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From the Editor’s Desk . . .
Dear friends,
Dr G.G. Parekh and myself take
this opportunity to wish you a very
healthy and active and happy new
year, full of new initiatives in our
efforts to change our country for
the better.
It goes without saying that 2019
will be a pivotal and momentous
time for our country and the entire
planet. As you know, there is a
monumental clash now taking place
between two very different political
visions. Not to get you too nervous,
but the future of our country and the
world is dependent upon which side
wins that struggle.
The bad news is that in India
and other parts of the world, the
foundations of democracy are
under severe attack as demagogues,
supported by billionaire oligarchs,
work to establish authoritarian type
regimes. That is true in Russia. That
is true in Brazil. That is true in the
United States. While the very rich
get much richer these demagogues
seek to move us toward tribalism
and set one group against another,
deflecting attention from the real
crises we face.
The good news is that, all across
our country, people are getting
politically involved and are fighting
back. They are standing up for
economic, political, social and racial
justice.

In the last year we saw several
lakh farmers participate in the
Kisan Mukti March to Delhi to
highlight the worsening agrarian
scenario and the continued neglect
of the agricultural sector by the
government.
We saw around 5 million women
forming a 620-km long Human
Chain in Kerala for gender equality
and justice.
We saw incredibly courageous
young people fighting right wing
attacks on them in universities all
across the country.
We saw lakhs of workers
come out on the streets to protest
privatisation, increasing use of
contract labour, and the anti-labour
amendment to labour laws.
We saw history being created, if
not corrected, when the Constitution
bench of the Supreme Court
decriminalised the archaic section
377 of the Indian Penal Code.
After four and a half years,
we also saw the people finally
seeing through the lies of the Modi
Government and voting it out of
power in the states of Madhya
Pradesh, Rajasthan and Chhattisgarh.
As we enter 2019, it seems
to us that we must mount a twopronged offensive. First, we must
vigorously stand up to the assault
on our Constitutional values of
secularism, democracy and fraternity
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of the Modi Government, and ensure
its defeat in the 2019 Lok Sabha
elections.
But that is not going to be enough.
The ordinary people are in deep
crisis – more than 3.5 lakh farmers
have committed suicide over the past
two decades due to the neoliberal
policies being implemented in
the country, the youth are facing
a terrible unemployment crisis,
more than 50% of our children are
functionally illiterate, our country
has become the disease capital of
the world, violence on women has
reached such high levels that India
is probably the worst place in the
world to be born a woman, atrocities
on Dalits continue unabated, there is
no social security for the seniors. We
need to push the opposition towards
a progressive and popular agenda
that speaks to the real needs of the
people. We must tell Dalal Street,
the Ambanis and Adanis and Tatas,
and the American and European
multinational corporations setting up
shop in India, that we will not allow
their greed to destroy this country
and our planet.
In the New Year, let us resolve
to fight like we have never fought
before for a government, a society
and an economy that works for all
of us, not just those on top.
Wishing you a wonderful new
year,
Neeraj Jain

Janata

is available at
www.lohiatoday.com

Neo-Liberalism and the Diffusion of
Development
Prabhat Patnaik
The level of economic activity
under capitalism is subject to
prolonged ebbs and flows. When
the economy is on an upswing,
this very fact acts as an elixir that
emboldens capitalists, who begin
to expect that the “good times” are
going to continue; this makes them
less worried about taking risks,
more “adventurous”, and hence
more prone to taking “bolder”
decisions in their asset preference.
And because of this they also
undertake investment in physical
assets like construction, equipment
and machinery which makes the
boom continue, and thereby justifies
their euphoria.
The opposite happens when there
is a downturn. It introduces a gloomy
outlook among the capitalists; they
become more acutely conscious
of risks, become scared in their
asset preference, and curtail their
investment, preferring to hold
money instead which is a riskless
asset (though it earns nothing). This
very fact in turn makes the slump
prolonged, and thereby justifies their
fear of taking risks.
This very obvious feature
of capitalism, namely the selfsustaining euphoria associated with
a boom and the self-sustaining
gloom associated with a slump, has
a bearing on the issue of diffusion
of development to the Third World.
We are talking here of diffusion that
spontaneously occurs through the
working of unfettered capitalism of
the sort that neoliberalism typifies,
not diffusion brought about through
deliberate Third World State action

involving protectionism and such
like.
For capital, whether of the
metropolis or of the Third World,
the latter constitutes a site of greater
risk. The metropolis is the home
base of capitalism and capitalists of
all description, whatever the colour
of their skin, feel safer there than
even in their own countries (which
is why there is so much of siphoning
of funds from the Third World by its
own capitalists). In a boom however,
which is a period of euphoria, the
risk of holding Third World assets
gets underestimated. The euphoria
of a boom extends to the realm of
asset preference where not only
is greater investment in general
undertaken by capital (rather than its
holding on to the barren but riskless
asset, money), but even Third World
assets are demanded to a greater
extent. The differential preference
for metropolitan compared to Third
World assets gets reduced, which,
apart from bringing greater direct
investment to the Third World, also
brings greater finance for buying
up Third World assets. The relative
price of Third World assets compared
to metropolitan assets increases; or,
put differently, for any given price
of metropolitan assets, the price
of Third World assets rises, which
increases the production of such
assets (i.e., increases investment)
and hence raises the growth rate in
the Third World.
Exactly the opposite happens
in a world economic recession.
As capitalists become more riskaverse, not only do direct investment
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flows to the Third World dry up
(which may be further aggravated
by protectionism in the metropolis of
the sort that Trump is introducing),
but finance capital too stops coming
to the Third World; indeed there
develops a tendency for finance,
whether originating in the metropolis
or even within the Third World,
to move towards the metropolis.
The relative price of Third World
assets compared to those from the
metropolis drops which further
chokes off local investment, causing
a fall in the Third World growth rate.
The foregoing has two
implications. The first, which is
fairly indubitable is that booms
in world capitalism in conditions
of neoliberalism are associated
with higher growth rates in the
Third World, while slumps in world
capitalism have the opposite effect.
The second implication which is
stronger is that the fluctuations in
growth rates in the Third World
are greater than the fluctuations in
the growth rates in the metropolis,
since the impact of risk-aversion
on investment falls even more
heavily on the Third World than on
the metropolis, with Third World
asset prices relative to metropolitan
asset prices also fluctuating. In
short, euphoria or gloom in world
capitalism has an even greater
impact on the Third World than
on the metropolis in conditions of
neoliberalism.
What this means is that the very
“pundits” who were lauding the
higher growth in the Third World
compared to its own past during
the boom years of neoliberalism,
and employing such growth as
evidence of the beneficial effects
of neoliberalism (conveniently
forgetting even at that time that a
process of primitive accumulation
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of capital was being unleashed
against peasants and petty producers,
which swelled the labour reserves
to the detriment of all working
people including even the unionised
workers of the organised sector),
will now have to eat their words.
As the world capitalist recession
continues and even gets accentuated,
as finance begins to flow back
increasingly to the metropolis as is
already happening (resulting in a
depreciation of several Third World
currencies, including above all the
rupee, vis-à-vis the US dollar),
investment and growth rate in the
Third World will dry up to an even
greater extent than in the metropolis.
Since there is no end to the
capitalist recession in sight, and
since protectionism as is being
practiced by Trump will only worsen
the world crisis by intensifying
the gloom about the future (even
though the US may temporarily gain
from this “beggar-my-neighbour”
policy, only until others retaliate),
the particularly acute distress of the
Third World that this recession brings
with it, will also be a prolonged
phenomenon. The Third World in
short is sinking into a prolonged
period of stagnation. This will bring
acute distress to the working people,
since the primitive accumulation
of capital at the expense of the
peasants and petty producers that
had accompanied the capitalist
boom, will continue unabated, while
stagnation will only further reduce
employment generation within the
capitalist sector.
The hype about the diffusion of
development to the Third World in
short will soon disappear. This is not
the first time that such a reversal is
happening. In the late nineteenth and
early twentieth centuries, during the
late Victorian and Edwardian booms,

there was also a hype about the
diffusion of development to the Third
World. But many of the Third World
countries which were among the
fastest growers of that time are today
being counted as the world’s “least
developed” countries, Myanmar
being a classic example. To be sure,
the diffusion of development to the
Third World during the capitalist
boom of the recent neoliberal period
has been more pronounced than
earlier; and Myanmar’s fortune
was tied to its oil resources whose
exhaustion spelled its doom. But
the point is that the phenomenon
of yesterday’s champions being
tomorrow’s laggards is by no means
uncommon.
The Great Depression of the
1930s had followed the collapse of
the long Victorian and Edwardian
boom, and during the Depression
only those Third World countries
had flourished which had managed
to delink themselves from the web
of unfettered world capitalism by
imposing controls over trade and
capital flows. Notable among these
were the Latin American countries
that had embarked on a “nationalist
strategy” of import-substituting
industrialisation after overthrowing
the local oligarchies that had
been in cahoots with imperialism.
Colonised economies like India, by
contrast, though they did see some
industrialisation since even the
colonial regime had to introduce
a meagre amount of what was
called “discriminating protection”
to appease the local bourgeoisie, did
not see enough of it.
We are once more entering
a period of significant political
upheavals and economic changes
within the world capitalist system,
as a consequence of the crisis whose
impact on the Third World, as
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suggested above, will be particularly
acute.
One thing however is indubitable.
An impression had been created
of late that the Third World can
overcome its economic misery even
while remaining within the orbit of
world capitalism, that neoliberalism
was giving rise to a diffusion of
development to the Third World

from the metropolis which was so
pronounced that the earlier argument
about socialism alone creating
conditions for overcoming the Third
World’s economic travails, had
become passé; and even if some
residual poverty remained within the
Third World despite rapid growth,
it was only a matter of time before

that too would disappear through a
“trickle down” of growth. Capitalism
in short was the panacea for mass
poverty in the Third World and
not its progenitor as the Socialists
had been arguing. The crisis that
is enveloping the Third World
economies at present, is putting an
end to that claim.

Democracy: The Instrument Of Humanity
T.M. Krishna
Full text of Carnatic vocalist
T.M. Krishna’s speech when he
accepted the Indira Gandhi Award
for National Integration for 2015–
16. We are reproducing it because
it has become even more relevant
today than two years ago when he
delivered it.
I stand before you to accept an
award for having contributed to
national integration. But before I
bask in its glory I need to place on
record the unevenness or shall I say
the un-integratedness of my own
citizenship. I would like to believe
that I am just another ordinary
Indian. But I am not, certainly not.
I am born into a privileged caste
and class. I am English speaking
and a culturally empowered citizen
of this country. Whether I realise it
or not and even if I am unable to
accept its realness, this is a fact. And
being a singer, in a tradition that is
steeped in all these qualifications I
become an emblem of what is being
touted today as ‘Indian Culture’.
I am a preferred-citizen. I may try
to understand but will never, in my
within, experience what it means to
be a Dalit, Muslim or a tribal and
will never be just another person on
the street.
But my art, Karnatik music, has

given me a gift. A gift of experience,
a gift of empathy, a gift to sense
life beyond my limitations. This
experience made me realise that
my art, my way of life, my beliefs,
religion, practices, rituals and
everything else that makes me who
I am is just one dot in the grand
universe of India.
It is art’s generosity that brings
me here today.
The human being is a complex
creature, one part of which is designed
to own, control, subjugate, discipline
and dictate. But there is another
beautiful side to us, the sensitive,
empathetic and compassionate one.
Right through our lives we vacillate
between the two with each side
winning a few bouts. But at a much
deeper level, the environment we
have created for ourselves moulds
our intrinsic humanness. And it is in
this context that democracy becomes
a vital, non-negotiable instrument—
the instrument of humanity.
Democracy lives in its spirit of
intention—which is to make us all
better human beings. It demands
humanity from every citizen,
community and government, and
hence has not been and will never
be easy. We have gone through times
when we placed democracy under

siege. Born in January 1976, I am a
child of one of those difficult times.
But we did move ahead and
beyond.
As I grew up in the 1980s and
early 90s, national integration was
a significant part of my vocabulary.
Leaders from across the political
spectrum spoke about this with great
vigour re-enforcing its centrality to
India. In spite of the terrible violence
that erupted at various times in
different parts of the country, we
seemed to recover and an inner
consciousness in our civil society
kept reiterating our togetherness.
And in this context I must mention
Prime Minister Manmohan Singh’s
apology for the 1984 riots. This was
a reflective and essential statement.
Some detractors may say “it does not
change anything”. It cannot change
the past but definitely changes the
future.
A leader who does not have the
humility to apologise for genocide
under his watch does not integrate.
But I say with regret that as
we entered a new millennium this
idea of national integration lost its
sheen, it did not attract anyone’s
attention, it did not matter anymore.
It is also possible that we became
over-confident, arrogant about the
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un-penetrability of our syncretic
culture. We spoke much about
development and soon national
integration became passé.
In spite of socially equalising
legislations such as the Right
for Information Act of 2005 and
NREGA, we somehow forgot that
if we do not remain caring of our
people and vigilant of the dangers
that lurked behind the scenes, we
will enter times when who we are as
a nation will be under serious threat.
And here we are today.
We live in times when national
integration has been replaced by an
ugly form of nationalism—jingoism.
We are being told what to eat, wear,
say, think and be. One monolithic
order is being forced on us as Indian
culture.
As a person of and in culture
let me say this unequivocally, there
is no one Indian culture—there are
Indian cultures—the plurality is the
signifier of integration. Uniformity
breeds homogeneity, unity through
national integration cradles respect.
We are facing one of the
greatest challenges posed to our
democracy, constitution, plurality,
citizenship and socialism. These
cornerstones of India are being
subverted, dismantled, maligned and
morphed right before our eyes. The
methods being used are not secretive
anymore, dissenters have been killed
and all of us who resist are being
warned of what is coming.
If there is anytime that national
integration needs to be brought back
into public thought, it is today and
there is no time to waste. And this
integration is not just about religious
minorities; it is as much about
Dalits, Tribals, ethnic and linguistic
minorities.
The basic fabric of India is its
cultures and if we allow that to be
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poisoned, we would have placed
on the sacrificial altar our entire
civilisational consciousness. The
battle will be lost and we just cannot
let that happen.
I will continue this journey of
questioning, resisting, learning and
discovering. And in accepting this
award, I am just a conduit to creating
more discourses on who we are as a
country and where we want to be. I
thank all those who have travelled
this path and continue to inspire
and mentor me in my seeking. In
essence I am merely continuing in
the tradition of India’s democratic
thinkers, who believed in our goodness.

Before I end I would like to
render a few verses from a hymn that
is part of Gandhi-ji’s Ashram songs.
I hope we can keep these words in
our hearts and expand its horizons.
Om tat sat
Shri Narayana tu
siddhabuddhitu
skandavinayakasavitapavakatu
brahmamazdatu
yahvashaktitu
Ishu pita prabhutu
Rudravishnutu
ramakrishnatu
raheem ta O tu
Vishvarupatu
advitiyatu
akalanirbhayaatmalingatu
Om tat sat

Cracking the Glass Ceiling With the Wall
Sagari Chhabra
A 620-kilometre-long wall of
almost five million women was
created in Kerala, striking down
the brahmanical, right-wing forces
of patriarchy, reasserting the
progressive values of the people
of India, and is all set to enter the
Guinness Book of World Records.
The women in Kerala led by Brinda
Karat (CPIM) and Annie Raja and
numerous other groups including
progressive Hindu organisations—
with the support of Pinarayi Vijayan,
the chief minister of Kerala—have
asserted that the right wing forces
cannot keep women in the confines
of four walls. The wall is an assertion
that women’s place is wherever she
wishes it to be—in the boardroom,
at the desk, behind a computer or
in the fields. She may pray if she
wishes to, and no one can deny her
entry anywhere.
The two women, Bindu and

Kanaka Durga, who managed to
enter the temple through the Pamba
base camp, avoiding the heavily
guarded 188 steps, have also created
history and her-story. Feminist wits
will always bring down the wall of
patriarchy. Only the temple being
closed down for purification and
cleansing, even if for an hour, is a
sad commentary on how the brahmin
males in power, backed by the right
wing forces including complicit
women, are using the old bag of
rituals and tricks to refuse to move
forward. May God Ayappa grant
them salvation for they know not
what they do—they are crucifying
humanity at the altar of greed and
power as the Sabarimala temple
receives a large amount of alms from
its devotees who do an arduous trek,
barefoot to reach the deity.
The Supreme Court gave a
majority judgement—with a
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surprising dissent from its only
woman judge—stating that denying
women the right to enter was denying
them the right to equality. However,
this order was trampled over by the
right wing forces that bullied and
indeed terrorised women, who tried
to visit the temple. Several were hit,
many had to head back.
The battle had reached its
crescendo. If constitutional rights
backed by the Supreme Court order
and the government in the state of
Kerala are threatened, then therein
lies a sorry tale of the spirit of
democracy in India.
However, the central government
still lives in denial as if women
do not work, and if they work,
they do not have children. This
schizophrenic conduct of the people
in power who believe that raising
the highest statue in the world is a
phallic assertion, while women are
denied the most basic things: food,
safety, right to work—as the burden
of childcare, housework and caring
of the old is dumped on them—is
manifest everywhere in India.
While high-rise buildings are
being built and bullet trains bought,
we do not mandate a children’s
room in every building when land is
transferred in the name of the people.
A small room where a mother—and
why not a father—can leave a child
safely as they proceed to do their
daily work, would bring down child
rape. Let us have a humane society,
and affirm that keeping children
safe is a collective responsibility
that the state should not abdicate
and dump onto women’s shoulders.
Free women wish to live and work in
freedom—and worship if they wish
to—not as slaves.
Sadly, the opposition Congress
has called the women’s wall
‘communal’, as it is backed by

some Hindu groups but what could
be more myopic? This year, may
women emerge as a collective force
and vote for those who stand for
women’s rights. Those who want
to push women back into a dark
era should stand by the sidelines,
and learn the basics of democracy:
humanity, equality and a progressive
attitude. If you want our vote,

include us—women!
Three cheers for the women who
led the wall, and broke another wall
of patriarchy. To the women who
stood as the wall, thank you for being
the change we want to see, and for
ushering the new year with a bang.
The 2019 elections will hopefully
bring in the change, as women vote
for women’s rights.

The Narendra Modi Interview That
Should Have Been
Ajoy Ashirwad Mahaprashasta
Indian democracy has unique
ways to yank larger-than-life
political leaders to the ground.
Indira Gandhi was handed a
comprehensive defeat after she
unleashed the Emergency on the
Indian public. Later, again, her
son Rajiv—trapped in the Bofors
scandal—brought the Congress tally
to a mere 197 in 1989 after having
won a whopping 414 seats out of
545 in the previous general election.
One of the most popular leaders
of India, the Bharatiya Janata Party’s
Atal Bihari Vajpayee, mounted a
never-seen-before “India Shining”
campaign in 2004, only to come a
cropper.
Cut to the present day, and
Prime Minister Narendra Modi
has promised a “New India”. Until
recently, Modi and the BJP had been
riding a wave of multiple electoral
victories till the loss of three of
the most-crucial Hindi heartland
states—Madhya Pradesh, Rajasthan
and Chhattisgarh. This came after
it failed to form a government in
Karnataka and had struggled to
retain Modi’s own home state,
Gujarat.

On the first day of 2019, the
prime minister, who has avoided
open press conferences until now,
chose to address the perception that
he is on the back foot by giving an
interview—a one-to-one interaction
with ANI’s editor Smita Prakash. In
it, he sought to address the slew of
criticisms that have been levelled
against his government.
But much like all his previous
interviews over the last four years,
this too turned out to be bereft of
any diligent and persistent crossquestioning.
The interview was yet another
exercise when Modi was given a
platform to attack the Congress, and
lead the audience towards believing
that the Indian political system is
only a contest between him and the
opposition—or more like a Modi
versus Rahul Gandhi cricket match.
It also became a platform for
Modi to give indirect and unclear
replies to accusations against
his government. In the process,
the question and answer session
appeared more like a part of the
BJP’s campaign strategy than an
interview in which the country’s
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prime minister could be held
accountable for his decisions.
Over the past few years, Modi
has only given interviews to fawning
media channels or those who have
agreed to let their questions pass
through the PMO’s strict vetting
process in advance. In multiple
instances, it was alleged that the
PMO either asked the media houses
to completely remove some of their
critical questions, or phrase them in
a way to suit the prime minister’s
replies.
In other cases, when the prime
minister did not have to face the
camera, the PMO has insisted
on an email interview. A case in
point would be when the French
newspaper Le Monde was offered an
email interview with Modi in 2015,
even though it did not eventually
publish it.
ANI’s interview comes at a
juncture when the government is
being attacked for its failure to
contain rural distress and urban
unemployment. Analysts say that
the twin debacles of demonetisation
and a flawed GST have impacted
the Indian economy so disastrously
that large parts of the country have
failed to recover from it even after
two years of their implementation.
On the social front, the number
of mob lynchings of Muslims
has increased, the press freedom
index shows India going down
multiple levels, and the impunity
that Hindutva activists enjoy has
increased to such an extent that
they did not hesitate in killing
a policeman too, as was seen in
Bulandshahr recently.
The government is also caught
in a tight corner with allegations of
corruption coming to the fore. From
charges over the controversial Rafale
deal to the lack of proper action
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against corporate loan defaulters,
the opposition has fired one salvo
after another.
While such issues are doing the
rounds, the Modi government has
also been blamed for compromising
the autonomy of state institutions
and pushing a majoritarian political
agenda.
In this context, the prime
minister’s interview came out as a
dampener: criticisms were posed but
without any follow-ups, allowing
the prime minister to turn every
accusation into an opportunity to
bash the opposition and project
himself.
In a different world, where
the media takes the role of being
a watchdog more seriously, this
interview could have been different.
Demonetisation
To a question on the negative
impact of demonetisation, the prime
minister said that “ab safaai ho gayi
hai (now cleaning has been done)”
and the economy will revive. He
also said that there is less cash in the
system, tax net has expanded, and
that the black money has now been
incorporated into formal banking
system.
Any journalist who would have
done her homework would have
naturally asked these four straight
questions.
1) An estimated four lakh small and
medium enterprises had to shut
shop because of demonetisation.
This means around two crore
people lost their jobs, even if
we assume not more than 50
workers were employed in these
units.
2) The latest RBI data shows
that currency in circulation
is growing by 22.7% every
year. When demonetisation

was implemented, there was
17.01 lakh crore in circulation.
However, in November, 2018,
it was estimated to be around
18.76 lakh crore.
3) 99.3% of demonetised currency
came back into the banking
system, according to the RBI
data. Does it not mean that the
drastic step only formalised the
so-called black money?
4) The unorganised sector and the
agrarian sector have still not
revived after two years since
demonetisation.
Hate crimes
On this issue, the prime minister
condemned elements that are
polarising the society on issues like
cow protection. However, yet again,
he was given a free-hand when he
effectively blamed those who were
murdered by the mob by saying that
people should respect each other’s
sentiments. “If you honour those
sentiments, your sentiments are also
respected,” he said.
Instead, he could have been
asked the following:
1) What action has the Centre
initiated against BJP leaders who
have openly supported alleged
lynchers. For instance, Modi’s
former colleague in the cabinet
Jayant Sinha garlanded convicted
gau rakshaks in July 2018. Or, what
does he have to say on Uttar Pradesh
chief minister Adityanath’s entirely
sidelining a policeman’s murder at
the hands of Hindutva activists in
Bulandshahr recently but pledging
to bring alleged cow killers to book?
2) In most of these cases, the
mob has acted against suspected cow
slaughterers before the police could.
Many of those murdered, it is proven
now, were only transporting cattle
for trade. Does he not see this as a
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collapse of law and order?
3) You said that some people
rake up these issues only before the
elections. When lakhs of Muslims
are living under constant fear and
are also articulating it, is it not your
responsibility to address that sense
of insecurity instead of brushing
it aside as a political conspiracy.
After all, many BJP leaders have
come on record to say that those
who feel unsafe in India should go
to Pakistan.
Gender equality
The prime minister said that
while triple talaq was a matter of
women’s rights, the BJP campaign
against the entry of women in
Sabarimala shrine in Kerala was a
matter of faith. Though his logic
was questionable, no effort was
made to draw him out on its obvious
contradictions. Obvious follow-ups
like the following were never asked:
1) You have played up the issue
of minority appeasement in
your campaigns. Now you have
moved to criminalise Muslim
men for Triple Talaq while
remaining conspicuously silent
about Hindus who abandon their
wives with impunity (around 1.9
million Hindu women claimed
themselves as separated as
against 0.28 million Muslim
women). What actions does he
plan to bring such ensure Hindu
women are not abandoned?
2) Despite having supported the
women’s reservation bill in
the parliament in 2013, why
has the Centre not introduced
the same over the last four
years? India is placed at 147
out of 188 countries as far as the
number of women in parliament
is concerned, according to data
from inter-parliamentary union.

3) Crimes against women have
shot up by 82% in your tenure.
At 18.9%, the conviction rate
in such cases is the lowest in
the last decade. What measures
have you taken to improve these
figures, which have come from
the government’s own National
Crime Records Bureau.
Agrarian crisis
Modi claimed that it was because
of his efforts that India had a bumper
harvest this year. He said that his
government has taken steps to
facilitate a better business climate
for farmers, including marking a
minimum support price for at least
22 crops.
He questioned the logic of loan
waivers that the new Congress state
government have made a big deal
over and said that agriculture should
be reformed in a structural way. Fair
enough, but, again, many questions
remain.
1) Why, despite promising in
your manifesto, have you
not implemented the M.S.
Swaminathan committee report?
2) Your government has pledged to
double the income of farmers.
Agricultural experts have
contested your claims. You also
renamed the agriculture ministry
to the agriculture and farmers’
welfare ministry. Despite all
your efforts, facing a twin crisis
of rising input costs and poor
markets, farmers have been
protesting in the lakhs. But there
has been no significant relief
from the government’s side.
Rafale aircraft deal
Again, the prime minister
was not probed when he got out
by merely invoking the Supreme
Court’s rejection of pleas seeking a

probe on the deal.
Here are a set of issues which
the prime minister could have easily
been asked to explain:
1) Why was the previous deal with
Dassault Aviation scrapped to
reduce the number of fighter jets
to 36 from 126 which were to be
purchased earlier?
2) Is the Congress’s allegation that
the jets were bought for more
than Rs 1600 crore—three times
more the price negotiated by the
UPA government—correct?
3) How could he single handedly
sign the deal with France without
keeping his cabinet colleagues in
the loop, including then defence
minister Manohar Parrikar?
4) Was there a violation of the
defence procedure code? Was
the pre-approval clause by the
cabinet committee on security
bypassed in the process?
5) Why was Hindustan Aeronautics
Limited (HAL)—a public sector
company which was supposed
to manufacture 108 of the
126 aircraft in the previous
agreement—not considered as
an offset partner in the new intergovernmental deal?
6) Francois Hollande, the French
president with whom you signed
the deal, has said that the Indian
government had instructed
them to rope in Anil Ambani
as an offset partner instead of
HAL. Does such lobbying for a
private company not amount to
cronyism?
Political violence
The prime minister condemned
the fact that BJP workers are getting
beaten up by the opposition in states
like Kerala, Assam, Tamil Nadu, and
West Bengal—which is a fair remark
to make.
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However, the audience would
also have liked to know his views
about the persistent accusations by
the opposition of similar violent
incidents against non-BJP activists
in the BJP-ruled states like Uttar
Pradesh, Bihar and Tripura.
These are only a few instances
where the prime minister could have
been probed. But that did not happen
as Modi went on to do what he does
best—advertise his welfare schemes
while avoiding concrete answers
about current political debates.
The only concrete answer he
gave was that his government
would not pass an ordinance on the
construction of the Ram Mandir
until the apex court delivers its
judgement.
In the one-and-a half hour
interaction, the rest remained
unasked. Most of his welfare
schemes remain severely underfunded. The smart cities mission did
not take off at all nor did his muchtouted Skill India programme. The
IT sector is in decline and start-ups
are reeling under a poor investment
climate.
What the impact of the muchpublicised Mudra loans has been
remains unknown except that it may
add to the ever-expanding NPAs of
the Indian banks.
While the government claims
to have encouraged transparency
in governance, it has also moved
forward to dilute the RTI Act and
failed to appoint a Lokpal—again
an election promise.
Throughout the interview, the
prime minister projected himself
as if he was working without the
assistance of his cabinet. This has
been his style since 2014. The press
hardly comes to know about what
different ministries have done in the
past four years.
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Even in his comment on surgical
strikes, he spoke about how he had
been monitoring every moment
when the operation was taking
place. The army briefed the cabinet
committee on security only after it
was successful. What was the role
of the defence minister here, we do
not know.
Political observers have pointed
out that there has been a deliberate
subversion of parliamentary norms
under Modi. While in the interview
he spoke about the need to have indepth discussions in parliament, he
was not asked why his attendance
there remains really poor. The
number of parliamentary sittings has

only declined under Modi. With only
57 sittings, 2017 recorded one of the
poorest figures.
More than anything, the
interview appeared to be BJP’s effort
to reclaim the political narrative in
its favour, nothing more—a ploy it
has been using for years.
But a vital question remains
unasked and, therefore, unanswered:
There is a big gap between what
Modi promised during his prime
ministerial campaign and what got
done in the last four years. Many
think most of those promises were
unrealistic.
But will Modi concur?

Can an Unequal Earth Beat Climate Change?
Sam Pizzigati
We either keep fossil fuels in
the ground, or all of us are going to
fry. So essentially posits still another
new blockbuster study on climate
change, this one just published in
the Proceedings of the National
Academy of Sciences. Our fossilfuel industrial economy, the study
details, has made for the fastest
climate changes our Earth has ever
seen.
“If we think about the future in
terms of the past, where we are going
is uncharted territory for human
society,” notes the study lead author
Kevin Burke from the University of
Wisconsin.
“In the roughly 20 to 25 years
I have been working in the field,”
adds another researcher on the effort,
Wisconsin’s John Williams, “we
have gone from expecting climate
change to happen, to detecting the
effects, and now, we are seeing that
it’s causing harm,” as measured

in property damage and deaths, in
intensified flooding and fires.
The last time climate on Earth
saw nearly as drastic and rapid a
climate shift, scientists relate in
another new study published in the
journal Science, came some 252
million years ago, and that shift
unfolded over the span of a few
thousand years. Those span of time
saw the extinction of 96 percent of
the Earth’s ocean species and almost
as devastating a loss to terrestrial
creatures.
Other scientific studies over this
past year—most notably an October
report from the Intergovernmental
Panel on Climate Change that warned
we have a dozen years to avert a
climate catastrophe—have made
similarly alarming observations and
together provided an apt backdrop
for this month’s United Nations
climate change talks in Poland.
Researchers had hoped these
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talks would stiffen the global
resolve to seriously address the
climate change crisis. But several
nations had other ideas. The United
States, Russia, Saudi Arabia, and
Kuwait have all refused to officially
“welcome” the findings of the blueribbon Intergovernmental Panel
on Climate Change, essentially
throwing a huge monkey-wrench
into efforts to mobilise a fitting
global response.
What unites these four
recalcitrant nations? One key
characteristic stands out: The United
States, Russia, Saudi Arabia, and
Kuwait all just happen to rate among
the world’s most unequal nations.
Just a coincidence? Absolutely
not, suggests a new analysis from
the Civil Society Equity Review
coalition, a worldwide initiative that
counts in its ranks the Climate Action
Network International, 350.org, and
scores of other global, regional,
and national groups committed to
averting a climatic cataclysm.
Limiting global warming to
1.5°C—the goal the global scientific
community now sees as the absolute
least we ought to be striving to
achieve—will require, the Civil
Society Equity Review analysis
explains, “disruptive shifts” and
heighten “anxieties about loss,
displacement, and social insecurity.”
People will tolerate these
disruptions, the analysis continues,
but only if they believe that everyone
is sharing in the sacrifice, the wealthy
and powerful included.
Over recent years, environmental
policy makers have essentially
defined the wealthy at the level
of the nation state. The focus has
been on the relationships between
wealthy nations and developing
nations still struggling to amass
wealth. Wealthier nations, the

climate change consensus has come
to understand, have a responsibility
to help poorer nations meet the
environmental challenges ahead.
But the new Civil Society
Equity Review report—After
Paris: Inequality, Fair Shares, and
the Climate Emergency—argues
that we need to expand our focus
from inequality between nations to
inequality within nations as well.
“If we are to achieve the
critical outcome of limiting global
temperature rise to 1.5°C, the
wealthy (individuals and companies)
in all nations must take the greatest
action to both reduce their own
emissions and to support the global
transition,” After Paris stresses.
“The wealthy must not be able to
hide from their responsibilities.”
The more unequal a wealthy
society, the greater the power of
the rich—and the corporations they
run—to do that hiding. And the
inequality their wealth engenders,
After Paris adds, also has “much
to do with the dark character of
the current political moment,”
the growing levels of xenophobia
and racism that make serious
environmental aid from developed to
developing nations ever less likely.
“The greatest effort of the
climate transition must ultimately
be borne by the people who have
the wealth,” the new Civil Society
Equity Review analysis concludes,
“and this has to be true both within
countries and between them.”
The wealthy and their
corporations, left to their own
devices, would for the most part
rather not bear any sort of significant
transitional sacrifice. How best to get
them to meet their responsibilities—
and help lighten the “dark character
of the current political moment”?
One stab at that necessary political

project has just come from Thomas
Piketty, the world’s most famous
inequality analyst, and over 50 other
economists, historians, and former
elected leaders from throughout
Europe.
These thought-leaders have
issued a “manifesto for the
democratisation of Europe” that
sees the current institutions of
the European Union stuck in “a
technocratic impasse” that benefits
only the rich. The manifesto—
published last month (December
2018) in seven major European
media outlets—calls for a new
European Assembly with an
$800-billion annual budget financed
via increased taxes on corporate
profits and the income and wealth of
the EU’s most affluent, plus a new
tax on carbon emissions.
Steps like these could help ease
the way for a serious offensive
against the ravages of climate
change. But many more such steps
will be necessary, as Basav Sen,
the climate justice director at the
Institute for Policy Studies, reminds
us.
“Addressing climate change
effectively and justly,” sums up Sen,
“requires us to transform the unjust
social and economic systems that
gave us climate change in the first
place.”
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BEST’s Contracting-Out of Bus Services:
A Case Study in Privatisation
According to the currently
dominant ideology, privatisation is
identified with greater ‘efficiency’
(the meaning of which is kept
vague). Privatisation may take
different forms: the handing over
of existing public sector assets to
private investors; permitting private
investors to enter sectors hitherto
reserved for the public sector;
opening up exploration and mining of
mineral wealth to private investors;
promoting insurance schemes in
place of universal provision of basic
services; contracting out to private
firms jobs hitherto done by the
public sector; and so on.
But whatever the form, the
dominant ideology claims that
privatisation delivers the goods more
effectively, and more cheaply. Private
firms are said to be driven by profit
motive to lower costs and compete
with other firms. Even if the activity
to be privatised is a monopoly, it can
be awarded to a private firm through
competitive bidding, in which the
State can specify the fulfilment of
various criteria / targets as part of
the contract. A firm which does not
fulfil its contract can be penalised or
replaced with another firm. In this
way, we are told, the building of
a public sector institution, with an
experienced workforce developed
over years of stable employment, is
no longer necessary. The magic of
the ‘market’ will do the job.
The actual provision of services
by private parties has to be assessed
over a longer period, during which
some sections of people may gain
and others may lose, some aspects
of those services may flourish and

others disappear. These changes
have far-reaching consequences, and
require careful study. Nevertheless,
one prominent claim of the proprivatisation lobby should not go
unchallenged in the process: that
privatisation saves public funds.
Here, we look at the decision of
Mumbai’s public bus service, the
Brihanmumbai Electric Supply and
Transport (BEST), to contract out
bus services to private firms. The
Municipal Commissioner and the
management of BEST claim that
this policy will yield large savings
and reduce BEST’s financial deficit.
We look more closely at this claim.
(i) On the face of it, it appears
that by contracting out (‘wetleasing’), BEST’s total expenditure
per midi-bus would fall by 26 per
cent. This appears to be a big saving.
(ii) Where are the ‘savings’
coming from? Are they coming
from greater efficiency and more
attention to costs? Unfortunately,
there are no data regarding the breakup of contractor costs. So we try to
find out where these savings could
be made. Let us assume that fuel
efficiency rises to the best levels of
metropolitan bus services in India.
Let us eliminate some overhead
costs completely, and keep others
to a minimum. Even after this, these
heads can account for only a small
part of the claimed savings.
The simple fact is that contractors
will make the overwhelming bulk of
the cost reductions by cutting wage
costs, whatever be the impact on the
employees and the general public.
That is what goes under the name
of ‘greater efficiency’.

(iii) In recent times, in many
‘public–private partnership’ ventures
in infrastructure, the private partner
wins the contract by deliberately
putting in unrealistically low bids.
Once having captured the deal, they
start lobbying for a change in the
terms of the contract. Since it is now
more expensive and time-consuming
to replace them, the authorities are
under pressure to make concessions.
This of course makes nonsense of the
entire elaborate process by which the
private firms were selected.
So it is important to examine in
advance whether the winning bid is
really sustainable. In the case of the
winning bids by BEST contractors,
they do not appear to be sustainable.
Despite assuming such drastic cost
reductions, the rates of the winning
bids leave very little room for profit.
Given the low rates of the winning
bids, contractors may in future lobby
for a revision in rates; or they may
cut expenditures on wages or on
maintenance even further, at the cost
of the safety, reliability and quality
of services.
(iv) Moreover, the claim of large
savings in expenditures turns out to
be based on a wrong comparison.
Contract buses are to run 160 km/
day. If we look at the costs of
existing BEST buses running 160
km or more a day, it emerges that the
cost of contracting out would be only
5–6 per cent lower than the cost of
the comparable BEST buses. This is
a trivial saving for which to destroy
a long-established public transport
institution with an experienced
employee base. These data merely
underline the need for the BMC and
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BEST to ensure that each bus is able
to complete a longer distance every
day, by reducing traffic congestion
and providing BEST right of way /
access. If that is done, the cost per
km will automatically fall.
(v) Further, if the purpose of
‘wet-leasing’ is to reduce BEST’s
financial deficit, we must take into
account not only expenditures, but
earnings as well. In this particular
case, the wet-leased buses are
smaller, and hence their earnings
will be lower. The gap between
earnings and expenditures would
in fact expand. It is quite possible,
then, that the deficit will actually
rise with the wet-leasing of midi and
mini buses in place of the existing
standard buses.
(vi) Finally, we look at some
other Indian cities which have already
contracted out some part of their bus
services. Contracting does not appear
to prevent falling ridership or rising
losses. Bangalore’s performance
alone was better till 2014–15, but
has since sharply deteriorated. Pune
shows that multiple problems can
arise with contracting out—poor
services, frequent breakdowns and
fires, disputes with contractors, even
as subsidies rise and ridership falls.
The subsidies to Delhi’s private
buses in the cluster system amount
to Rs 10 per passenger; indeed, a
similar subsidy to BEST would
eliminate its present annual deficit!
In sum, then, BEST’s decision
to engage private contractors to
provide bus services, in place of its
own services, cannot be justified
even in narrow financial terms. This
is apart from the permanent damage
that would be done by dismantling
an important institution which has
provided Mumbai a critical public
service for decades.
RUPE, Mumbai

Love-Letters Like No Other
On January 3, 1831, 176 years
ago Savitribai Phule, arguably
India’s first woman teacher and
forgotten liberator was born. With
the first school for girls from different
castes that she set up in Bhidewada
(Pune), Krantijyoti Savitribai as
she is reverentially known by the
Indian Bahujan movement, blazed
a revolutionary trial.
To mark the memory of this
remarkable woman we bring to you
her letters to life partner Jyotiba,
written over a span of 20 years
(translated from Marathi). Jyotiba
and Savitribai were Comrades
in Arms in their struggle against
t h e e m a n c i p a t i o n o f I n d i a ’s
disenfranchised people.
The letters are significant as
they write of the wider concerns that
drove this couple, the emancipation
of the most deprived segments of
society and the struggle to attain
for them, full human dignity and
freedom.
This vision for a new and
l i b e r a t e d s o c i e t y — f re e f ro m
ignorance, bigotry, deprivation,
and hunger—was the thread that
bonded the couple, arching from
the private to the personal. Theirs
was a relationship of deep and
shared concerns, each providing
strength to the other, at a time
when large sections of 19th century
Maharashtrian society was ranged
against Phule’s reconstructive
radicalism.
Letter 1: Written from her parental
home where she was recuperating
from an illness.
October 1856
The Embodiment of Truth, My
Lord Jyotiba,

Savitri salutes you!
After so many vicissitudes, now
it seems my health has been fully
restored. My brother worked so hard
and nursed me so well through my
sickness. His service and devotion
shows how loving he really is! I
will come to Pune as soon as I get
perfectly well. Please do not worry
about me. I know my absence causes
Fatima so much trouble but I am
sure she will understand and won’t
grumble.
As we were talking one day, my
brother said, “You and your husband
have rightly been excommunicated
because both of you serve the
untouchables (Mahars and Mangs).
The untouchables are fallen people
and by helping them you are bringing
a bad name to our family. That is
why, I tell you to behave according
to the customs of our caste and
obey the dictates of the Brahmans.”
Mother was so disturbed by this
brash talk of my brother.
Though my brother is a good
soul he is extremely narrow-minded
and so he did not hesitate to bitterly
criticize and reproach us. My mother
did not reprimand him but tried
instead to bring him to his senses,
“God has given you a beautiful
tongue but it is no good to misuse
it so!” I defended our social work
and tried to dispel his misgivings.
I told him, “Brother, your mind is
narrow, and the Brahmans’ teaching
has made it worse. Animals like
goats and cows are not untouchable
for you, you lovingly touch them.
You catch poisonous snakes on
the day of the snake-festival and
feed them milk. But you consider
Mahars and Mangs, who are as
human as you and I, untouchables.
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Can you give me any reason for this?
When the Brahmans perform their
religious duties in their holy clothes,
they consider you also impure and
untouchable, they are afraid that
your touch will pollute them. They
don’t treat you differently than the
Mahars.” When my brother heard
this, he turned red in the face, but
then he asked me, “Why do you
teach those Mahars and Mangs?
People abuse you because you teach
the untouchables. I cannot bear
it when people abuse and create
trouble for you for doing that. I
cannot tolerate such insults.” I told
him what the (teaching of) English
had been doing for the people. I said,
“The lack of learning is nothing but
gross bestiality. It is through the
acquisition of knowledge that (he)
loses his lower status and achieves
the higher one. My husband is a godlike man. He is beyond comparison
in this world, nobody can equal
him. He thinks the Untouchables
must learn and attain freedom. He
confronts the Brahmans and fights
with them to ensure Teaching and
Learning for the Untouchables
because he believes that they are
human beings like other and they
should live as dignified humans.
For this they must be educated. I
also teach them for the same reason.
What is wrong with that? Yes, we
both teach girls, women, Mangs and
Mahars. The Brahmans are upset
because they believe this will create
problems for them. That is why they
oppose us and chant the mantra that
it is against our religion. They revile
and castigate us and poison the
minds of even good people like you.
“You surely remember that the
British Government had organised
a function to honour my husband
for his great work. His felicitation
caused these vile people much
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heartburn. Let me tell you that my
husband does not merely invoke
God’s name and participate in
pilgrimages like you. He is actually
doing God’s own work. And I assist
him in that. I enjoy doing this work. I
get immeasurable joy by doing such
service. Moreover, it also shows
the heights and horizons to which a
human being can reach out.”
Mother and brother were
listening to me intently. My brother
finally came around, repented for
what he had said and asked for
forgiveness. Mother said, “Savitri,
your tongue must be speaking
God’s own words. We are blessed
by your words of wisdom.” Such
appreciation from my mother and
brother gladdened my heart. From
this you can imagine that there are
many idiots here, as in Pune, who
poison people’s minds and spread
canards against us. But why should
we fear them and leave this noble
cause that we have undertaken? It
would be better to engage with the
work instead. We shall overcome
and success will be ours in the future.
The future belongs to us.
What more could I write?
With humble regards,
Yours,
Savitri
Letter 2:
29 August 1868
Naigaon, Peta Khandala
Satara
.The Embodiment of Truth, My
Lord Jotiba,
Savitri salutes you!
I received your letter. We are
fine here. I will come by the fifth of
next month. Do not worry on this
count. Meanwhile, a strange thing
happened here. The story goes like
this. One Ganesh, a Brahman, would
go around villages, performing

religious rites and telling people
their fortunes. This was his bread
and butter. Ganesh and a teenage
girl named Sharja who is from the
Mahar (untouchable) community
fell in love. She was six months
pregnant when people came to know
about this affair. The enraged people
caught them, and paraded them
through the village, threatening to
bump them off.
I came to know about their
murderous plan. I rushed to the spot
and scared them away, pointing out
the grave consequences of killing the
lovers under the British law. They
changed their mind after listening
to me.
Sadubhau angrily said that
the wily Brahman boy and the
untouchable girl should leave the
village. Both the victims agreed
to this. My intervention saved the
couple who gratefully fell at my
feet and started crying. Somehow
I consoled and pacified them. Now
I am sending both of them to you.
What else to write?
Yours
Savitri
Letter 3:
20 April, 1877
Otur, Junner
The Embodiment of Truth, My
Lord Jyotiba,
Savitri salutes you!
The year 1876 has gone, but the
famine has not—it stays in most
horrendous forms here. The people
are dying. The animals are dying,
falling on the ground. There is
severe scarcity of food. No fodder
for animals. The people are forced to
leave their villages. Some are selling
their children, their young girls, and
leaving the villages. Rivers, brooks
and tanks have completely dried
up—no water to drink. Trees are
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dying—no leaves on trees. Barren
land is cracked everywhere. The sun
is scorching—blistering. The people
crying for food and water are falling
on the ground to die. Some are eating
poisonous fruits, and drinking their
own urine to quench their thirst.
They cry for food and drink, and
then they die.
Our Satyashodhak volunteers
have formed committees to provide
food and other life-saving material
to the people in need. They have
formed relief squads.
Brother Kondaj and his wife
Umabai are taking good care of me.
Otur’s Shastri, Ganapati Sakharan,
Dumbare Patil, and others are
planning to visit you. It would be
better if you come from Satara to
Otur and then go to Ahmednagar.
Yo u m a y r e m e m b e r R . B .
Krishnaji Pant and Laxman Shastri.
They travelled with me to the affected
area and gave some monetary help
to the victims.
The moneylenders are viciously
exploiting the situation. Bad things
are taking place as a result of this
famine. Riots are breaking out. The
Collector heard of this and came to
ease the situation. He deployed the
white police officers, and tried to
bring the situation under control.
Fifty Satyasholdhaks were rounded
up. The Collector invited me for a
talk. I asked the Collector why the
good volunteers had been framed
with false charges and arrested
without any rhyme or reason. I asked
him to release them immediately.
The Collector was quite decent and
unbiased. He shouted at the white
soldiers, “Do the Patil farmers rob?
Set them free.” The Collector was
moved by the people’s plights.
He immediately sent four bullock
cartloads of (jowar) food.
You have started the benevolent

and welfare work for the poor and
the needy. I also want to carry my
share of the responsibility. I assure
you I will always help you. I wish
the godly work will be helped by

more people.
I do not want to write more.
Yours,
Savitri

Courtesy: Sabrangindia Staff

Posture Maketh the Man
Stephen Jay Gould
No event did more to establish
the fame and prestige of the Museum
of Natural History than the Gobi
Desert expeditions of the 1920s.
The discoveries, including the first
dinosaur egg, were exciting and
abundant, and fit the sheer romance
of Hollywood’s most heroic mold. It
is still hard to find a better adventure
story than Roy Chapman Andrew’s
book (with its chauvinistic title:)
The New Conquest of Central
Asia. Nonetheless, the expeditions
utterly failed to achieve their stated
purpose: to find in Central Asia the
ancestors of man. And they failed for
the most elementary of reasons—we
evolved in Africa, as Charles Darwin
surmised fifty years earlier.
Our African ancestors (or at least
our nearest cousins) were discovered
in cave deposits during the 1920s.
But these australopithecines failed
to fit preconceived notions of what
a “missing link” should look like,
and many scientists refused to
accept them as bonafide members
of our lineage. Most anthropologists
had imagined a fairly harmonious
transformation from ape to human,
propelled by increasing intelligence.
A missing link should be intermediate
in both body and brain—Alley Oop
or the old (and false) representations
of stoop-shouldered Neanderthals.
But the australopithecines refused to
conform. To be sure, their brains were
bigger than those of any ape with

comparable body size, but not much
bigger. Most of our evolutionary
increase in brain size occurred after
we reached the australopithecine
level. Yet these small-brained
australopithecines walked as erect
as you or I. How could this be? If
our evolution was propelled by an
enlarging brain, how could upright
posture—another “hallmark of
hominization,” not just an incidental
feature—originate first? In a 1963
essay, George Gaylord Simpson
used this dilemma to illustrate
“the sometimes spectacular
failure to predict discoveries even
when there is a sound basis for
such prediction. An evolutionary
example is the failure to predict
discovery of a ‘missing link’, now
known [Australopithecus], that was
upright and tool-making but had the
physiognomy and cranial capacity
of an ape.”
We must ascribe this “spectacular
failure” primarily to a subtle
prejudice that led to the following
invalid extrapolation: We dominate
other animals by brainpower (and
little else); therefore, an increasing
brain must have propelled our
own evolution at all stages. The
tradition for subordinating the
upright posture to an enlarging brain
can be traced throughout the history
of anthropology. Karl Ernst von
Baer, the greatest embryologist of
the nineteenth century (and second
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only to Darwin in my personal
pantheon of scientific heroes) wrote
in 1828: “Upright posture is only
the consequence of the higher
development of the brain . . . all
differences between men and other
animals depend upon construction
of the brain.” One hundred years
later, the English anthropologist
G.E. Smith wrote: “It was not the
adoption of the erect attitude or the
invention of articulate language that
made man from ape, but the gradual
perfecting of the brain and the slow
building of the mental structure,
of which erectness of carriage and
speech are some of the incidental
manifestations.”
Against this chorus of emphasis
on the brain, a very few scientists
upheld the primacy of upright
posture. Sigmund Freud based much
of his highly idiosyncratic theory
of the origin of civilisation upon it.
Beginning in his letters to Wilhelm
Fliess in the 1890s and culminating
in his 1930 essay on Civilization
and Its Discontents, Freud argued
that our assumption of upright
posture has reoriented our primary
sensation from smell to vision. This
devaluation of the olfaction shifted
the object of sexual stimulation in
males from the cyclic odors of estrus
to the continual visibility of female
genitalia. Continual desire in males
leads to continual receptivity in
females. Most mammals copulate
only around periods of ovulation;
humans are sexually active at all
times (a favorite theme of writers on
sexuality). Continual sexuality has
centered the human family and made
civilisation possible; animals with
strongly cyclic copulation have no
impetus for stable family structure.
“The fateful process of civilisation,”
Freud concludes, “would have set
in with man’s adoption of an erect
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posture.”
Although Freud’s ideas gained
no following among anthropologists,
another minor tradition did arise to
stress the primacy of upright posture.
(It is, by the way, the argument we
tend to accept today in explaining the
morphology of australopithecines
and the path of human evolution.)
The brain cannot begin to increase
in a vacuum. A primary impetus
must be provided by an altered mode
of life that would place a strong,
selective premium upon intelligence.
Upright posture frees the hands from
locomotion and for manipulation
(literally, from manus = “hands”).
For the first time, tools and weapons
can be fashioned and used with ease.
Increased intelligence is largely a
response to the enormous potential
in free hands for manufacture—
again, literally. (Needless to say,
no anthropologist has ever been so
naive to argue that the brain and
posture are completely independent
in evolution, that one reached its
full human status before the other
began to change at all. We are
dealing with interaction and mutual
reinforcement. Nevertheless, our
early evolution did involve a more
rapid change in posture than in brain
size; complete freeing of our hands
for using tools preceded most of the
evolutionary enlargement of our
brain.)
In another proof that sobriety
does not make right, von Baer’s
mystical and oracular colleague
Lorenz Oken hit upon the “correct”
argument in 1809, while von Baer
was led astray a few years later.
“Man by the upright walk obtains his
character,” writes Oken, “the hands
become free and can achieve all
other offices. . . . With the freedom
of the body has been granted also
the freedom of the mind.” But the

champion of the upright posture
during the nineteenth century was
Darwin’s German bulldog Ernst
Haeckel. Without a scrap of direct
evidence, Haeckel reconstructed our
ancestor and even gave it a scientific
name. (Pithecanthropus, by the way,
is probably the only scientific name
given to an animal before it was
discovered. When Eugène Dubois
discovered Java-man in the 1890s,
he adopted Haeckel’s generic name
but he gave it the new specific
designation Pithecanthropus erectus.
We now usually include this creature
in our own genus as Homo erectus.)
But why, despite Haeckel’s
demurral, did the idea of cerebral
primacy become so strongly
entrenched? One thing is sure;
it had nothing to do with direct
evidence—for there was none for
any position. With the exception of
Neanderthal (a geographic variant of
our own species, according to most
anthropologists), no human fossils
were discovered until the closing
years of the nineteenth century, long
after the dogma of cerebral primacy
was established. But the debates
based on no evidence are among
the most revealing in the history of
science, for in the absence of factual
constraints, the cultural biases
that affect all thought (and which
scientists try so assiduously to deny)
lie nakedly exposed.
Indeed, the nineteenth century
produced a brilliant expose from a
source that will no doubt surprise
most readers—Frederick Engels.
(A bit of reflection should diminish
surprise. Engels had a keen interest
in the natural sciences and sought
to base his general philosophy of
the dialectic of materialism upon
a “positive” foundation. He did
not live to complete his Dialectic
of Nature, but he included long
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commentaries on science in such
treatises as the Anti-Duhring.) In
1876, Engels wrote an essay entitled,
“The Part Played by Labor in the
Transition from Ape to Man.” It was
published posthumously in 1896
and, unfortunately, had no visible
impact upon Western science.
Engels considers three essential
features of human evolution: speech,
a large brain, and upright posture.
He argues that the first step must
have been descent from the trees,
with subsequent evolution to upright
posture by our ground-dwelling
ancestors. “These apes when moving
on level ground began to drop the
habit of using their hands and to
adopt a more and more erect gait.
This was a decisive step in the
transition from ape to man.” Upright
posture freed the hand for using tools
(labor, in Engels’s terminology);
increased intelligence and speech
came later: “Thus the hand is not
only the organ of labor, it is also the
product of labor. Only by labor, by
adaptation to ever new operations .
. . by the ever-renewed employment
of these inherited improvements in
new, more and more complicated
operations, has the human hand
attained the high degree of perfection
that has enabled it to conjure into
being the pictures of Raphael, the
statues of Thorwaldsen, the music
of Paganini.”
Engels presents his conclusions
as though they followed deductively
from the premise of his materialist
philosophy, but I am confident that
he cribbed them from Haeckel.
The two formulations are almost
identical, and Engels cites the
relevant pages of Haeckel’s work
for other purposes in an earlier essay
written in 1874. But no matter. The
importance of Engels’s essay lies not
in its substantive conclusions, but

in its trenchant political analysis of
why Western science was so hung up
on the a priori assertion of cerebral
primacy.
As humans learned to master
their material surroundings, Engels
argues, other skills were added to
primitive hunting—agriculture,
spinning, pottery, navigation, arts
and sciences, law and politics, and
finally, “the fantastic reflection of
human things in the human mind:
religion.” As wealth accumulated,
small groups of men seized power
and forced others to work for them.
Labor, the source of all wealth and
the primary impetus for human
evolution, assumed the same low
status of those who labored for
the rulers.* Since rulers governed
by their will (that is, by feats of
mind), actions of the brain appeared
to have a motive power of their
own. The profession of philosophy
followed no unsullied ideal of truth.
Philosophers relied on state religious
patronage. Even if Plato did not
consciously conspire to bolster the
privileges of rulers with a supposed
abstract philosophy, his own class
encouraged an emphasis on thought
as primary, dominating, and all
together more important than the
labor it supervised This idealistic
tradition dominated philosophy
right down through Darwin’s day.
Its influence was so subtle and
pervasive that even scientific but
apolitical materialists like Darwin
fell under its sway. A bias must be
recognised before it is challenged.
Cerebral primacy seemed so obvious
and natural that it was accepted
as given, rather than recognised
as a deep-seated social prejudice
related to the class position of the
professional thinkers and their
patrons. Engels writes:
“All merit for the swift advance

of civilisation was ascribed to
the mind, the development and
activity of the brain. Men became
accustomed to explain their actions
from their thoughts, instead of
from their need. . . . And so there
arose in the course of time that
idealistic outlook on the world
which, especially since the downfall
of the ancient world, has dominated
men’s minds. It still rules them to
such a degree that even the most
materialistic natural scientists of the
Darwinian school are still unable to
form any clear idea of the origin of
man, because under that ideological
influence they do not recognise the
part that is played therein by labor.”
The importance of Engels’s
essay does not lie in the happy result
that Australopithecus confirmed
a specific theory posed by him—
via Haeckel—but rather in his
perceptive analysis of the political
role of science and of the social
biases that must affect all thought.
Indeed, Engels’s theme of
separation of the head and hand
has done much to set and limit the
course of science throughout history.
Academic science, in particular, has
been constrained by an idea of “pure”
research, which in former days
barred a scientist from extensive
experimentation and empirical
testing. Ancient Greek science
labored under the restriction that
patrician thinkers could not perform
the manual work of plebeian artists.
Medieval barber-surgeons who had
to deal with battlefield casualties
did more to advance the practice of
medicine than academic physicians
who rarely examined patients and
who based their treatment on a
knowledge of Galen and other
learned texts. Even today, “pure”
researchers tend to disparage the
practical, and terms such as “aggie
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school” and “cow college” are
heard with distressing frequency in
academic circles. If we took Engels’s
message to heart and recognised our
belief in the inherent superiority of
pure research for what it is—namely
a social prejudice—then we might
forge among scientists the union
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between theory and practice that a
world teetering dangerously near the
brink so desperately needs.
Note
* Editor’s note: Marx and Engels
did not propose that labor was
the source of all wealth, as Gould
suggests here. Instead, as Marx

wrote in Critique of the Gotha
Program: “Labour is not the source
of all wealth. Nature is just as much
the source of use values (and it is
surely of such that material wealth
consists!) as labour, which itself is
only the manifestation of a force of
nature, human labor power.”

The Most Potent Weapon in the Hands of the Oppressor is the
Mind of the Oppressed
Mike Peters
[Bantu Stephen Biko (18
December 1946 – 12 September
1977) was a South African
anti-apartheid activist, African
nationalist and African socialist. He
was at the forefront of a grassroots
anti-apartheid campaign known as
the Black Consciousness Movement
during the late 1960s and 1970s.
His ideas were articulated in a
series of articles published under
the pseudonym Frank Talk. He
was tortured to death by the South
African police.]
You are either alive and proud
or you are dead, and when you are
dead, you can’t care anyway.
– Steve Biko
Mention the name of Steve
Biko today and, although a few
people might recall the 1980 Peter
Gabriel song or the 1990 film Cry
Freedom, many will not know
who you are talking about. But
this neglect is undeserved, for
despite belonging to a specific
historical moment—the struggle
against apartheid in late 1960s and
early 1970s South Africa—Biko`s
packed and purposeful life, cut
short at the age of 30 in 1977 by
the South African Security forces,
together with his radical political

ideas, offer us examples of resistance
that still have the power to inspire
and instruct.
One significant aspect of Steve
Biko’s continuing significance is his
rejection of liberalism as an effective
means of achieving major social
change. Convinced that “no group,
however benevolent, can ever hand
power to the vanquished on a plate”,
he knew that hard struggle (but not
violent struggle, as his enemies
claimed) was always required.
He argued that Apartheid
couldn’t be ended by gradually
closing of the gap between black and
white communities. Oppositional
groups and movements must rather
become sufficiently strong and
independent, so that they are able
to engage with those in power as
equals. Whilst political strength for
us may look rather different than
it did then, Biko’s rationale for
deciding to form a separate black
student group (SASO) in 1968 and
face down the charge of ‘reverse
racism’ remains ever-topical, where
oppressed groups are often accused
of the same spurious charge for
organising to build power. Building
different kinds of oppositional
capacity is crucial to political success

because substantial change will only
come about when the powerful have
their backs against the wall.
As well as rejecting liberalism,
Biko rejected simplified versions of
Marxism. He believed firmly that (a
class-based understanding of) race,
rather than ‘simply’ class alone, was
at the root of inequality in South
Africa and that false consciousness
didn’t have to be a permanent state.
Indeed, he shared the optimistic and
committed outlook of the 1960s’
Black Theology movement, which
saw Jesus as a God fighting on behalf
of the downtrodden.
Biko recognised that it was
essential to challenge Black people’s
internalised sense of inferiority and
fear, so that they could move to a
new identity. For this to happen,
he argued, they needed to undergo
a process of ‘conscientisation’—a
concept borrowed from the Brazilian
literacy educator, Paulo Freire,
which pointed to how developing
individuals’ powers of critical
reflection and action can produce
fundamental change.
For conscientisation to work
properly, Biko believed it was
essential for leaders to remain close
to those they were assisting, taking
serious account of their views.
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Otherwise there was a serious risk
of reproducing in a different form
the authoritarianism and injustices
of mainstream society. Oppositional
organisations or projects, small and
large, need to ensure then that they
pre-figure, in their structures and
processes, the democratic society to
which they are committed.
Worth noting also is the fact
that from his early days of political
activism, Biko was imaginative about
the tactics he used. Hence, at the 1967
meeting of the country`s national
student organisation (NUSAS), in
which black delegates were required
to live and eat separately from their
white counterparts, he used his
homeland language to address the
congress at one point rather than
English, in order to ridicule its
failure to resist the Government`s
segregation policies.
A year later he was supporting
the idea of walking briefly across
and back a local boundary line, to
subvert the law that stipulated that
black people should not reside in
certain areas for more than 72 hours.
Such actions might seem to be
unnecessarily restrained, given the
brutality of the South African State,
but they chime with the activism of
other 60s’ movements, such as the
Yippies in the US, designed as it
was to raise people’s awareness of
the absurdity of authority.
The BCM also encouraged the
growth of cultural activity, whether
home-grown or international, to
allow marginalised voices to be heard
and identities to be strengthened.
Little wonder that soul-music’s
defiant message—“say it loud! I’m
black and I’m proud”—became so
popular with Black people across
the country.
Always extremely articulate,
Biko was ready to make use of any
platform, including those associated

with the enemy, to gain publicity
for his cause. Thus, as a defence
witness at the 1975–6 trial of his
Black Power Convention colleagues
on terrorist charges, he chooses his
words carefully, not wanting to
incriminate his colleagues but also
unable to resist the opportunity
to wittily turn the table on his
opponents:
Attwell: It is not in the BPC
constitution, is it, a rejection of
violence?
Biko: No, it is not there. Nor is
it anywhere in the constitution of the
Nationalist Party.
At other times during the
trial, he corrects the Judge and
explains his political position with
such coherence and force that the
authorities must have regretted he
was ever given the chance to speak.
A further aspect of Biko’s
approach to politics was his rejection
of sectionalism, for he was always
willing to form alliances with other
individuals or groups—as indicated
by his arrest in 1977 for defying a
banning order in pursuit of one such
alliance.
Biko believed in the impact that
words could make—his superbly
written Frank Talk columns in
SASO’s newsletter are evidence of
that. However, although speeches
and articles were necessary,
activists, he also thought, had to
become involved in various kind
of community projects. Following
the example of Paulo Freire, he
encouraged student volunteers to set
up literacy classes and to run healthcentres and co-operative factories—
all of which developed individuals’
‘self-reliance’ and understanding of
the nature of their oppression. The
first task of the Zanempilo medical
centre was to dispense health-care
but the facility also demonstrated to

the black population that they too,
as doctors and nurses, could provide
as well as receive aid. Community
work has a long and honourable
tradition in radical politics and the
South African experience reminds us
of its potential to strengthen political
consciousness and to prepare the
ground for future struggles.
If the work of Biko and the Black
Consciousness movement didn’t
produce a revolution alone, it did
lay the ground for future challenges
to South Africa’s apartheid system,
including the Soweto uprising in
1976 and other forms of unrest and
protest. Just as significant, however,
is Biko’s and the Movement’s legacy
for today, when the forces of rightwing populism are offering dishonest
and inhumane solutions to current
problems. It is a legacy that reminds
us that the most effective way to
fight injustice is to help people see
through the myths and lies that are
used to keep them in their place, so
that they can understand the real
causes of their oppression and the
power they possess to overcome it.
As Biko memorably wrote in 1971:
“The most potent weapon in the
hands of the oppressor is the mind
of the oppressed.”
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