the National Payments Corporation 
of India (NPCI), in place of the 
traditional National Electronic 
Funds Transfer (NEFT) run by the 
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RBI. Serious concerns about money 
transfers through Aadhaar payments 
being unauditable and similar to 
hawala remain un-investigated 
by the CBI and the Enforcement 
Directorate.

There should be complete clarity 
about the amounts of large money 
transfers in the form of DBT to 
millions of beneficiaries. According 
to the Fiscal Strategy Document of 
the Budget, since the inception and 
upto 2018–19, 52 crore beneficiaries 
(including cash and in-kind schemes) 
have received Rs 246,133 crore 
through DBT, of which Rs 63,190 
crore have been transferred in 
FY 2017–18 (as on 30.11.2017). 
95.4% payments have been made 
through electronic transfers. On 
the other hand, according to the 
BJP, beneficiaries have received 
Rs 382,184 crore through direct 
benefit transfers (DBT) since FY 
2014–15.  According to Nandan 
Nilekani, former chairman of 
Unique Identification Authority of 
India (UIDAI), which designed the 
Aadhaar number as an identifier for 
demographic and biometric data 
submitted to it, and current advisor 
to NPCI, over Rs 95,000 crore were 
transferred using the Aadhaar Pay of 
NPCI in the last financial year alone.

Ghosts and Duplicates Receiving 
Benefits?

UIDAI and Ministry of Finance 
must certify that this money has 
been transferred to real and genuine 
beneficiaries. Neither the recipients’ 
database nor the money transfers have 
been audited or seem to have been 
verified by the CAG. Furthermore, 
no beneficiary database, or even the 
basis for inclusion or exclusion of 
beneficiaries from this database, is 
available with the public. The UIDAI 
has stated unambiguously that it 

takes no responsibility for the use of 
Aadhaar. It cannot recognise the use, 
or the absence of use, of Aadhaar in 
any business process. Neither can 
it certify the beginning, progress or 
completion of the business process.

The UIDAI has also admitted 
that it does not certify the biometric 
or demographic data associated with 
any Aadhaar number. It seems to 
have no view about the number of 
unique records based on biometric 
or demographic fields. It doesn’t 
even know if there was an enrolment 
operator, belonging to a private 
agency appointed by one of the 20 
registrars whose enrolments make up 
most of the Aadhaar numbers, in the 
600,000 villages, 5,000 towns and 
cities, or even the 707 districts where 
enrolment allegedly happened. It has 
no information about the original 
documents of proof of identity, 
address or birth used to capture 
the demographic data for Aadhaar. 
Furthermore, the Aadhaar database 
has never been verified or audited. 
It is the world’s largest database of 
ghosts and duplicates. Using the 
Aadhaar to create or modify any 
database can, therefore, entail the 
risk of populating those databases 
with duplicates and ghosts.

It i a surprise that the UIDAI 
cannot, and does not, certify the 
individuals in any business process as 
real persons or genuine beneficiaries. 
It does not certify the delivery 
of subsidy, benefit or service. It 
does not certify any beneficiary as 
being genuine or even real. Money 
transferred using Aadhaar must not 
be siphoned to duplicate or ghost 
beneficiaries or become untraceable. 
Prime Minister Modi needs to ensure 
that his objective of a leak-proof 
system gets operationalised.

Tax money makes up the 
Consolidated Fund of India that 

finances benefits, so gaps in 
transparency are a cause for concern. 
The trust placed with the Ministry of 
Finance by the PM must be shown to 
be justified. Not only will the CAG 
have to rise to the occasion, but so 
will India’s premier investigation 
agencies and plug the DBT being 
siphoned through Aadhaar payments. 
Perhaps the Supreme Court will take 
cognisance of possible leakages 
during the tenure of two successive 
governments and ensure complete 
accuracy and transparency in the list 
of beneficiaries given lakhs of crores 
of rupees from the Consolidated 
Fund of India.

Email: anupamsaraph@gmail.com
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The  never-ending  growth  
stories still  hang on the impact  
demonetisation and GST have 
had on the economy. Not only the 
political opposition, the economists 
in general are also questioning the 
rising figures of gross domestic 
product (GDP), while the central 
government continues to maintain 
that there was no adverse effect of 
the dual policy on the economy.

In the meantime, the  Bharatiya 
Janata Party (BJP), which is at the 
helm of affairs at the Centre, has 
introduced a new element in the 
discourse of economic growth.  
Its national executive recently 
adopted a resolution for “New 
India” with adequate reference to 
the idea and concept of “creative  
destruction.” This resolution 
obviously came under the shadow 
of demonetisation and GST. The 
BJP thesis quoted from  no less an 
authority  than Joseph Schumpeter, 
the internationally famous Austrian–
American economist .

S c h u m p e t e r ’ s  c r e a t i v e 
d e s t r u c t i o n  a n d  H a r v a r d 
Business School’s Prof. Clayton 
M.  Christensen’s “disruptive 
technology” are very much in vogue 
in modern day capitalism. Both 
argue that old industries and services 
that  have become archaic cease to 
be sustainable because basically 
they no longer earn profits, and so 
they are eventually abandoned. But 
capital and labour  cannot remain 
idle. Schumpeter says that capital 
moves to new forms of industry 
and labour  follows the same path in 
course of time. But it is not clearly 
stated how the labour displaced from 

New Jobs Not for Workers

Mrinal K. Biswas

the traditional industries would fit 
into the new form of industry,  and  
even assuming  that labour  will 
be retrained, which will be time 
consuming, jobs will elude most 
of them because most modern 
industries are characteristically 
capital intensive and labour saving. 

C h r i s t e n s e n ’s  t h e o r y  o f 
“disruptive technologies” separates 
new technology into two categories: 
Sustaining and Disruptive. Sustaining 
technology relies on incremental 
improvements  to  an already 
established technology. Disruptive 
technology lacks refinements, and 
often has performance problems. 
An entrepreneur therefore faces 
a dilemma on whether to employ 
capital in “disruptive technologies”, 
as while the risks are greater, the 
profits are higher. In case he invests 
capital in this new area, this new 
technology that involves higher 
levels of automation does not create  
a large number of jobs. The few 
jobs it creates are also for those 
more skilled. This has a big impact 
on employment as the job market 
shrinks. 

Much later than Schumpeter 
, another  eminent  economist,  
Joseph Stiglitz, also pointed to the 
modern-day industry’s  inability 
to create new jobs for those who 
work with hands and feet, because 
of increasing automation. This was 
also threatening white-collar jobs for 
non-specialists. 

Jobless  workforce swells 
in tandem with expulsion of 
entrepreneurs who fail to survive 
the onset of “creative destruction.” 
Nevertheless, the economy may 

continue to grow and the GDP may 
continue to rise, giving rise to a 
situation of jobless growth. 

The BJP’s drive for creating 
a “New India” cannot escape 
the tortuous course foreseen by 
economists. Abrupt demonetisation 
and untimely GST have indeed 
brought about the “destruction” 
part of Schumpeter’s “creative 
destruction”. In one stroke, trade 
and business, particularly the 
informal sector, suffered enormous 
destruction. The capital available 
with the medium and small trade 
and businesses dried up because 
of the losses suffered due to 
demonetisation, and they have yet 
to recover from that crisis. These 
sectors have little access to banking 
finance, making their recovery 
difficult. On top of it, the faulty 
introduction of GST has further 
deepened their crisis. Therefore, it 
is doubtful whether the “creative” 
part of Schumpeter’s “creative 
destruction” is going to be realised 
in the near future. 
Email: mrinalbiswas11@gmail.com                  
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Growing concerns on the current 
state of the Indian economy, which 
have been met with responses filled 
with assurances and proposals from 
official circles for remedial actions 
on part make it urgent to delve into 
the issues which spell out the reality.

Apprehensions relating to the 
economy are at the moment centred 
on further escalations in the high 
prices, of fuel and other goods in 
the domestic market, affecting the 
daily lives of people. As is generally 
held, the major reasons behind this 
include the rising dollar price of 
crude oil in international market 
and the steady declines in the value 
of the rupee in terms of dollar, 
causing escalating transport costs 
as well as the rupee prices of all 
imports. Specific issues as above 
are compounded by a general fear 
psychosis of an impending collapse 
of the current state of the economy 
and polity, threatening to impact the 
levels of whatever well-being, if any, 
currently accessible for people in 
different income categories.

Responding to the above, the 
official position (of the government) 
has denied that the economy is facing 
any impending threat, especially 
with what are seen as the four green 
shoots parameters. The latter include 
the current GDP growth at 7.4% , 
the highest in the world, moderate 
inflation with wholesale prices rising 
by 3.4% last year, official foreign 
currency reserves at a comfortable 
level of nearly $400bn and finally, 
the moderate fiscal deficit at 3.3%. 
The highlights, incidentally, accord 
well with the IMF’s recent country 
report on India which was released 

Where Is the Indian Economy Headed?

Sunanda Sen

on August 7, 2018.
The defensive position advanced 

from the official quarters as well 
the effectiveness of the remedial 
measures as suggested, do not, 
however, stand scrutiny if one 
recognises the fact that none of those 
indicators of a robust economy, as 
we point out, will be sustainable in 
the face of slippages running through 
the economy.

Consider, first, the Central 
Statistics Office (CSO) data on the 
high GDP growth of the economy at 
7.4% for 2017-18 and growth rate 
for the Gross Value Added (GVA), 
at 7.1%. Leaving aside the rather 
serious misgivings concerning the 
method as well as the estimates of 
the calculation of GDP, we draw 
attention to the structure of the GVA 
with services contributing one half 
or more over the last six years. With 
the brick and mortar division of the 
industrial sector providing for less 
than a third of the GVA and with 
agriculture, the mainstay of the rural 
economy, providing less than a fifth, 
it does not come as a surprise that 
gainful employment has been far 
less than adequate for the reduction 
of poverty in the economy. A major 
explanation lies in the fact that the 
high-tech service sector of India is 
incapable of generating the much 
needed employment, well-being 
and sustenance for the public in 
general, and in particular for the 
unorganised 93% of population in 
the countryside.

The government also considers 
it reassuring that the wholesale price 
index, based on 2011-12, as per 
CSO data, has moved up only by 

2.96% during 2017-18. However, 
movements in the index have of 
late been more, touching 5.09% 
during July 2018. In addition it can 
no longer be expected that prices 
will remain stable, especially with 
crude prices per barrel soaring up 
to $70 or above and the plunging 
rupee touching Rs 72 and more 
to a dollar. In the meantime, the 
rise in the consumer price index, 
reflecting the retail margins, has 
been consistent. This is evident with 
prices in July 2017 rising by 2.36% 
in contrast to the 4.17% hike in July 
2018. In general, prices all over the 
economy are bound to move up, not 
just for fuel but also for commodities 
and services in general, with higher 
transport costs and the depreciating 
rupee which pushes up the local 
prices for imported inputs, much in 
use in both agriculture and industry.

Would India be able to avoid 
a balance of payments crisis by 
making use of the large foreign 
currency reserves, currently at 
$375 billion? We encounter here, 
several issues. First, we doubt the 
sustainability of the currently held 
stock of foreign currency with the 
RBI in the face of adverse market 
expectations. The latter explains 
the net FII outflows from RBI 
sources, to the tune of $3.5 billlion 
on average between April and May 
2018, and more recently $3.7 billion, 
on average over July and August. 
Outflows also have been with the 
RBI’s Liberalised Remittance 
Scheme with net outward transfers 
of $1.1 billion on average between 
June and July 2018.

Given the continuing downslides 
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in the value of the rupee in terms 
of US dollar, those interested in 
remitting funds to India (exporters, 
overseas working NRIs and even 
the potential investors for the NRI 
bonds) may wait to see the rupee 
depreciate further, thus delaying 
foreign currency receipts from 
abroad. Finally, the official reserves 
may deplete with direct interventions 
of the RBI as it sells foreign currency 
against rupees in the market. Data 
released by the RBI indicates an 
actual sale of $16.30 billion by the 
bank between March and July 2018, 
much to arrest further declines in the 
rupee rate! It thus does not come 
as a surprise that foreign exchange 
reserve held at the RBI is already 
declining, by more than $4oo billion, 
from $380 billion in July 10 to $376 
billion on August 17, according to 
official sources.

Not much discussion has been 
there on the steady build up of the 
forex reserve at the RBI, which shot 
up from a paltry sum of $4.38 billion 
in April 1991 to respective stocks 
of $107.4 billion and $281.5 billion 
respectively by April 2004 and April 
2014. Unlike the situation in China 
where reserves were contributed 
largely by the large trade surpluses 
the country has been earning, 
foreign exchange reserves in India 
have grown mostly with inflows 
of capital and that too of a short-
term variety. Facing the continuing 
trade deficits which exceeded the 
sum received as net invisibles 
along with remittances, India has 
continued with a yawning current 
account deficit which has been 
financed by more than proportionate 
inflows of short-term capital from 
abroad. This has been especially 
true since about two decades now 
when short-term FII inflows were 
further liberalised. The outcome has 

been one where maintaining official 
reserves has no longer been at the 
discretion of the national monetary 
authority at the RBI. Instead it is 
subject to possibilities of flocking 
in or deserting as and when portfolio 
managers decide on the matter.

The official position on what 
they currently perceive as stable 
macroeconomic parameters in the 
economy also include their resolve 
to continue with the currently 
controlled fiscal deficit at 3.3% of 
the GDP. The decision indicates a 
continued policy stance towards 
what is viewed as financial stability 
for the economy. It may however be 
noticed that the goal as above, while 
considered a major tool to avoid 
inflation in mainstream economics, 
has a very different implication in 
terms of alternate approaches which 
rest on the Keynesian New Deal 
type of expansionary policies. Fiscal 
restraint, as can be held in terms of 
the latter, neither fulfils the goal 
of price stability nor can achieve 
growth via expansion of demand.

Let us, in the following, pay 
attention to the possible implications 
of the targeted fiscal deficit ratio of 
GDP in the current context of  the 
Indian economy. There remains a 
major problem in maintaining the 
so-called “Fiscal Responsibility 
and Budget Management”, an Act 
which is being followed by the 
Indian government since 2003. The 
statutory fiscal stringency  amounts 
to a trade-off within the budget, 
between state expenditure on capital 
formation and social security on 
one hand and meeting interest 
liabilities on the other. Most often, 
the balance is tilted in favour of the 
latter, as the capitalist state follows 
its priorities to provide the rentiers 
their dues on financial assets sold 
by the government. Data from last 

year’s budget indicates a picture 
of the interest bill at Rs 575 billion 
crore which considerably reduced 
the expenditure on public capital 
expenditure and social security. As 
recorded in the budget estimates 
of aggregate state and central 
expenditure for 2018-19, the interest 
bill as above has been 18% of above 
, far exceeding the 9% share on 
subsidies.

The government, however, 
seems to have taken the recent 
developments, especially relating to 
the external economic environment 
rather seriously. This has come 
about with the recently announced 
measures with liberalised norms for 
external commercial borrowings 
upto $50 billion with one year 
validity by manufacturing entities, 
the floating of NRI (or masala) 
bonds and the liberalised norms for 
portfolio investments. In addition, 
the government expects to initiate 
controls on what will be identified as 
non essential imports. The measures 
undoubtedly reflect a sense of 
urgency and admission on part of 
the government, that there is a threat 
to India’s external payments front!

It may be too early to expect much 
from the official announcements. 
However, given the turbulent 
global scene in terms of trade and 
financial flows as well as in the 
domestic economy as discussed 
above, sentiments abroad on future 
prospects of investments in India are 
naturally at a low ebb at the moment. 
Grant of liberal norms to potential 
Indian borrowers in the international 
market is unlikely to change those 
sentiments of lenders overseas. 
In addition there remain multiple 
factors like the steady depletion 
of the official exchange reserves, 
the steady withdrawals of short-
term FII investments, the declining 
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Venezuelan Commune Activists Vow 
to 'Take the Offensive'

Paul Robson, Green Left Review
Representatives of 74 communes 

–institutions of popular power 
elected from grassroots communal 
councils—from across Venezuela 
gathered in Lara state towards the 
end of August to participate in the 
inaugural National Assembly of 
Communes.

The meeting of more than 300 
commune activists was held to 
try to strengthen the connections 
between different communes in a 
range of areas. This includes linking 
up productive micro-projects, 
communicational initiatives and 
educational networks.

I t  a lso discussed current 
chal lenges to the communal 
movement, territorial defence plans 
and the push to build a “communal 
state” — as called for by the late 
socialist president Hugo Chavez. 
Given recent widespread problems 
in state-run public services, the 
discussions included how to 
incorporate public services such 
as water, electricity and rubbish 
collection under the communes’ 
purview.

The assembly was convened 
and organised by the El Maizal 
Commune and the Bolivar and 
Zamora Revolutionary Current 
(CRBZ), and was held in the 
communally-controlled university 
installations of Sarare in the Simon 
Planas municipality of Lara state.

Representatives were present 
from communes from several 
regions, including Lara, Apure, 
B a r i n a s ,  Ta c h i r a ,  M e r i d a , 
Yaracuy, Falcon, Carabobo states 
and Caracas. The initiative was 
organised independently of the 
national government of President 

Nicolas Maduro.
Five members of the National 

Constituent Assembly (ANC) were 
present, including prominent El 
Maizal spokesperson Angel Prado.

There was also representation 
from the campesinos who recently 
marched 435 kilometres to meet 
with Maduro in Caracas, as well 
as from Brazil’s Landless Workers’ 
Movement (MST) and Argentina’s 
Patria Grande movement.

Communes are conglomerates 
of communal councils, which 
were launched in response to an 
initiative by Chavez to empower 
local communities and devolve 
power to the people.

Communes are being built 
across the country. The Ministry of 
Communes said there are at least 
2500 communes registered, with 
differing levels of organisational 
capacity. Some of the better 
organised communes, such as El 
Maizal in Lara state, are working 
with neighbouring communes on 
creating a “communal city”.

ANC deputy Orlando Zambrano 
told the gathering: “We have to pass 
onto the offensive.”

Whi le  communards  have 
received wavering support at times 
from the Maduro government, 
including a pre-electoral visit to a 
communal gathering in Lara state, 
tensions have often arisen between 
often local government officials 
and representatives of popular 
movements.

However, those present at the 
gathering were quick to express 
their support for Maduro, with Prado 
proclaiming: “Behind all of this 
[initiative] is Chavismo!”

external value of the rupee, the 
Trump-China trade war threatening 
the current global structure of trade 
and finally the US Fed’s resolve to 
raise interest rates. Those are aspects 
which speak of the difficulties of 
an easy resolution of the problems 
in the external economic front 
of the country. The short-term 
measures may even add to the 
interest liabilities on new external 
borrowings in near future which 
would neither be easy to meet nor 
qualify in terms of related budgetary 
cuts on social sector spending  and 
investments.

What, then, emerge as policy 
options for India in the current 
situation? While problems as have 
arisen by following the norms of 
trade and capital account opening 
under globalisation can not be 
reversed instantly, the state needs 
to recognise its futility in terms 
of the grave social and economic 
consequences as at present. It is 
time now to look inward to the vast 
potentials of the domestic market 
in India which can be invigorated 
and sustained with a new set of 
policies. There is a need to reject 
the priorities as at present on the 
finance-led external sector and 
follow a strategy which can succeed 
over time with adequate expenditure 
to revive demand for domestic 
goods, employment and human 
development.
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The final declaration of the 
gathering, which also reiterated 
its support for the government, 
likewise endorsed Maduro’s recent 
economic measures, which include 
tying wages to the price of a barrel 
of oil, raising VAT and income tax, 
reordering gas subsidies, launching 
a revalued currency and eliminating 
exchange controls.

The declaration also identifies a 
series of challenges for the popular 

On 9 August, the US-backed 
Saudi-led coalition waging war in 
Yemen against a Houthi-led rebellion 
dropped a bomb on a school bus 
packed with children. According to 
reports, the excited kids had been on 
a school trip marking the end of their 
summer classes, and as they passed a 
busy marketplace, the bomb directly 
hit their vehicle.

The results were horrific. Of the 
54 people killed, 44 were children, 
with most between the ages of six 
and eleven. The pictures of the 
dead and injured children, some of 
whom can be seen wearing their 
blue Unicef backpacks, are beyond 
heartbreaking.

The tragedy in Yemen is 
unrelenting. On 23 August, a mere 
two weeks after the school bus 
attack, Saudi-led coalition airstrikes 
killed yet another 26 children and 
four women fleeing the fighting in 
the western province of Hudaydah.

If this sounds to you like I’m 
relating a story about how terrible 
the civil war in Yemen is, then 
you’d be correct, although—and 
let’s be honest here—the war in 
Yemen occupies almost none of our 
collective political attention today. 

US Bombs are Killing Children in Yemen.  
Does Anybody Care?

Moustafa Bayoumi
Could it be that we don’t care all 
that much about this war because 
Yemenis are Muslim, brown and 
poor?

The reality is that the war 
has created the world’s worst 
humanitarian catastrophe today. 
Three-quarters of the population, 
some 22 million Yemenis, require 
humanitar ian assis tance and 
protection. About 8.4 million people 
hang on the brink of starvation and 
another 7 million lie malnourished. 
Since 2015, more than 28,000 
thousand people have been killed or 
injured, and many thousands more 
have died from causes exacerbated 
by war, such as a cholera epidemic 
that has afflicted more than a million 
people and claimed over 2,300 
lives. At least one child dies every 
10 minutes from causes linked to 
the war, according to the United 
Nations.

But this is also a story about the 
responsibility of the United States. 
A report by CNN indicates that 
the bomb used in the school bus 
airstrike was a 500-pound laser-
guided MK 82 bomb, manufactured 
by Lockheed Martin, one of the 

power movement, including the 
supply of productive materials, the 
granting of communal land rights, 
the fight against state bureaucracy in 
the communal arena, and the transfer 
of powers to the communities, 
especially over public services.

The activists also identified the 
need to create space for dialogue 
between communal spokespeople 
and the national government.

“We see how [the government] 

has created spaces for debate with 
businessmen/women, bankers, 
importers, but not communal 
leaders nor with other sectors of the 
organised people,” the manifesto 
reads.

In closing, the communards 
stressed the need for pro-government 
grassroots movements to come 
together in a new alliance to push 
towards socialism.

largest US defense contractors. 
Having facilitated the sale to the 
Saudi-led coalition of the weapon 
used to kill these children, does the 
United States bear any responsibility 
for their deaths?

Undoubtedly. For one thing, 
these latest bombings are hardly the 
only times the Saudi-led coalition 
has killed civilians from the air. 
An independent monitoring group, 
the Yemen Data Project, found that 
there have been 55 airstrikes against 
civilian vehicles and buses in the first 
seven months of this year alone, and 
that of the 18,000 airstrikes between 
March 2015 to April 2018, almost a 
third (31%) of the targets were non-
military (either civilians or civilian 
infrastructure) and another 33% of 
the strikes were classified as having 
unknown targets. That’s 64% of the 
strikes that could not be determined 
as having clear military targets.

Existing law in the USA bars 
weapon sales for such a war. In 
a 2017 report, the American Bar 
Association concluded that “in the 
context of multiple credible reports 
of recurring and highly questionable 
strikes . . . further sales [of arms] 
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under both the Arms Export Control 
Act and the Foreign Assistance Act 
are prohibited until the Kingdom 
of Saudi Arabia takes effective 
measures to ensure compliance with 
international law and the President 
submits relevant certifications to the 
Congress.”

The United States is certainly 
aware of how poorly the coalition 
is prosecuting the war. How can 
it not be? The US provides aerial 
targeting assistance to the coalition, 
along with intelligence sharing 
and mid-flight aerial refueling for 
coalition aircraft. And of course, 
the US supplies (with the UK) the 
bulk of the coalition’s weapons. 
Lots of them. Hundreds of billions 
of dollars’ worth.

This failed strategy was begun 
under the Obama administration, 
not under Trump. But when coalition 
fighter jets bombed a funeral hall and 
killed over 140 people in October 
2016, the Obama administration 
began mulling its options. In his 
last weeks in office, Obama finally 
restricted sales of precision-guided 
munitions to Saudi Arabia amid 
concerns over civilian casualties, but 
by May 2017, sales resumed when 
the Secretary of State, Rex Tillerson, 
overturned the ban. Obama was no 
peace-monger president, however. 
His administration oversaw the sales 
of more weapons than any other 
president since 1945, and most of the 
arms sold during his time in office 
went to Saudi Arabia.

Opposition to the US’s blank-
check policy regarding this war 
has been growing not only among 
lawyers but also among lawmakers. 
Earlier this year, Senators Bernie 
Sanders, Mike Lee and Chris 
Murphy introduced a joint resolution 
in the Senate to end US support 
for the coalition, though it was 
effectively defeated in March by a 

vote of 55–44. 
On 22 August, Murphy also 

introduced an amendment to the 
defense appropriations bill that 
would have cut off funds for the 
coalition until the Secretary of 
Defense could certify that rules 
for the protection of civilians were 
being properly followed. His efforts 
were blocked by the Republican 
Senator Richard Shelby, whose 
donors, perhaps not coincidentally, 
are Boeing (also a major defense 
contractor) and Lockheed Martin.

With Trump, the situation 
is as you would expect. It is his 
administration after all that bans 
Yemenis from coming to the United 
States. The massive $717bn National 
Defense Authorisation Act, recently 
signed into law by the president, 
does contain specific limited 
language designed to minimise 
civilian deaths in Yemen. The 
president, however, has issued a 
signing statement. He won’t abide 
by these provisions of the law. 
Unsurprisingly, his justification is 
that he has “exclusive constitutional 
authorities as commander in chief 
and as the sole representative of the 
nation in foreign affairs.”

Trump’s indifference to the 

suffering in Yemen is to be expected, 
but what about ours? Do the 
American people not realise that our 
bombs are killing innocent children 
in Yemen or do we just not care? The 
lack of public outrage—or even just 
attention—to what the US-backed 
Saudi-led coalition is doing with 
American support and American-
made munitions indicates something 
disturbing. Despite the evidence that 
we have become more politically 
engaged since the 2016 election, we 
still have little to no interest in what 
is done in our name overseas.

There could be another, related 
explanation, as well. The circus show 
that is the Trump administration 
has, like a fireball in an air shaft, 
swallowed all the oxygen in the 
room. The administration’s endless 
scandals give us just the justification 
we need to focus almost exclusively 
on our domestic life and not on 
America’s meddling in the rest of 
the world.

But if that’s the case, this is 
a dangerous state of affairs. A lot 
of bad things can happen when 
people aren’t looking. And our lack 
of attention to anything but our 
president or ourselves says a lot, 
not only about Donald Trump, but 
about us, too.

It is heartening to note from 
recent media reports that the Indian 
government is unlikely to give 
approval to the highly hazardous 
technology of genetically modified 
mosquitoes or genetic control of 
mosquitoes. 

Letter to Editor

Why the Technology of Genetically Modified 
Mosquitoes Should Be Stopped

Bharat Dogra

A recent front-page report in 
the Business Line (August 20, 
2018) titled “Govt. may swat GM 
Mosquitoes” written by Rahul Wadke 
said, “The government is set to deny 
permission for open field trials 
to introduce genetically modified 
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(GM) Aedes aegypti mosquitoes. 
The new GM technology claims to 
control the spread of the dengue, 
chikungunya and zika virus in 
India by using GM mosquitoes to 
disturb the life-cycle of the virus-
carrying mosquitoes. Mumbai-based 
company GBIT, associated with 
seed giant Mahyco and the UK-
based Oxitec, is seeking regulatory 
approvals from the Department of 
Biotechnology and other Ministries 
to introduce the technology in the 
country. Top Central sources said 
government scientists are skeptical 
about the efficacy of the technology. 
They are worried about the unknown 
consequences and the likely impact 
on environment owing to the release 
of GM mosquitoes.” 

In fact scientists and environment 
activists in many parts of the world 
have warned against this technology 
and the secrecy associated with its 
dubious promotion. This technology 
has also been indicted for its possible 
biological warfare implications in 
the past.

Many such trials have been 
organised with secrecy in several 
parts of the world so far. Serious 
hazards associated with such trials 
have been exposed time and again.

Dr. Helen Wallace, Director of 
GeneWatch UK, has written, “The 
benefits of releasing billions of 
genetically engineered  mosquitoes 
into the environment have been 
exaggerated and the risks have been 
downgraded. . . . One concern is that 
releasing genetically engineered 
mosquitoes could even make the 
dengue situation worse, perhaps 
by reducing immunity to the more 
serious form of the disease. . . 
. Panamanian researchers have 
warned that a competitor species, 
the Asian tiger mosquito, which also 
transmits dengue and chikungunya, 

Brazil.”
In India, such efforts were first 

seen in the form of the Genetic 
Control of Mosquitoes Unit Project 
during the 1970s. This project was 
strongly criticised in the media for its 
various hazards and even biological 
warfare implications. The Public 
Accounts Committee of the the 
Indian Parliament also supported 
this criticism in its 167th Report. The 
hazardous implications of the project 
were exposed by C. Raghavan in 
Mainstream (May 17, 1975) and 
by the brilliant PTI reporter Dr. 
K.S. Jayaraman. While a lot of 
damage was done by this project , 
the large-scale release of dangerous 
mosquitoes in the crowded city of 
Sonipat (Haryana) could be stopped 
at the last minute. 

In a recent comprehensive 
review of this technology, titled 
“Mosquito in the Ointment” (see 
Frontline, February 16, 2018) a 
senior Indian scientist Dr. P.K. 
Rajagopalan, former director of the 
Vector Control Research Centre, has 
exposed the many-sided problems 
and hazards of this technology. After 
examining a lot of evidence from 
various parts of world, including 
India, he concludes, “It is obvious 
that the release of genetically 
manipulated vector mosquitoes not 
only is ineffective but also poses a 
great danger to society.”

Hence permission for any further 
trial of this dangerous technology 
should be stopped immediately, and 
this hazardous and highly suspect 
technology should be given up for 
all time, instead of being introduced 
time and again in new garbs by 
powerful vested interests, some of 
whom have already done a lot of 
very costly damage in the seed and 
farming areas.
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could move in and be harder to 
eradicate. Disease transmission by 
this species might increase in the 
future. . . . The use of tetracycline 
to feed genetically engineered 
mosquitoes in Oxitec’s (Oxitec is 
a British firm involved in spreading 
this technology) mosquito factory 
risks spreading antibiotic resistant 
bacteria into the environment, posing 
a risk to human health.”  

Earlier a press release by Friends 
of the Earth USA informed, “A 
confidential internal document 
obtained by civil society groups 
shows genet ica l ly  modi f ied 
mosquitoes described by their 
manufacturer, UK company Oxitec, 
as ‘sterile’ are in fact not sterile and 
their offspring have a 15 percent 
survival rate in the presence of the 
common antibiotic tetracycline.”

Commenting on this, Eric 
Hoffman of Friends of the Earth said 
that the credibility of the company 
involved has been undermined as 
it has been hiding data from the 
public. He said that trials of its 
mosquitoes should not move further 
in the absence of comprehensive and 
impartial review of environmental 
hazards and human health risks. 

Critics have pointed out that 
although this technology is pushed 
in the name of disease control by 
powerful interests it may actually 
lead to a worsening of diseases, 
as pointed out in recent years by  
public interest campaigns in several 
countries. A Reuters report dated 
30 January 2016 and titled “GMO 
Mosquitoes could be cause of 
Zika outbreak, critics say” said, 
“The latest contagious (Zika) viral 
outbreak freaking out the globe, 
particularly women worried about 
birth defects, may have been caused 
by the presence of genetically-
modified mosquitoes (GMMs) in 
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