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The Challenge of Fascism
G.G. Parikh and Neeraj Jain
With the gradual coming together of the
opposition, hope has been generated across the
country in recent days that the BJP can be defeated.
This hope was first generated in a big way when
the BJP was soundly defeated in the bypolls held
across ten states in the country in mid-2018. Among
the biggest defeats suffered by the BJP were its
losses in Gorakhpur and Kairana parliamentary
constituencies, both of which i t had won in 2014
by huge margins. The Gorakhpur seat was in fact
considered as one of the safest seats for the BJP in
UP. This hope got a boost when the Congress–JDS
came together to form the government in Karnataka,
and then further when the Congress defeated the BJP
in the assembly elections held in Rajasthan, Madhya
Pradesh and Chhattisgarh towards the end of 2018.
Of course, this unity is still fragile. The opposition
nearly lost the plot in the Karnataka, Rajasthan and
Madhya Pradesh assembly elections. In Karnataka,
the JDS and Congress failed to form an alliance,
resulting in a three-way election in which the BJP
emerged as the single largest party (104 seats, 9 short
of majority mark of 113; Congress got 80 seats, and
JDS 37). It was only because the Congress did a
quick climbdown and offered the chief ministership
to the JDS that the two parties were able to come
together and form the government. Had the two
parties jointly fought the elections, an analysis of the
election results shows that they would have easily
won at least 30 more seats. Similarly, in Rajasthan
and Madhya Pradesh, where the BSP and Congress
failed to fight the elections unitedly, the vote share of
the Congress was only marginally more than the BJP
in both the states. In Madhya Pradesh, the Congress
actually failed to win a clear majority (winning 114
out of 230 assembly seats), and was able to form the
government only because the BSP and SP announced
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their support for it. Had the Congress and BSP come
together in the MP state elections, analysts say that
the combine would have won more than 140 seats.
Likewise, in the crucial state of UP, while
the SP–BSP have come together in a very hopegenerating development, they are attempting to keep
the Congress out of the alliance, which may result
in a big split in the opposition votes.
On January 19, leaders of 18 opposition parties
shared the stage in the grand rally organised by
Mamata Banerjee in Kolkata on January 19 before a
crowd of roughly half-a-million people, and resolved
to put up united fight against the BJP and oust it
from power in the upcoming general elections.
If indeed the opposition can get its act together
and unitedly fight the BJP in the forthcoming Lok
Sabha elections, there is a good possibility that it
may defeat the latter and form the government at
the Centre. Of course, the coming together of the
opposition and fighting the BJP one-on-one is a big
IF, as the above discussion shows.
However, even if the opposition does indeed
manage to form the government at the Centre, even
assuming that the government remains a stable
government unlike the drama going on in Karnataka,
the important question is whether it can indeed fight
the challenge posed by the BJP. That is because
firstly, the challenge—indeed, the threat—posed by
BJP is no ordinary challenge, but is the danger of
fascism; and secondly, the economic agenda of the
opposition, as proven by the policies implemented
by it wherever it has been in power, both at the
Centre (like the UPA government of 2004–14) and
in the states, has not been fundamentally different
from the policies of the Modi Government of
2014–19.

The Danger of Fascism
Before we discuss the BJP and fascism, let us
first discuss what is meant by fascism.
Fascism is a type of political movement that
first originated in Europe in the early decades of
the 20th century. It stormed to power in several
countries of Europe during the interwar period
of 1930–45 when the big corporations of those
countries backed and liberally financed it, as they
thought that the fascists in power would best serve
their interests instead of the democratic system.
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The diversities of the different European countries
implied that there were different types of fascisms.
Thus: i) One type of fascism was represented by
Nazism in Germany—where the capitalist classes
supported the rise of Hitler’s fascism to power
to achieve their failed hegemonic aspirations of
establishing domination over at least a part of the
world; ii) Another type of fascism came in Italy
under Mussolini—where the capitalist classes had
no hegemonic aspirations to dominate Europe, their
sole aim in supporting the rise of Mussolini being to
counter the growing power of the left and socialist
movements in Italy; iii) A third type of fascism
was that of the Vichy Government under Philippe
Pétain in France following the defeat of France at
the hands of Germany in the Second World War,
while Hungary’s Miklós Horthy and Romania’s
Ion Antonescu represented still yet another type of
fascism in the less developed capitalist countries of
Eastern Europe.
Despite their differences, all these fascist
regimes had certain common characteristic features.
These can be called the fundamental characteristics
of all fascist regimes:
1) Fascism bases itself on the categorical rejection
of “democracy”. It seeks to replace the general
principles on which democracy is based—
recognition and respect for diversity of opinions,
respect for electoral procedures to determine
majority opinion / views, guarantee for the rights
of minority—by majority authoritarianism. It
seeks to impose the will of the majority on the
minority by force and promotes violence by the
majority without ethical or legal constraints.
2) This is almost always accompanied by a return
to backward values and backward-looking
ideas, such as a return to some ‘golden past’, or
submission to some supposed characteristic of
the ‘race’ or the ‘nation’. This provides a kind
of legitimacy for assault on democracy.
3) Fascists often seek to mobilise the masses, that
is, the majority of the people, in the name of
extreme nationalism:
• certain communities or groups are targeted
as being a threat to the country, and
nationalistic fervour is then used to mobilise
the majority to attack and isolate them;
• using this artificially created obsession
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with national security, opponents and critics
are labelled as anti-national and traitors.

BJP and Fascism in India
Let us now take a look at the growth of fascism
in India.
The BJP stormed to power in the 2014 elections.
In the subsequent five years, while it has proposed
several significant changes in the constitution, it
has not rejected constitutional, liberal democracy,
it claims to uphold the institutions of liberal
democracy such as the constitution, judiciary and
a free media, and swears by universal franchise,
multi-party elections and rule of the law.
But the difference between the BJP and the
other right wing parties in the world, like the US
Republicans or the British Tories, is that it is not
an independent political party at all, but is only the
mass political front of a seasoned and semi-secret
organisation, the Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh
or the RSS.
While the RSS calls itself a 'cultural' and 'nonpolitical' organisation, its declared intention is to
subvert India's democracy and secular structure
and transform India culturally, politically and
socially into a Hindu Rashtra. According to the
Anthropological Society of India, Indian population
comprises of more than 4,000 distinct communities,
marked by differences in customs, language, caste,
religious beliefs, cuisine, location, and what have
you. The RSS believes that despite these diversities,
80% of the Indian people are Hindus, and if indeed
they can be united thus, then this demographic
majority can be converted into a political majority.
Furthermore, this hold over political power can
become permament, if those whom the RSS
calls ‘Hindus’ willingly accept its ideology, and
accordingly culturally transform themselves—an
uncannily Gramscian principle. It can then easily
go about transforming the country into a Hindu
Rashtra, without formally repudiating liberal
constitutionality.
And so, ever since its founding nine ty years ago
in 1925, the RSS has displayed a remarkable degree
of patience in gradually spreading its ideology
among the ‘Hindus’. For this, the RSS has created
a network of thousands of front organisations—
together called the Sangh Parivar—to cater to the
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innumerable diversities among the ‘Hindus’, with
the aim of creating a cultural homogeneity out of
this ocean of diversities, and thereby ‘Hinduising’
them. This is the essence of Hindutva, the political
ideology of the RSS—welding the overwhelming
majority of the Indian people together as ‘Hindus’,
so that they can be mobilised towards transforming
secular and democratic India into a Hindu Rashtra.
The religio–cultural definition of ‘Hindus’ by the
RSS is very similar to the definition of the German
Aryan race by the Nazis. And like Hitler sought to
unite the Germans by spewing hatred against the
Jews, depriving them of their civic and political
rights, and persecuting them, the RSS is seeking
to unite the Hindus by spewing hatred against the
minorities, especially the Muslims and Christians,
and orchestrating attacks on them under all kinds
of guises.
Simultaneously, the BJP, together with the other
front organisations of the RSS, has launched a
brutal offensive to silence all opposition, labelling
all opponents of the regime as anti-nationals,
hounding them through sections of the media who
have abandoned all media ethics to become stooges
of the ruling party, getting a docile police force to
arrest them under false charges of sedition . . . tactics
that again are uncanningly similar to those used by
the Nazis.

The BJP and Corporate Power
Modi during his chief ministership of Gujarat for
more than a decade and a half had a very successful
record of favouring corporate houses, allowing them
to rake in enormous profits. And so, as the 2014 Lok
Sabha elections approached, the country’s leading
corporate honchos came together to strongly and
openly promote Narendra Modi for the post of prime
minister of the country, something that had never
before taken place in the country. This transformed
his image from that of being the man responsible
for the pogrom-like ethnic cleansing of Muslims in
Gujarat in 2002, to that of an economic genius who
had single-handedly led the state of Gujarat from
rags to riches, a veritable Development Man (Vikaas
Purush) whose firm and visionary leadership was
much needed by India in its quest to become an
economic superpower.
India’s big business houses poured so much
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money into Modi’s election campaign that it is
estimated that he spent roughly the same amount
as that spent by Obama in the 2012 Presidential
elections in the USA. It was an unprecedented
election campaign, what with 3D holographic rallies,
extensive use of the social media as never before,
and a mesmerising media campaign.
Predictably, the BJP swept the elections. Since
then, the Modi-led BJP Government has blatantly
run the economy for the profit maximisation of
the corporate houses. So much so that it has even
transferred lakhs of crores of rupees of public funds
into their coffers, in the name of corporate tax
concessions, corporate loan waivers, transferring
the country’s mineral wealth to them at very low
royalty rates, giving them huge subsidies in their
investments in the country’s infrastructural sector in
the name of public–private–partnership, selling off
the country’s public sector corporations to them at
throwaway prices, and so on. It is because of these
huge transfers of public money that the number of
billionaires in India has more than doubled during
the first four years of the Modi Government, going
up from 56 in 2014 to 121 in 2018. In 2018, the
wealth of India’s richie rich increased by a whopping
39%, because of which the richest 1% in the country
today hold more than half the country’s wealth, and
the richest 10% own 77.4%.
The flip side of these policies is that it has
led to appalling levels of unemployment, a huge
worsening of the crisis gripping the agricultural
sector on which more than half the population
depends for its livelihoods, and massive increase
in poverty and destitution. As if this was not
enough, the Modi Government has also made huge
cuts in the government’s already low social sector
expenditures, further worsening the conditions of
the people.
This has led to a groundswell of discontentment
among the students and youth, the farmers and the
working people. This caused the BJP to suffer a loss
of about 17% in its voteshare in the 2018 Assembly
elections in Chhattisgarh and Rajasthan as compared
to the 2014 Lok Sabha elections, while in Madhya
Pradesh it declined by about 13%—propelling
the Congress to power in all these states. It is this
swing in the mood of the people that is creating the
conditions for a possible defeat of the BJP in the
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coming Lok Sabha elections, if the opposition is
able to unite.

Will the Opposition be Able to Fight
Fascism?
Even assuming that the opposition is able to unite
and defeat the BJP in the 2014 Lok Sabha elections,
and even assuming that it is able to overcome its
internal divisions and provide a stable government
for the next five years (let us, for brevity, call it
the anti-BJP coalition government), the fascist
threat facing the country is going to decrease only
marginally.
The first reason is that the RSS has been seeking
to capture the liberal institutions of the country,
including the judiciary, the police, the educational,
scientific and cultural institutions, and the media,
from within, by staffing them with its personnel. This
process began with great speed during the prime
ministership of A.B. Vajpayee, and has considerably
accelerated under the Modi regime. Desaffronising
these institutions is going to be a massive task, and
how much will the anti-BJP coalition goverment
be willing to carry it out is open to conjecture. That
is because the Hindutva ideology has succeeded in
spreading its roots so deep in Indian society that
none of the major anti-BJP parties (apart from the
communists to some extent) are willing to counter
it head-on, because of the fear of losing votes. Thus,
for instance, way back in 1993–94, a textbook
evaluation committee set up by the NCERT had
stated that many of the textbooks prescribed in
the thousands of schools run by the RSS (more
on this below) through its front organisation, the
Vidya Bharati, were “designed to promote bigotry
and religious fanaticism in the name of inculcating
knowledge of culture in the young generation.”
Despite this damning diagnosis, the Congress-led
UPA Government during its ten years in power from
2004–14 made no attempt to ban these textbooks.
The second reason is even more important and
crucial, and that is, will the anti-BJP coalition be
willing to implement genuinely pro-people policies,
in contrast to the pro-corporate policies of the Modiled BJP Government? This question arises, because
while the anti-BJP coalition has been criticising
the BJP for its anti-people policies, these policies
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of the Modi Government are essentially only a
continuation of the policies of the previous UPA
Government. These are the policies of globalisation,
privatisation and liberalisation. The only difference
is that the Modi Government has implemented them
at a much faster pace. These policies, also known as
neoliberal policies, were in fact first introduced in
the country by the Narsimha Rao–Manmohan Singh
led Congress Government after it won the 1991
Lok Sabha elections, and have been implemented
by every successive government that has come to
power at the Centre since then.
If the anti-BJP coalition continues with the
economic policies of the BJP, then it will only lead
to yet more immiseration of the people, and will
only create the conditions for the BJP to come back
to power in the next Lok Sabha elections of 2014.
With the RSS having further increased its strength
by then, the BJP–RSS will be in a far more stronger
position to impose fascism on the country than today.

What Next?
The only solution to this is that the genuinely
socialist organisations–intellectuals and the nonsectarian left must mount pressure on the anti-BJP
alliance to implement pro-people policies if the latter
is able to come to power in the forthcoming Lok
Sabha elections. And the present political conditions
in the country provide them the opportunity to do so.
Times of crisis also generate new rays of hope.
BJP–RSS’s fascist onslaught has so badly crushed
the opposition parties that despite the huge egos
and vested interests of their leaders, they have been
forced to come together to unitedly fight it. They
are also reaching out to progressive and socialist
individuals and small groups / parties and are
attempting to bring them together in the anti-BJP
platform.
The fascist threat is the biggest crisis facing
the country. And the alternative to fascism is
democracy, not socialism. That comes later, once
democracy is saved. Therefore, the more radical
socialist intellectuals and groups, the genuinely
anti-neoliberal socialists, even the genuinely anticapitalist socialists, even though they may have
reservations about aligning with the Congress
or the socialism of the Samajwadi Party led by
Akhilesh Yadav and the Rashtriya Janata Dal led

7

by Lalu Prasad Yadav, should support / join the
anti-BJP opposition alliance. Though they are
presently weak, their organisations are weak, their
support to the opposition alliance will bring them
to a position where they can influence the anti-BJP
coalition to implement progressive policies—such
as increasing taxes on the rich, stopping the loan
waivers being given to the corporate houses and
forcing them to repay their loans, taking steps to curb
the profiteering of the corporate houses that would
bring down electricity and gas prices (to give just
one example), increasing government spending on
the social sectors (especially education, health and
nutrition), taking steps to mitigate the crisis gripping
agriculture, implementing policies that would create
decent jobs, etc.

Countering the RSS Network
There is another, actually more important
reason, why the fascist threat will only have
marginally decreased if the anti-BJP opposition
alliance comes to power. And that is: it will only
be the BJP that would have lost the elections, it
will not affect the grassroot network and strength
of the RSS. Therefore, the RSS will continue with
its campaign of indoctrinating the people in its
Hindutva ideology. The RSS has by now become
a most formidable force. It has created hundreds,
possibly even thousands, of front organisations, to
together constitute what is easily the largest political
force in the world of liberal democracies. These
include some of the biggest mass organisations in the
country. Thus, its workers’ organisation, the Bhartiya
Mazdoor Sangh, claims a membership of over ten
million workers and affiliation of over four thousand
trade unions. Its student organisation, the Akhil
Bhartiya Vidyarthi Parishad, is the largest student
organisation in the country. Another important
front organisation is the Vishwa Hindu Parishad,
which in the late 1980s spearheaded the rolling out
of violence and rabid ideological hysteria across
the country that brought the BJP to power in Delhi
for the first time for 13 days in 1996 and then for
six years from 1998 to 2004, this time at the head
of a coalition government. Apart from these mass
organisations, even more dangerous is the huge
network of schools created by the RSS across the
country, coordinated at the all-India level by Vidya
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Bharati. In the guise of education, these schools
indoctrinate the young minds of children with the
RSS ideology. It is the largest network of private
schools in the country. Way back in 2012–13, that
is, before Modi’s rise to power, Vidya Bharati’s
network included 13,465 schools, 31.2 lakh students,
1.3 lakh teachers, 49 colleges and training schools,
and 9,806 schools for providing informal education
to children unable to attend formal schools (called
Sanskar Kendras and Single Teacher Schools) with
2.4 lakh students and 8,900 teachers. This network
must have expanded considerably since then.
The anti-BJP alliance just does not have the
wherewithal to counter this octopussian network of
the RSS. These parties and their mass organisations
simply do not have the dedicated cadre required for
this.
Again, this task can only be undertaken by
the progressive / socialist / non-sectarian left
organisations. While supporting the anti-BJP
alliance, they will need to take advantage of a
friendly government being in power to spread /
strengthen their grassroot network and spread the
values of the Constitution—equality, secularism,
democracy, fraternity—among the people. This will
include culturally winning over to these democratic
values the crores of people who today have become
blind followers of the fascist Hindutva ideology.

Towards Socialism
This will also create the conditions for the
genuinely socialist organisations to advance the
country towards socialism.
One of the biggest misunderstandings present
among many believers of socialism today is the
belief that if they are able to somehow come to
power, they can take the country towards socialism
by implementing pro-people policies. This is one
of the most important reasons for the failures of the
socialist movements during the twentieth century.
Socialism is not statism or populism—wherein all
the decisions are taken top-down, and the people
look to the State to provide them with resources and
with the answers to all their problems. Socialism is
a new society that puts humans and not machines or
the State at the centre of society, where apart from
providing people with food, goods and services,
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it also creates new, socialist, human beings. This
creation of new socialist human beings does not take
place automatically, but takes place only through a
conscious process wherein people in the process of
transforming society also change themselves.
By ‘new human beings’, we mean not just people
who believe in genuine equality of all human beings
(that is, people who genuinely do not believe in
caste, who believe in gender equality, who believe in
equality of all people, who have genuine respect for
all religions); we mean not just people who believe
in cooperation and who believe that production
should take place not for profit maximisation of a
few but should be oriented for fulfillment of social
needs; we also mean: human beings with fully
developed capacities. And people only develop their
capacities when they themselves take an active part
in decision making at all levels that affect them, be it
their workplaces, or neighbourhoods / communities,
or the society as a whole.
The fight against fascism, the fight to build
an anti-BJP platform of all opposition parties and
groups, provides the socialist organisations and
groups with a great opportunity of developing such
a network of socialist activists at the grassroot level.
And assuming that the anit-BJP coalition is able to
win power in the 2019 elections, the struggle to push
this alliance to implement pro-people policies will
provide a further opportunity to further strengthen
this grassroot network, and further advance the
capabilities and capacities of these grassroot
activists.
These are indeed difficult times. But they also
provide us, the socialists, with an unprecedented
opportunity to advance our struggle for socialism . . .
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Why Socialism?
Albert Einstein
Is it advisable for one who is not an expert on
economic and social issues to express views on
the subject of socialism? I believe for a number of
reasons that it is.
Let us first consider the question from the
point of view of scientific knowledge. It might
appear that there are no essential methodological
differences between astronomy and economics:
scientists in both fields attempt to discover laws of
general acceptability for a circumscribed group of
phenomena in order to make the interconnection
of these phenomena as clearly understandable
as possible. But in reality such methodological
differences do exist. The discovery of general laws
in the field of economics is made difficult by the
circumstance that observed economic phenomena are
often affected by many factors which are very hard
to evaluate separately. In addition, the experience
which has accumulated since the beginning of the
so-called civilised period of human history has—as
is well known—been largely influenced and limited
by causes which are by no means exclusively
economic in nature. For example, most of the major
states of history owed their existence to conquest.
The conquering peoples established themselves,
legally and economically, as the privileged class of
the conquered country. They seized for themselves
a monopoly of the land ownership and appointed
a priesthood from among their own ranks. The
priests, in control of education, made the class
division of society into a permanent institution and
created a system of values by which the people were
thenceforth, to a large extent unconsciously, guided
in their social behavior.
But historic tradition is, so to speak, of yesterday;
nowhere have we really overcome what Thorstein
Veblen called “the predatory phase” of human
development. The observable economic facts
belong to that phase and even such laws as we can
derive from them are not applicable to other phases.
Since the real purpose of socialism is precisely to
overcome and advance beyond the predatory phase

of human development, economic science in its
present state can throw little light on the socialist
society of the future.
Second, socialism is directed towards a socialethical end. Science, however, cannot create ends
and, even less, instill them in human beings; science,
at most, can supply the means by which to attain
certain ends. But the ends themselves are conceived
by personalities with lofty ethical ideals and—if
these ends are not stillborn, but vital and vigorous—
are adopted and carried forward by those many
human beings who, half unconsciously, determine
the slow evolution of society.
For these reasons, we should be on our guard not
to overestimate science and scientific methods when
it is a question of human problems; and we should
not assume that experts are the only ones who have
a right to express themselves on questions affecting
the organisation of society.
Innumerable voices have been asserting for some
time now that human society is passing through a
crisis, that its stability has been gravely shattered. It
is characteristic of such a situation that individuals
feel indifferent or even hostile toward the group,
small or large, to which they belong. In order to
illustrate my meaning, let me record here a personal
experience. I recently discussed with an intelligent
and well-disposed man the threat of another war,
which in my opinion would seriously endanger the
existence of mankind, and I remarked that only a
supra-national organisation would offer protection
from that danger. Thereupon my visitor, very calmly
and coolly, said to me: “Why are you so deeply
opposed to the disappearance of the human race?”
I am sure that as little as a century ago no one
would have so lightly made a statement of this kind.
It is the statement of a man who has striven in vain
to attain an equilibrium within himself and has more
or less lost hope of succeeding. It is the expression
of a painful solitude and isolation from which so
many people are suffering in these days. What is
the cause? Is there a way out?
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It is easy to raise such questions, but difficult
to answer them with any degree of assurance. I
must try, however, as best I can, although I am very
conscious of the fact that our feelings and strivings
are often contradictory and obscure and that they
cannot be expressed in easy and simple formulas.
Man is, at one and the same time, a solitary being
and a social being. As a solitary being, he attempts
to protect his own existence and that of those who
are closest to him, to satisfy his personal desires,
and to develop his innate abilities. As a social being,
he seeks to gain the recognition and affection of his
fellow human beings, to share in their pleasures,
to comfort them in their sorrows, and to improve
their conditions of life. Only the existence of these
varied, frequently conflicting, strivings accounts
for the special character of a man, and their specific
combination determines the extent to which an
individual can achieve an inner equilibrium and
can contribute to the well-being of society. It is
quite possible that the relative strength of these two
drives is, in the main, fixed by inheritance. But the
personality that finally emerges is largely formed
by the environment in which a man happens to find
himself during his development, by the structure of
the society in which he grows up, by the tradition of
that society, and by its appraisal of particular types
of behavior. The abstract concept “society” means
to the individual human being the sum total of his
direct and indirect relations to his contemporaries
and to all the people of earlier generations. The
individual is able to think, feel, strive, and work by
himself; but he depends so much upon society—in
his physical, intellectual, and emotional existence—
that it is impossible to think of him, or to understand
him, outside the framework of society. It is “society”
which provides man with food, clothing, a home,
the tools of work, language, the forms of thought,
and most of the content of thought; his life is made
possible through the labor and the accomplishments
of the many millions past and present who are all
hidden behind the small word “society.”
It is evident, therefore, that the dependence of
the individual upon society is a fact of nature which
cannot be abolished—just as in the case of ants
and bees. However, while the whole life process of
ants and bees is fixed down to the smallest detail
by rigid, hereditary instincts, the social pattern
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and interrelationships of human beings are very
variable and susceptible to change. Memory, the
capacity to make new combinations, the gift of oral
communication have made possible developments
among human beings which are not dictated
by biological necessities. Such developments
manifest themselves in traditions, institutions,
and organisations; in literature; in scientific and
engineering accomplishments; in works of art. This
explains how it happens that, in a certain sense, man
can influence his life through his own conduct, and
that in this process conscious thinking and wanting
can play a part.
Man acquires at birth, through heredity, a
biological constitution which we must consider
fixed and unalterable, including the natural urges
which are characteristic of the human species. In
addition, during his lifetime, he acquires a cultural
constitution which he adopts from society through
communication and through many other types of
influences. It is this cultural constitution which, with
the passage of time, is subject to change and which
determines to a very large extent the relationship
between the individual and society. Modern
anthropology has taught us, through comparative
investigation of so-called primitive cultures, that the
social behavior of human beings may differ greatly,
depending upon prevailing cultural patterns and the
types of organisation which predominate in society.
It is on this that those who are striving to improve the
lot of man may ground their hopes: human beings
are not condemned, because of their biological
constitution, to annihilate each other or to be at the
mercy of a cruel, self-inflicted fate.
If we ask ourselves how the structure of society
and the cultural attitude of man should be changed
in order to make human life as satisfying as possible,
we should constantly be conscious of the fact that
there are certain conditions which we are unable
to modify. As mentioned before, the biological
nature of man is, for all practical purposes, not
subject to change. Furthermore, technological and
demographic developments of the last few centuries
have created conditions which are here to stay. In
relatively densely settled populations with the goods
which are indispensable to their continued existence,
an extreme division of labor and a highly-centralised
productive apparatus are absolutely necessary. The
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time—which, looking back, seems so idyllic—is
gone forever when individuals or relatively small
groups could be completely self-sufficient. It is only
a slight exaggeration to say that mankind constitutes
even now a planetary community of production and
consumption.
I have now reached the point where I may
indicate briefly what to me constitutes the essence of
the crisis of our time. It concerns the relationship of
the individual to society. The individual has become
more conscious than ever of his dependence upon
society. But he does not experience this dependence
as a positive asset, as an organic tie, as a protective
force, but rather as a threat to his natural rights,
or even to his economic existence. Moreover, his
position in society is such that the egotistical drives
of his make-up are constantly being accentuated,
while his social drives, which are by nature weaker,
progressively deteriorate. All human beings,
whatever their position in society, are suffering from
this process of deterioration. Unknowingly prisoners
of their own egotism, they feel insecure, lonely, and
deprived of the naive, simple, and unsophisticated
enjoyment of life. Man can find meaning in life,
short and perilous as it is, only through devoting
himself to society.
The economic anarchy of capitalist society as
it exists today is, in my opinion, the real source of
the evil. We see before us a huge community of
producers the members of which are unceasingly
striving to deprive each other of the fruits of their
collective labor—not by force, but on the whole in
faithful compliance with legally established rules. In
this respect, it is important to realise that the means
of production—that is to say, the entire productive
capacity that is needed for producing consumer
goods as well as additional capital goods—may
legally be, and for the most part are, the private
property of individuals.
For the sake of simplicity, in the discussion
that follows I shall call “workers” all those who
do not share in the ownership of the means of
production—although this does not quite correspond
to the customary use of the term. The owner of the
means of production is in a position to purchase the
labor power of the worker. By using the means of
production, the worker produces new goods which
become the property of the capitalist. The essential
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point about this process is the relation between
what the worker produces and what he is paid,
both measured in terms of real value. Insofar as the
labor contract is “free,” what the worker receives
is determined not by the real value of the goods he
produces, but by his minimum needs and by the
capitalists’ requirements for labor power in relation
to the number of workers competing for jobs. It
is important to understand that even in theory the
payment of the worker is not determined by the
value of his product.
Private capital tends to become concentrated in
few hands, partly because of competition among
the capitalists, and partly because technological
development and the increasing division of labor
encourage the formation of larger units of production
at the expense of smaller ones. The result of these
developments is an oligarchy of private capital the
enormous power of which cannot be effectively
checked even by a democratically organised
political society. This is true since the members
of legislative bodies are selected by political
parties, largely financed or otherwise influenced by
private capitalists who, for all practical purposes,
separate the electorate from the legislature. The
consequence is that the representatives of the people
do not in fact sufficiently protect the interests of
the underprivileged sections of the population.
Moreover, under existing conditions, private
capitalists inevitably control, directly or indirectly,
the main sources of information (press, radio,
education). It is thus extremely difficult, and indeed
in most cases quite impossible, for the individual
citizen to come to objective conclusions and to make
intelligent use of his political rights.
The situation prevailing in an economy based on
the private ownership of capital is thus characterised
by two main principles: first, means of production
(capital) are privately owned and the owners
dispose of them as they see fit; second, the labor
contract is free. Of course, there is no such thing as
a pure capitalist society in this sense. In particular,
it should be noted that the workers, through long
and bitter political struggles, have succeeded in
securing a somewhat improved form of the “free
labor contract” for certain categories of workers. But
taken as a whole, the present day economy does not
differ much from “pure” capitalism.
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Production is carried on for profit, not for
use. There is no provision that all those able and
willing to work will always be in a position to find
employment; an “army of unemployed” almost
always exists. The worker is constantly in fear of
losing his job. Since unemployed and poorly paid
workers do not provide a profitable market, the
production of consumers’ goods is restricted, and
great hardship is the consequence. Technological
progress frequently results in more unemployment
rather than in an easing of the burden of work for all.
The profit motive, in conjunction with competition
among capitalists, is responsible for an instability
in the accumulation and utilisation of capital which
leads to increasingly severe depressions. Unlimited
competition leads to a huge waste of labor, and
to that crippling of the social consciousness of
individuals which I mentioned before.
This crippling of individuals I consider the worst
evil of capitalism. Our whole educational system
suffers from this evil. An exaggerated competitive
attitude is inculcated into the student, who is trained
to worship acquisitive success as a preparation for
his future career.
I am convinced there is only one way to
eliminate these grave evils, namely through the
establishment of a socialist economy, accompanied
by an educational system which would be oriented
toward social goals. In such an economy, the means
of production are owned by society itself and are
utilised in a planned fashion. A planned economy,
which adjusts production to the needs of the
community, would distribute the work to be done
among all those able to work and would guarantee
a livelihood to every man, woman, and child. The
education of the individual, in addition to promoting
his own innate abilities, would attempt to develop
in him a sense of responsibility for his fellow men
in place of the glorification of power and success in
our present society.
Nevertheless, it is necessary to remember
that a planned economy is not yet socialism. A
planned economy as such may be accompanied by
the complete enslavement of the individual. The
achievement of socialism requires the solution of
some extremely difficult socio-political problems:
how is it possible, in view of the far-reaching
centralisation of political and economic power, to

JANATA, January 27, 2019

prevent bureaucracy from becoming all-powerful
and overweening? How can the rights of the
individual be protected and therewith a democratic
counterweight to the power of bureaucracy be
assured?
Clarity about the aims and problems of socialism
is of greatest significance in our age of transition.
Since, under present circumstances, free and
unhindered discussion of these problems has come
under a powerful taboo, I consider the foundation
of this magazine to be an important public service.
[This article by Albert Einstein, the world-famous
physicist, was originally published in the inaugural issue
of the renowned US socialist magazine, Monthly Review
(May 1949).]
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Ambedkar’s Socialism: Some Reflections
Anand Teltumbde
1. Babasaheb Ambedkar experientially and
pragmatically looked at Indian society as structurally
unequal because of the caste system that governed
what a person born in a particular caste would get.
He was naturally attracted to socialism as a system
of property equaliser. The Bolshevik Revolution
in Russia, the first conscious attempt of mankind
towards a socialist future, was welcomed by him
as reflected in the publication of a series of articles
in all his journals—Mooknayak, Bahishkrit Bharat
and Janata. But in India, he thought, emulating such
an example would be like putting the cart before
the horse.
In Annihilation of Caste where Ambedkar
provided an elaborate diagnosis, he engaged with
the communists who were pushing for a Bolsheviklike revolution in India. He thought that without
destroying the caste system, it was not possible to
bring about a socialist revolution in India. From
this perspective, he asked the socialists, ‘Can you
have economic reform without first bringing about
a reform of the social order?’ and thought that the
socialists had not considered that question.1
Affirming his belief in socialism, he writes:
‘I do not believe that we can build up a free
society in India so long as there is a trace of this illtreatment and suppression of one class by another.
Believing as I do in a socialist ideal, inevitably I
believe in perfect equality in the treatment of various
classes and groups. I think that Socialism offers the
only true remedy for this as well as other problems.’2
Then he questions the understanding of socialism
by the socialists:
‘To say that such a belief is enough is to disclose
a complete lack of understanding of what is involved
in Socialism. If Socialism is a practical programme
and is not merely an ideal, distant and far off, the
question for a Socialist is not whether he believes in
equality. The question for him is whether he minds
one class ill-treating and suppressing another class
as a matter of system, as a matter of principle and
thus allow tyranny and oppression to continue to

divide one class from another. . . . the economic
reform contemplated by the Socialists cannot come
about unless there is a revolution resulting in the
seizure of power. That seizure of power must be by
a proletariat.
‘The first question I ask is: Will the proletariat of
India combine to bring about this revolution? What
will move men to such an action? . . . Men will not
join in a revolution for the equalisation of property
unless they know that after the revolution is achieved
they will be treated equally and that there will be
no discrimination of caste and creed. The assurance
of a socialist leading the revolution that he does
not believe in caste, I am sure, will not suffice. The
assurance must be the assurance proceeding from
much deeper foundation, namely, the mental attitude
of the compatriots towards one another in their spirit
of personal equality and fraternity.’3
He further elaborates:
‘If Socialists are not to be content with the
mouthing of fine phrases, if the Socialists wish to
make Socialism a definite reality then they must
recognise that the problem of social reform is
fundamental and that for them there is no escape
from it. That the social order prevalent in India is a
matter which a Socialist must deal with, that unless
he does so he cannot achieve his revolution, and that
if he does achieve it as a result of good fortune he
will have to grapple with the social order if he wishes
to realise his ideal—is a proposition which in my
opinion is incontrovertible. He will be compelled to
take account of caste after revolution, if he does not
take account of it before revolution.’4
2. In course, he came to define his vision in terms
of ‘Liberty, Equality, Fraternity’, insisting that all
three of these values should be realised in optimal
fashion. The French Revolution, which this slogan
is identified with, emphasised liberty which, he
saw, degenerated to mean liberty for the rich
and powerful to exploit the poor and power-less.
Equality, as pursued by the Russian communists,
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negated liberty. And both ignored the third,
fraternity, which he reckoned by the Deweyan term,
‘social endosmosis’,5 the essence of democracy.
Therefore, he added that he had not taken them
from the French Revolution but from his master,
the Buddha. Literally speaking, it was anachronistic
to imagine Buddhism, more than two millennium
before, could contain these bourgeois concepts.
However, he saw that such a precept could only be
conceived and realised in a religion.
In his schema, both religion and the State
occupied an important place. Within the frame
of liberalism, as I see, he used them as a control
mechanism for people; religion exerting primary
control over individuals by shaping and controlling
their mind; and the State, with its coercive force,
ensuring that their outside conduct confirmed to
law.6 Because of this fixation, he could not imagine
the world without either religion or State. One of
the reasons for his reservations about Marxism
was that it (Marxism) hated and discarded both.
As a pragmatist, he could not imagine a Marxian
utopia where all of these ideals—Liberty, Equality,
Fraternity—could be realised together, not in the
optimal manner but to the fullest extent, without
any need of religion or the State.
Ambedkar gave concrete expression to his
socialist vision in States and Minorities, the
memorandum he wrote on behalf of the Scheduled
Caste Federation (SCF) to be submitted to the
constituent assembly (CA). It was prepared in the
context that SCF would not find any representation
in the CA as it did not have enough numbers to elect
any. States and Minorities contained a proposal for
‘State socialism’ the CA should adopt in a future
constitution. He came to realise, unlike in the days
he wrote Annihilation of Caste, that unless economic
equality is guaranteed, political equality would be
superficial and fragile. He imagined that the socialist
structure could be hard-coded into the constitution
as an unalterable feature.
3. The salient points of his plan were: (i) Industries
which were, or might be declared to be, key
industries should be owned and run by the State; (ii)
Industries which were not key, but basic industries,
should be owned by the State and run directly or
by its corporations; (iii) Insurance should be a
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monopoly of the State, and the State must compel
every adult citizen to take out a life insurance
policy commensurate with his wages as would be
prescribed by the legislature; (iv) Agriculture should
be a State industry; (v) The State should acquire
agricultural land held by private individuals, whether
as owners, tenants or mortgagees, and pay them
compensation in the form of debentures equal to
the value of their right in the land, with an elaborate
provision of how these debentures would be treated;
(vi) The agricultural land so acquired shall be leased
out in standard sizes to the farming collectives of
villagers, formed without distinction of caste or
creed, which would cultivate them in accordance
with rules and directions issued by the government.
The State would provide finance, implements, and
requisite inputs such as water, manure, seeds, etc.
against the payments to be recovered from the
produce. The collective would share the produce
among its members in the prescribed manner after
settling the payment of charges to the State.7
4. Later, he managed to enter the CA with the
help of Jogendranath Mandal from the KhulnaJessore constituency. He was invited to speak on
the ‘Objective Resolution’ presented by Nehru
on 13 December 1946. In his speech made on 17
December, while criticising Nehru for his empty
rhetoric, he hinted at his plan of State socialism:
‘Sir, there are here certain provisions which
speak of justice, economical, social and political.
If this Resolution has a reality behind it and a
sincerity, of which I have not the least doubt,
coming as it does from the Mover of the Resolution,
I should have expected some provision whereby
it would have been possible for the State to make
economic, social and political justice a reality and
I should have from that point of view expected the
Resolution to state in most explicit terms that in
order that there may be social and economic justice
in the country, that there would be nationalisation
of industry and nationalisation of land, I do not
understand how it could be possible for any future
Government which believes in doing justice socially,
economically and politically, unless its economy
is a socialistic economy. Therefore, personally,
although I have no objection to the enunciation of
these propositions, the Resolution is, to my mind,
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somewhat disappointing.’8
5. The last sentence of this passage, however, was
surprising. He said ‘I am however prepared to
leave this subject where it is with the observations
I have made.’ Why might he have added that? Was
it signalling some kind of rapprochement between
him and the Congress as subsequent developments
indicated? When his membership came to an end
with the announcement of the Mountbatten Plan of
Partition of 3 June 1947, with which his constituency
went over to Pakistan, the Congress decided to get
him elected on a Congress ticket before the next
session of the CA would convene. Barrister M.R.
Jayakar, who had been elected from the Bombay
province, had resigned from the Constituent
Assembly, and the Congress had planned to get
G.V. Mavalankar elected to the CA in his place.
But it dropped this plan and decided to bring back
Ambedkar in his place. He was subsequently elected
to the drafting committee on 29 August 1947 and
chosen as its chairman. This volte face on the part
of the Congress is typically explained as a change
of attitude by the Congress leaders because of the
constructive approach he took in his speech.
For instance Gail Omvedt writes:
‘The speech helped change the attitude of leaders
like Nehru with regard to Ambedkar. Ambedkar
was opposing Partition, he was speaking up for a
united government, he supported a strong centre
and his left sympathies were well known. Whatever
claims that the Congress might have made to be the
sole representative of the Untouchables, however
thoroughly the SCF had been defeated in the
general election, it had established its base firmly
in the Marathi speaking areas, in much of the Tamil
speaking areas and even in parts of Uttar Pradesh.
Leaders like Nehru and Sardar Patel recognised this
fact. The SCF’s considerable mobilisation power, not
to mention the voting pattern of Dalits themselves,
was clear to political leaders. With this background,
when Barrister M.R. Jayakar resigned his position in
the Constituent Assembly from Bombay province,
Nehru and Sardar Patel suggested Ambedkar’s name
to fill the vacancy in July 1947.’9
6. This observation is not convincing for multiple
reasons. First, Ambedkar himself was pleasantly
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surprised at being called upon to speak out of turn
on the Objective Resolution, which made his speech
possible. Second, Ambedkar’s views on some of the
issues Omvedt mentions had not become known at
that point of time. Third, the argument regarding the
mobilising strength of the SCF is not valid. Because
not much earlier, the call for direct action given by
the SCF against the Cabinet Mission report had
evoked a response in only a few pockets and did
not pose a threat to the government. Moreover, the
Congress was not worried about votes then as it had
almost no rival left after Partition. This vote bank
consideration would arise only in the late 1960s with
the rise of regional parties.
This volte face had far-reaching consequences
and could not have been based on such facile
reasons. None other than Gandhi was capable of
such a strategic feat; only he commanded the force
to prevail upon not only Nehru (who was never
well disposed towards Ambedkar) and Patel, but the
entire Congress to comply. Associating Ambedkar
with the Constitution as its framer was a strategic
masterstroke as it made the Constitution to be upheld
by the lower strata that would be its biggest victim.
7. There was no trace of his State socialism in the
entire Constitution. During the CA debates, on 15
November 1949, K.T. Shah, who like Ambedkar was
an alumnus of the London School of Economics and
the founding President of the United Trade Union
Congress, a leftist labour organisation established in
1949, wanted to include the words ‘secular, federal,
socialist’ in Article 1 of the Constitution. He inter
alia said:
‘And last is the term "socialist". I am fully aware
that it would not be quite a correct description of
the State today in India to call it a Socialist Union.
I am afraid it is anything but Socialist so far. But
I do not see any reason why we should not insert
here an aspiration, which I trust many in this House
share with me, that if not today, soon hereafter, the
character and composition of the State will change,
change so radically, so satisfactorily and effectively
that the country would become a truly Socialist
Union of States.’10
Ambedkar, who in his proposal to the CA vide
States and Minorities as well as in his debut speech
in the CA wanted the Constitution to spell out the
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structure of the economy as socialist, rejected it. In
reply he said,
‘I regret that I cannot accept the amendment of
Prof. K.T. Shah. My objections, stated briefly, are
two. In the first place the Constitution . . . is merely
a mechanism for the purpose of regulating the work
of the various organs of the State. . . . 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
judgment, taking away the liberty of the people to
decide what should be the social organisation in
which they wish to live.’11
Not only that, he also called Shah’s amendment
‘purely superfluous’. He said:
‘. . . 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. . . . What I would like
to ask Professor Shah is this: If these directive
principles . . . are not socialistic in their direction
and in their content, I fail to understand what more
socialism can be. Therefore my submission is that
these socialist principles are already embodied in
our Constitution and it is unnecessary to accept this
amendment.’12
8. To equate directive principles to socialism was
absolutely unreasonable. But such was the character
of the CA that Shah’s amendment was defeated.
We do know now, as Ambedkar himself realised
within just two years of the implementation of the
Constitution, that the Directive Principles, far from
being socialist, were the most ineffectual part of the
Constitution. What Shah wanted would ironically
be added to the preamble of the Constitution during
the Emergency vide the Constitution (Forty-second
amendment) Act, 1976. India, the second most
unequal country in the world, hitherto would live
with that oxymoron.
On 2 September 1953, during a debate on the
role and power of the governor in the Rajya Sabha,
he retorted to the charge that he was the architect
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of the Constitution, saying, ‘My answer is I was a
hack. What I was asked to do, I did much against my
will. . . . Sir, my friends tell me that I have made the
Constitution. But I am quite prepared to say that I
shall be the first person to burn it out. I do not want
it. It does not suit anybody . . .’ When someone
interjected commenting, ‘But you defended it,’
Ambedkar shot back saying, ‘We lawyers defend
many things . . .’13
9. One more instance may be cited. It is basically
his argument against Marxism which might help
us to discern the source of his version of socialism.
On 20 November 1956, at the 4th World Buddhist
Conference at Kathmandu, where he delivered the
penultimate speech of his life, ‘Buddha or Karl
Marx’, he acknowledged the goals of both to be the
same, but the method of the former to accomplish
it were superior to the latter’s. He faulted Marx on
mainly two counts: one, his reliance on violence;
and two, his advocacy of dictatorship. Without
getting into the issue whether the distortions of both
Buddha as well as Marx were reasonable or not, it
is important to note for our purpose that Ambedkar
wanted socialism to be achieved through reform and
not through violent revolution.
From the above discussion, one thing is clear—
though Ambedkar had an abiding interest in Marx,
he had serious reservations about his theses. He did
not believe in his seemingly deterministic approach
towards history; he also did not agree with Marx’s
description of communism as one without State,
religion or god. He would not accept that in order
to achieve socialism, revolutions are inevitable and
imagined that it (socialism) could be achieved even
through reforms by enlightened elements deploying
democratic means.
10. This is exactly what the Fabians thought
of socialism. One does not have to belabour
in searching for the source of this intellectual
orientation of Ambedkar as many scholars—Eleanor
Zelliot,14 K.N. Kadam,15 Dinkar Khabde,16 Meera
Nanda,17 just to name a few—have identified the
deep-rooted influence one of his professors, John
Dewey, had on him while at Columbia. Ambedkar
himself would generously acknowledge it in 1952,
when he himself was counted amongst the greats,
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saying that he owed his entire intellectual being to
Dewey.
Dewey, the progenitor of a philosophy that he
called instrumentalism, his version of pragmatism,
was also the foremost American Fabian socialist.
Instrumentalism or pragmatism does not recognise
any a priori truth; they maintain that the truth of
an idea is determined by its success in the active
solution of a problem, and that the value of an idea
is determined by its function in human experience. In
simple language, it is about being practical, getting
things done, doing things a step at a time following
a sequential principle, not allowing the best to be the
enemy of the good, taking account of others’ views,
not being hung up on unattainable principles and
yielding on some issues in order to make progress
on others.
11. These philosophies had their echo in Fabianism
born in England just after the death of Marx in
1883. The Fabians believed that socialism could be
achieved not through revolution, through an uprising
of the workers, but through indoctrination of young
scholars. They believed that eventually those
intellectual revolutionaries would acquire power and
influence in official and unofficial opinion-making
and power-wielding agencies of the world. After
acquiring control of these organisations, they would
quietly establish a socialistic one-world order.18
Marxist socialism today is considered a failed
project because all attempts to achieve it in practice
have been unsuccessful. One may have to look at
the extent the practice conformed to the theory of
Marxism as, despite the motivated efforts of the
capitalist block to denigrate it, its fundamental
theoretical foundations remain credible. Fabian
socialism did not make any such theoretical claim and
inevitably degenerated into its antithesis, the worst
type of laissez-faire capitalism. Notwithstanding
that, a section of Ambedkarites (Dalit bourgeoisie)
may disclaim that Ambedkar was a socialist, and
their Dalit capitalism may appeal to upwardly
mobile Dalit youngsters, but the fact remains that
Ambedkar was a socialist. His ideas were, however,
acutely constrained by the framework of liberalism
and, within that, the impact of Deweyan pragmatism
and Fabianism, which is intrinsically incapable of
realising his vision of ‘liberty, equality, fraternity’.
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12. Given the worsening situation of the vast majority
of Dalits, the people for whose emancipation he
devoted his entire life, it is time for all who crave
for radical change in India to review Ambedkar’s
ideas, particularly of socialism. The issue of caste
that he raised and brought to the fore, as well as the
vision of society he advocated, cannot be dismissed.
It is the methods, the ideological apparatus that
informed them, which need a serious review. It is
also an undeniable fact that barring a miniscule
section of the Dalits, the vast majority continue to
suffer from age-old untouchability, discrimination,
depravation and, in addition, increasing atrocities
that have been a post-Ambedkar phenomenon but
not entirely unconnected with the making of the
State that claims his legacy.
If one leaves aside identitarian obsessions,
Ambedkar himself lamented many of the outcomes
of his methods—the Dalit legislatures elected on
reservations, as also educated Dalits and Dalit
employees in whom he reposed high hopes—and
at the fag end of his life, realised that the measures
did not benefit the rural Dalits. One could claim
the same about his advocacy of Marxism, as that
too suffered serious distortion at the hands of
Marxists everywhere, and more so in India. But
it nevertheless can still claim theoretical integrity,
which is incomparably superior to pragmatism–
Fabianism, provided it can open up to accommodate
the emerging reality.
(Anand Teltumbde is an educationist, civil rights
activist, political analyst and a prolific writer who
has written several books with particular emphasis
on Left and Dalit movements.)
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Gandhi's Final Fast
Dilip Simeon
Recently I was asked to write a couple of lectures
for undergraduate students on the significance of
Gandhi and communalism. When I began writing
the lectures, which were supposed to be written very
simply, I realised that I was not being true to the task
of trying to bring across something important about
that great man to the younger generation, many of
whom may have forgotten him. So I decided to tell
his story, and began to research on something on
which I had not worked for a very long time. And
for this, I simply began to read through Gandhi’s last
utterances over the last weeks of his life.
When I did that, I realised that Gandhi was
speaking to us across time. The way his ideas are
put together, it’s very clear that it’s a conversation.
Actually, everything in Gandhi’s Collected Works,
all the discourses and dialogues also, is in the form
of a conversation. I realised that at the tail end of
his life, he had undertaken a gigantic task and that
if we only cared to listen to him, we would see that
he said something so important that it resonates even
today, and that it would be of great value to us to
pay attention to what he was saying.
I realised in short that his last utterances over
his last few weeks, especially the one particular
week I am going to talk about, were in effect his last
testament to the people of India and Pakistan. Let me
at this stage point out that he said, “Both India and
Pakistan are my countries. I am not going to take
a passport for going to Pakistan.” So he died at a
moment when he was very lonely; he was a citizen of
both countries or of neither country, and there was a
lot of ambivalence and ambiguity regarding his life.
Ashish Nandy has written a whole essay on
the assassination of Gandhi, indicating somewhere
that people were fed up of him, and that large
numbers of people maybe wanted him to die. We
are speaking now on the eve of the anniversary of
his death; tomorrow will be the anniversary of his
death. Until the time when I was a schoolboy, or
even later, I remember that on Gandhi Shahadat
Divas there would always be a moment’s silence.

We would stand up, there would be a siren blown
over the city, and we would know that this is the
time when Gandhi was assassinated. Now we do
not know. Perhaps many people do not even know
the significance of January the 30th.
Anyway, I will try to sum up a few salient events
and utterances of Gandhi in the first half of what I
am going to say, and then in the second part I will
try to give you some kind of interpretation of why
I see this as his last will and testament.
He went on fast on the 13th of January 1948.
Now, this is very very important, this was his last
fast: from January the 13th, 1948 till January the
18th. It was to be his fifteenth fast in public life (but
some people have a different calculation about the
number of fasts he undertook). Be that as it may,
about this fast, many people say many things. One
belief that is particularly widespread is that Gandhi
went on fast to get Rs 55 crores transferred from
India to Pakistan, and therefore he was betraying
the country.
Actually the immediate reason for this fast
was his demand that the mosque in Mehrauli (the
shrine of Qutbuddin Bakhtiar Kaki) be returned to
Muslims. It had been seized. I want to have you
listen to his own words on this, but I'll proceed step
by step.
It is 1947. Gandhi arrived in Delhi on the 9th
of September from Calcutta. He was en route. He
wanted to travel to what had become Pakistan, but
en route he stopped in Delhi. The last few months of
his life were all spent in trying to grapple with the
consequences of partition and the terrible communal
outrage and upsurge that was taking place in those
days. It started with the so-called Great Calcutta
Killing of August 1946 which some of you may have
heard of. And after that there were a series of riots
in Bihar. Gandhi went to Noakhali in Bengal and
he spent several months there trying to bring about
some kind of communal peace. Now, this was the
time when India was also becoming independent,
and Gandhi was isolated. He was isolated from high
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politics but he was very close to his people. This is
the most astonishing thing. When all his lieutenants
were engaged in high political activities, Gandhi was
actually spending most of his time with the most
ordinary and humble people of India.
When Gandhi came to Delhi in September 1947
by train, he had come with the idea of proceeding
further to Punjab where rioting was going on. But
when he came to Delhi, he realised that he could not
leave. There were large numbers of Muslims who
had been killed in Delhi. On the other hand, there
were thousands and thousands of Hindus and Sikhs
who were refugees, who had suffered in communal
massacres and riots in Punjab, and who had come
to Delhi. Delhi was a gigantic armed camp and a
refugee camp. In Diwan Hall, Chandni Chowk,
Kingsway Camp, there were the Hindu and Sikh
refugees from Punjab, while in Purana Qila and
Jamia Milia, there were large numbers of Muslim
refugees from inside Delhi itself and from the
outskirts—there were riots against Mewatis and they
had come to Delhi from Mewat region to take refuge.
And so Delhi was full of refugees of all kinds.
Gandhi started working amongst them. He
travelled to Panipat, he travelled to Gurgaon, he
lived in Delhi. In Delhi, he was told that he could not
live in the Bhangi Basti where he always used to live.
He used to live in the sweepers’ colony whenever
he was in Delhi, but now he was disallowed from
doing so by the Home Minister who feared for his
safety and he was put up in what is now Gandhi
Smriti, that is the Birla House. From there he was
constantly in communication with hordes of people
ranging from politicians to the very very humble
people who came and visited him.
During these days, his thoughts and his dialogues
and utterances were on what was going on around
him. Thus, for instance, he would hold regular prayer
meetings. In these prayer meetings he would read out
passages from the Quran, he would read out passages
from the Gita, and from the Bible. And in those
days, he found more and more people objecting.
People would object to him reading anything from
the Quran, and then he would keep silence. This
happened towards the end of his life also; in 1948
also, people would object because they would be
full of hatred, and then he would say that there is
nothing contained here which you could possibly
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object to. Repeatedly there would be objections; on
one occasion there were three days in a row where
he was prevented from reading out from the Quran.
And then finally, on the appeal of other people (?) in
the hall, he was allowed to continue reading.
Now, just as a reminder of some of the salient
aspects of his life, I would simply like to remind
you of a very very interesting fact that two of the
most staunchly militant so-called communities in
India, the Sikhs and the Pathans, were also the most
staunch Gandhians during the national movement.
There is no time to go into the details of this, but
I will just point out to you that in the early 1920s,
there was the Akali movement. The origins of
the Akali movement go back to the movement to
recapture the Gurudwaras from the control of the
pro-British Mahants. This happened in the aftermath
of Jallianwala Bagh which you may have heard
of. The head Granthi of Darbar Sahib, the Golden
Temple, had invited General Dyer to the Golden
Temple and presented him with a Saropa. This
outraged the Sikhs who then launched a campaign
for getting the Gurudwaras back into their control.
So this was a movement which was of a community
but it was also an anti-imperialist and anti-colonial
movement.
One of their agitations was called the Guru Ka
Bagh Satyagraha, to get control of Nanak’s birthplace
from the pro-British Mahants. This satyagraha was
witnessed by a man called C.F. Andrews. I want to
read his narration out to you because this is a very
very moving eye-witness account. C.F. Andrews, as
you know, was Gandhi's close associate and friend.
He was a Christian missionary and a sympathiser
of the Indian national movement. He wrote this
eyewitness account dated September 12, 1922:
“When I . . . stood face to face with the ultimate
moral contest I could understand the strained look
and the lips which silently prayed. It is a sight I
never wish to see again, a sight incredible to an
Englishman. There were four Akali Sikhs with
their black turbans facing a band of a dozen police
including two English officers. They walked slowly
up to the line of the police . . . and were standing
silently in front of them . . . Their hands were
placed together in prayer. Then without the slightest
provocation on their part the Englishman lunged
forward with the head of his laathi which was bound
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with brass. The blow which I saw was sufficient to
fell the Akali Sikh and send him to the ground. He
rolled over and slowly got up once more and faced
the same punishment over and over again. Time
after time one of the four . . . was laid prostrate by
repeated blows, now from the English officer, now
from the police. The police committed acts which
were brutal and extreme.” He goes on to describe
some of these.
Andrews further wrote: “The Akali Sikhs were .
. . largely from the Army. They had served in many
campaigns in France, in Flanders, in Mesopotamia
and in East Africa (with the British Army during the
First World War) . . . Now, they were now felled to
the ground at the hands of English official serving
in the same government in which they themselves
had served. . . . But each blow was turned into a
triumph by the spirit in which it was endured. . .
. The vow they had made to God was kept to the
letter. The onlookers too . . . were praying with them.
. . . These were strong Sikh soldiers and they were
praying. It was very rarely that I witnessed any Akali
Sikh who went forward to suffer, flinch from a blow
when it was struck. The blows were received one
by one without resistance.” This is C.F. Andrew’s
assessment. He wrote, “There has been something
far greater in this event than a mere dispute about
land and property. It has gone far beyond the
technical questions of legal possession or distraint.
A new heroism, learnt through suffering, has arisen
in the land. A new lesson in moral warfare has been
taught to the world.”
This was the Akali agitation. It’s a fascinating
account, you can go into it in detail and study it, but
it is a very interesting reflection that the origins of
the Akali movement were in Gandhian resistance.
Later on, the Shiromani Gurudwara Prabandhak
Committee Act was passed and these gurudwaras
were indeed handed back to the Sikhs.
Let me also briefly mention another community
upon whom Gandhi’s ahimsa had such a profound
impact. And this is all the more strange. I’m talking
about the Pathans. Today, the Pathans are only known
for militancy, and Taliban and fundamentalism and
jihadis, etc., and the Americans and Europeans and
Nato are engaging with the Pakhtuns. I don’t know
whether they have the slightest knowledge of the fact
that this is the area, the homeland, of Khan Abdul
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Ghaffar Khan. This is the homeland of a man who
is called the Frontier Gandhi. This is the homeland
of a man who is probably the foremost bhakt of
Gandhiji, Abdul Ghaffar Khan.
This movement that he created there was called
the Khudai Khidmatgars. It’s really one of the
most shining examples of Gandhian satyagraha
in the history of India. But today, neither Indians
know it, nor do Pakistanis know about it. It’s worth
remembering. The Khudai Khidmatgar movement
is also known as the Red Shirt movement. It’s a
movement which began in the late 1920s. This is
around the time that Ghaffar Khan met Gandhi, but
actually he had been politicised in jail in the early
1920s through his contact with a person called Baba
Khadak Singh, who was an Akali. So it is an Akali
who gave the message of Gandhi’s non-violence to
Badshah Khan, who was in any case inclined that
way, and then he gave his assent, one of our foremost
and tallest followers of Gandhiji.
But what’s very interesting is an incident that
took place in 1930 in the bazaar of Peshawar. It’s
called Kissa Khani Bazaar. This is an area where
there was a big Civil Disobedience movement
going on, and eyewitness reports say that in those
days the streets of Peshawar were resounding with
slogans which we would find very odd to hear
today—‘Allah-ho-Akbar’ and ‘Mahatma Gandhi
ki jai’.
Around that time, the Khudai Khidmatgars
had virtually taken over the whole city for a few
days. The British sent their most loyal regiments
of the Garhwal Rifles to crush this, crush the Civil
Disobedience movement, which was still nonviolent. And in the course of that, there was a certain
platoon led by a hawaldar called Chandra Singh
Garhwali. Again this is a hero whom we have all
forgotten. We should remember him.
Chandra Singh Garhwali was given the order
to open fire on the Pathans. It was an Englishman
who gave the order to fire. Chandra Singh Garhwali
retracted the order to fire. He reportedly said to the
English officer that “Sir, these are my countrymen
and the Indian army was not meant to shoot Indians.”
And thereafter of course he was cashiered and sent
to jail and so on. Rahul Sankrityayan has written
a whole book on Chandra Singh Garhwali, it’s
fascinating.
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There are some very nice stories of how Chandra
Singh Garhwali had first met Gandhiji in 1929 when
he had gone up to Bageshwar. Gandhiji was giving
some pravachan at some holy spot, and this man
had worn his military hat. Gandhiji commented on
his hat and said in a half joking way, “Do you think
you can intimidate me with your military hat?” He
replied that he would gladly wear the Gandhi topi.
Then someone gave him a Gandhi topi and he threw
it back. He said, “Mai boodhe se hi loonga.” Gandhi
then handed him the cap. He then stood up and did
namaste and said one day maybe I'll be worthy of
this.
The same Chandra Singh Garhwali in 1930
refused to open fire on the Pathan demonstrators.
Now these are just little stories I am telling you
in order to focus on certain things. One is that the
Sikhs and the Pathans were some of the most staunch
Gandhians in the Indian national movement. I’m
telling you this only in order for us to be able to
reflect on the power and the stature of his personality.
You see, if you simply look at his identity, since
nowadays everybody focuses on the cultural and
the religious identity of someone, then he was a
Sanatani Hindu and a Baniya from Gujarat. It is
very unlikely that Pathans and Sikhs would acquire
such a devotional and worshipful attitude towards
a person who is just a baniya in a dhoti. But if you
look at the impact that he had . . .
In 1938, for the first time, he was allowed to
travel to the North-West Frontier Province. The
British used to allow Jinnah to go there, they used to
allow Maulanas to go there, but they never allowed
Gandhi to go there.
And when he went there, he told his lieutenants
that you see I will never see any guns over here,
I don’t want to see any rifles and guns. And there
are photographs of that episode. You can get an
impression of his impact on them if you just look at
the expression on their faces. But anyway . . .
On 22nd of December 1947, Gandhi made an
announcement, and I’ll read out what he said: “Some
eight or ten miles from here in Mehrauli there is
a shrine of Qutub-ud-din Bakhtiyar Chishti. It is
esteemed to be second only to the shrine at Ajmer.
It is visited every year not only by Muslims, but
thousands of non-Muslims. Last September this
shrine was subjected to the wrath of Hindu mobs.
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The Muslims living in the vicinity of the shrine
for the last eight hundred years had to leave their
homes. I mention this sad episode to you that though
Muslims love the shrine, no Muslim can be found
anywhere near it. It is the duty of Hindus, Sikhs
and the officials of the government to open the
shrine, and wash this stain off us. The same applies
to other shrines and religious places of Muslims in
and around Delhi.”
So this is the background to his last fast, from
13th to 18th of January 1948. When it began on the
thirteenth, Gandhiji said, “I have started my fast.
Many people cannot understand what I am doing,
who are the offenders—Hindus or Sikhs or Muslims.
. . I do not blame anyone.” He said, “I will terminate
the fast only when peace has returned to Delhi. If
peace is restored to Delhi it will have an effect not
only on India but on Pakistan.” When he was closely
questioned about this, people asked him who is it
against, he said that it is against the Hindus and Sikhs
of India, and it is against the Muslims of Pakistan.
He said that all religious places should be returned
to the people to whom they belonged.
The point about this is that Gandhi’s actions
saved us from a predicament of having something
like a Babri Masjid controversy on the doorstep
of the capital. Few people realise the importance
of this. It was a tremendously powerful act. Delhi
became visibly affected by this fast. Maulana Azad
addressed a gathering of up to three lakh people on
the 17th of January, where he announced certain
tests and preconditions that Gandhi had posed to
him which were fairly simple: that people should
be free to move around without any fear; that the
property of all communities should be safe; and that
Muslims who had been chased out of Delhi should
be asked to come back.
Gandhi ended his fast on the 18th. Large numbers
of people were coming to see him, but interestingly
there were also large numbers of people who were
marching past saying, ‘Let Gandhi die’. I am trying
to evoke for you the kind of conditions that were
prevailing. The atmosphere was full of trauma and
hatred. When he used to go to his prayer meetings,
there were people weeping and screaming at him.
It was not that everybody said, ‘Oh what a great
Mahatma he is’. There were people full of hatred
for him, people who said that: ‘You are a Muslim
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lover; you are the man responsible for the deaths
of all the Hindus and Sikhs in Punjab; you are the
man responsible for the partition of India; you are
the man responsible for all this calamity.’ Actually
he was not, there were many other actors in the
drama. But such was the atmosphere prevailing;
people were venting their feelings and he was trying
to calm them.
The impression I get from reading about his
last utterances is one of a man of immense and
extraordinary strength. Even reading about it is so
painful . . . when you realise what was going on,
what must have happened to the people who had
experienced this.
Anyway. When he was on fast, people were
coming to him everyday and he was speaking
everyday, despite the fact that he was on fast. He was
speaking very weakly. And people from Rajendra
Prasad, Abul Kalam Azad, Jawaharlal Nehru and
Shah Nawaz Khan (the general from the INA) to
even the Pakistan high commissioner were coming
to him and saying, ‘Please lift the fast’. The Pakistan
high commissioner, a man called Zahid Hussain,
said that I’m getting calls everyday from Pakistan
asking about your health.
The fast had an impact on Delhi. I'm telling you
all this because this is our city, where these things
happened in 1948. It had a big impact. Processions
of Muslims were taken out in Sabzi Mandi, and their
Hindu neighbours offered them sweets, and so on.
It did have a calming effect on the population of
Delhi, undoubtedly.
And then a declaration was made on the 18th
of January 1948. It’s a very interesting declaration,
which was signed by everybody. It was not a legal
document, but a kind of ethical and moral document
which was signed in the presence of Gandhi, which
again people have forgotten about. It was signed by
all these top leaders, including members of the RSS
and the Hindu Mahasabha.
“We wish to announce that it is our heartfelt
desire that Hindus, Muslims and Sikhs and members
of other communities should once again live in Delhi
like brothers and in perfect amity and we take the
pledge that we shall protect the life, property and
faith of Muslims and that the incidents which have
taken place in Delhi will not happen again. We want
to assure Gandhiji that the annual fair at Khwaja

JANATA, January 27, 2019

Qutub-ud-din's Mazaar will be held this year as in
the previous years. Muslims will be able to move
around in Sabzi Mandi, Karol Bagh and Paharganj
and other localities just as they could in the past.
The mosques which have been left by Muslims
and which now are in the possession of Hindus and
Sikhs will be returned . . . We shall not object to the
return to Delhi of the Muslims who have migrated
from here . . . We assure that all these things will be
done by our personal effort and not with the help of
the police or military.” This is very significant. And
then finally, “We request Mahatmaji to believe us
and to give up his fast . . .”
So this is the declaration made on the 18th of
January 1948, and then Gandhi made a very very
moving speech in response to that declaration which
I don’t want to read out, there’s no time (published
in “Another Time, Another Mosque”, Janata,
December 9, 2018), but you can see all these things
in volume 97 and 98 of Gandhi’s Collected Works
online.
Now I will try to sum up for you my interpretation
of all these things, in terms of what I call his last
testament. In the last weeks of his life, Gandhi spoke
his mind to all citizens of India and Pakistan. And I’m
saying, this is almost in the form of a bhavishyavani.
The things that he said about what is going to happen
to India and Pakistan are indeed coming true. They
are coming true before us today. So when I read
these things and when you read about them . . . if you
see what he said . . . you get the impression that the
man is talking to you personally. Even though sixty
years have passed, what he’s saying has profound
significance for us and the people of Pakistan. I’m
saying all this because frankly, simply as a political
observer, when I look ahead for the next ten years,
I find a pattern . . . I mean I can sense that there is
some kind of disintegration going on, and that we are
once again going to be faced with the consequences
of partition. That is, the consequences of the partition
of India are still with us. And Gandhi was a man
who in those days was saying that this was a sin. He
was telling the Pakistanis that this was a sin against
Islam. And he was telling Hindus that while he also
believed in Akhand Bharat, it should not be won by
conquest and violence. It can only be achieved by
love. It cannot happen if we hate people so much.
So he spoke his mind to all citizens of India and
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Pakistan. As I said, he spoke as a citizen of neither
country, or as a citizen of both countries. He spoke
freely as was his habit, not sparing anyone, always
with respect and an appeal to their better side.
He asked Pakistan’s rulers to ensure the safety of
minorities and predicted that Pakistan would be
an impermanent entity unless it evolved a secular
polity. How true this is! He warned those who were
pained by partition that Akhand Bharat or United
India could only be established by love and mutual
respect, never by force. He spoke to community
leaders whose utterances pained him, including
Muslim leaders who had called him a kafir, and the
RSS and Hindu Mahasabha who hated him for the
respect that he showed to Islam and Muslims.
He discussed the matter of the Somnath temple
in Kathiawar, insisting that its restoration could
not be paid for by the Government of India which
was a secular state but only by private donations
from devout Hindus. He said, we have formed the
government for all. It is a secular government, that is,
it does not belong to any particular religion. Hence
it cannot spend money on the basis of communities.
Now mind you, this is a Sanatani Hindu. Jinnah
was a secular Muslim. Gandhiji was a Sanatan
Dharmi but he was asking for a secular state, while
Jinnah was calling for a state based on a communal
principle.
He addressed Sikh refugees in the company of
Sheikh Abdullah who was visiting from Kashmir,
and hailed the example of Kashmiri Muslims in
maintaining communal harmony. He spoke to Sikhs
warning them never to misuse the kirpan. The day
he ended his fast was Guru Gobind Singh’s birthday.
Gandhi sent a message to Sikhs congratulating
them for their victory over anger and ended his
message with the slogan ‘Waheguru ji di fateh’.
He sent a special message to fellow Gujaratis.
He discussed the issue of a national language and
his preference for Hindustani. He spoke to caste
Hindus about the evil of untouchability. After
recounting the painful experience of oppressed
castes of Rohtak, he admonished Jats and Ahirs for
tormenting them and treating them as slaves. He
talked about the Meos, renamed 'criminal tribes' by
the British, who had been forcefully evicted from
vast areas in Delhi’s hinterland and called for their
rehabilitation. He criticised the Congress party very
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severely, especially certain Congressmen who had
begun using power for personal benefit. He spoke
to social organisations such as Hindustani Talimi
Sangh, Kasturba Gandhi National Memorial Trust
and Harijan Sevak Sangh.
He spoke about the individual, he spoke about
the community, he spoke about philosophical ideas,
religion and the concept of ahimsa. And most of
all, he spoke words of comfort to refugees crazed
by grief, listening calmly to their abuses, and even
hatred. ‘Let Gandhi Die’ were the slogans raised by
some people while he was on fast. After the fast he
continued the custom of reading from the Quran and
other holy books, and despite protests he continued
to do this. He asked everyone to see reason, to give
up the ways of Satan, to remember the best part of
their tradition.
But Gandhi was also a man in pain. Now we
come to the final part which is his assassination
and the effects of it. In his prayer meeting of 25th
of November 1947, he had spoken about those who
had been deprived of their homes. “If we come to our
senses here today, everything will be well tomorrow:
I too will be free. Today I am very much disturbed,”
said Gandhi. “My life has become a burden to me. I
wonder why I am still here. I could become strong
if Delhi were restored to sanity, and then I would
rush to West Punjab and tell the Muslims who have
gone away from here that I’ve prepared the ground
for them and they could come back anytime they
wanted and live wherever they chose. . . . But today
I have become a sort of burden. There was a time
when my word was law. But it is no longer so.” As
I said, and you could read Nandy’s essay on this,
perhaps he sensed that he was about to die.
On the 20th of January, a bomb exploded seventy
five feet away from his desk at Birla Bhavan, that
is now called Gandhi Smriti. One person called
Madanlal Pahwa was arrested. Six other men
escaped in a taxi. This was the fifth attempt on his
life since 1934. All of them were made by extreme
Hindu nationalists. Gandhi was unruffled. Upon
being asked by the DIG to agree to additional
policemen he refused, saying that his life was in
the hands of God. And that if he had to die, no
precautions could save him. He would not agree to
any restrictions on entry to his prayer meetings. So
people were free to come and go, even assassins.
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At the meeting the day after the bomb exploded,
he said, “The man who exploded the bomb obviously
thinks he has been sent by God to destroy me.”
Incidentally, if you read Nathuram Godse’s statement
to the court, you’ll see that Nathuram Godse actually
thought that he was an avatar of Vishnu, that he had
been sent by Vishnu to finish off the evil-doers. So
here is Gandhi saying on the 21st of January that
“You should not have any kind of hate against the
person who was responsible for this. He had taken
for granted that I am an enemy of Hinduism. . . .
When he says he was doing the bidding of God, he
is only making God an accomplice, an accomplice
in a wicked deed. But it cannot be so. Therefore,
those who are behind him or whose tool he is, should
know that this sort of thing will not save Hinduism.
If Hinduism has to be saved, it will be saved through
such work as I am doing. I have been imbibing
Hindu dharma right from my childhood.”
On the 30th of January, one Nathuram Godse,
editor of a Poona Marathi journal called Hindu
Rashtra, shot at him three times at point blank range
and killed him. The history of this crime is very
very complex. It is worth reading what Nathuram
Godse had to say about why he killed him; you can
see a kind of Mahabharat-type epic symbolism in
whatever he was saying. Ordinary concepts of law,
morality, ethics did not enter the frame. It was like an
epic confrontation and he said, ‘with due respect for
Mahatma, I had to kill him because he has destroyed
Hinduism and India’, and so on.
However, I can tell you another very interesting
fact, and this I can tell you as a person who was
in the Maoist movement in my youth. There was
one prominent Maoist, the left-hand man of Charu
Majumdar, whose name was Saroj Dutta. If you read
his writings on Gandhi and the type of vituperation
and abuse that he directed at Gandhi, there is very
little difference between what a Maoist had to say
and what Nathuram Godse had to say about Gandhi.
In terms of their comments on Gandhi, their moral
is exactly the same. Anyway.
What happened thereafter is very interesting
and I will try to sum up with this. There was a trial,
and in the trial eight people were put on trial. Two
people were convicted and hanged in November
1949, Nathuram Godse and Narayan Apte, and one
person was acquitted. Five people were sent to jail
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for fourteen years. Actually they were sent to jail
for life, and they were released in fourteen years.
And the person who was acquitted was a man called
Vinayak Damodar Savarkar. Savarkar’s involvement
in the conspiracy was attested to during the trial, but
the judge wanted corroborative evidence and for
lack of corroborative evidence, Savarkar was let off.
Subsequently there was an outrage in the
country, especially because when those five men
were released there were sweets distributed in Pune
at which Savarkar was also present. There was a
lot of outrage that these people are celebrating the
murder of the Mahatma. At that point, a commission
of inquiry was set up, called the Justice Jivan Lal
Kapur Commission of Inquiry into the Assassination
of Mahatma Gandhi. That commission conducted
fresh hearings and also interviewed the bodyguard
and the personal secretary of Savarkar. Clinching
evidence was found that the assassins were actually
with Savarkar a few days before the assassination,
and also before, in the planning. Jivan Lal Kapur
came to the conclusion that there is no other theory
possible for the assassination, but that the conspiracy
involved Vinayak Damodar Savarkar at its head.
This man, Savarkar, his portrait has now been
hung in the central hall of parliament. It’s almost as
if we as a country are celebrating the assassination
of Mahatma Gandhi. People don’t know about this.
I feel that at least we should know exactly what we
are doing.
Now Gandhi died standing up with God’s name
on his lips, just as he had always wanted to. He
had always said that he was prepared to die for his
beliefs. His death could have been prevented. Who
can say what would have happened had he been
allowed to perform his padyatra to Pakistan. But it
was not to be. “In the eyes of too many officials”,
and this is a quote from a biographer of Gandhi
called Robert Payne, “he was an old man who had
outlived his usefulness: he had become expendable.
By negligence, by indifference, by deliberate desire
on the part of many faceless people, the assassination
had been accomplished. It was a new kind of
murder—the permissive assassination, and there
may be many more in the future.”
Now I will conclude. There’s lots more to tell
you, but we have limited time. Until the mid- 1940s,
the cycle of partition-related communal massacres
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had not begun. In the twilight of British power,
certain political groups and leaders had thrown
away the chance of accommodation, despite the
opportunities available. So now I’m talking about
the 1930s and even early 40s. There was a chance
of political accommodation. I’m speaking all these
things from the standpoint of the partition of India
which, as I began by saying, still hangs heavy on us.
But Gandhi spoke of love and mutual respect
in the midst of hatred and carnage. Some were
pessimists even when there was hope. Gandhi
gave people hope even in the midst of despair. He
appealed to their better instinct at the worst of times.
This is the message of Gandhi’s final fast of January
1948. It is a message from a man of extraordinary
strength and courage. After he died, politicians
argued about whether he is the son of the nation or
the father of the nation. I believe actually that he is
neither. He is the foundation. He is the foundation
of the Indian Union, and if you reflect carefully on
it you will discover why.
The history of the subcontinent after the death
of Gandhi is beyond the scope of what we are
discussing. But it’s enough to recall that Jinnah’s
Pakistan lasted only twenty-four years. It ended in
1971. It’s noteworthy that the bulk of the people of
Pakistan walked out of Pakistan in 1971. And the
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logic of communal strife did not end. Gandhi was
very right. If we cannot sort out this matter, we will
pass under the control of foreign powers. And indeed
that seems to be happening. But two symbolic events
tell us something about how we have treated the
legacy of Mahatma Gandhi.
One is in 1998. We exploded nuclear devices
in Pokhran. Gandhiji . . . you can imagine what he
would have said . . . he had said about the atom bomb
. . . I’ve written about this . . . 'future generations will
curse the scientist who invented this atom bomb'.
And in February 2003, the top Indian political
leadership placed the portrait of the man behind
Gandhi’s assassination in the central hall of
parliament. Einstein had famously said of Gandhi,
“Generations to come will scarcely believe that such
a one as this ever in flesh and blood walked upon this
earth.” Less well known is the fact that in the year
2000, global readers of the BBC website were asked
to comment on who they thought was the greatest
man of the millennium. It was Mahatma Gandhi.
Thank you.
(Dilip Simeon formerly taught history at Ramjas College
in Delhi, and is presently visiting faculty at Ashoka
University, Sonepat. This is the transcript of the Ahimsa
Day talk delivered by him at Indraprashtha College,
Delhi University in January 2010.)
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Gandhi, Marx and the Ideal of an ‘Unalienated Life’
Akeel Bilgrami interviewed by Jipson John and Jitheesh P.M.
In your famous essay “Gandhi, the
Philosopher”, you were making a fresh reading
of Mahatma Gandhi as a philosopher. In your
own words you were “struck by the integrity of
his ideas”. What do you mean by “integrity” in
Gand hi’s ideas?

and experimenting with spiritual practices and
what he himself described as “my experiments
with truth”. This was quite unique and rare. No
modern great figure combined both in such a
unique fashion anywhere in the world. Would
you agree?

That essay was written over 20 years ago and it
is almost as if I was prompted to write it in order
to register something quite personal. I grew up in
a home, a secular Muslim home, in which Nehru
was held in such affection and admiration that one
thought of him as if he were an elderly member of
one’s own family. My father would refer to him
as “Jawaharlal” even though he hadn’t, so far as I
know, ever met him. Growing up, I had read almost
everything he had written, including many of the
speeches and less well-known writings that have
been collected. Gandhi was respected, of course,
but he was a more distant figure. And I had not read
anything but his autobiography. When I began to
read Gandhi in the early 1990s, I realised—slowly,
reluctantly, overcoming my upbringing—that he
was a far deeper and far more original thinker than
Nehru. Even where one disagreed with him, one saw
how strikingly independent his thinking was, how
he came to familiar issues from surprising angles.
And one very striking feature of his work, I realised,
was that, at its most ambitious, you couldn’t see
many of the things he said about politics as being
independent of his much more abstract thought about
human nature and experience, about moral values,
and about the nature of what he took the concept of
“truth” to be. Very specific political claims he made
were of a piece with, perhaps even derivable from,
his views regarding these more remote notions. It
is this integration of politics with high philosophy
that I described with the term “integrity”.

Yes, I would. There is a great tendency today
to think that Gandhi’s political successes (as a
historical figure who made a tremendous difference
to the direction that Indian politics took) have an
interest for us quite independent of his philosophy.
I think, actually, that this is a preposterous view. Not
only would he not have had those successes in the
effect his actions had on people and, therefore, on
events, but I don’t think we would be talking about
him incessantly today in classrooms and in drawing
rooms in the way we do, not to mention writing
about him in journals and books, if he wasn’t the
philosopher he so manifestly was. He simply would
not have had the impact he did on his colleagues
and he would not have generated the prodigious
mobilisations he did, if his political actions were
not integrated with his philosophical ideas. That
integrity is undoubtedly an essential element in the
appeal he had for the Indian masses. It is those who
don’t see the mass of a country’s people as capable
of responding to such integrity and who see them
responding only to his political skills that have this
cramped view of Gandhi; and I think it is a view
that reveals an undemocratic understanding of mass
politics, of what the mass of people are capable of
and of what they are responding to.

Mahatma Gandhi was a mass leader who
fought the British and led the national movement.
At the same time, he was leading a spiritual life

Generally, Gandhi and Marx are considered
as two great figures who are at two poles. But
you have identified some important similarities
between them. This is based on your argument
that both shared a similar critique of modernity
as they considered alienation from nature and
us as the basic traits of modernity. What are the
similarities of thought in Gandhi and Marx and
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how do you explain it in the context of modernity?
Yes, as you know, Gandhi was quite roundly
criticised by the Left both in India and abroad for
many decades. I don’t particularly want to comment
on the contemporary Leftist writers who have taken
to anti-Gandhian invective. And, in any case, it
would be absurd to think that Gandhi did not make
some serious political mistakes or to deny that
he had views that were sometimes quite wrong.
But I do think that there is a very interesting and
very original “radical” or left-wing Gandhi to be
unearthed from his writings and many of his deeds as
well. In doing so, one has to be selective, of course.
But that is true of most important thinkers. Like all
of them, Gandhi’s thought and writings contained
inconsistencies, but in a way it is worse with him,
no doubt because, though he was a remarkable
philosopher, he was not a salaried philosopher who
strives for consistency—he often said and wrote
things in the context of immediate political demands
from the world around him and those remarks were,
as one should expect, sometimes at odds with what
he said in more reflective writings.
It was Irfan Habib, in some articles, who first
broke away from some of the Leftist clichés about
Gandhi. I had not read these when I wrote that early
essay. Irfan Saheb’s sympathetic perspective was,
in any case, historical. My initial interest in Gandhi
was far more philosophical.
The affinities with Marx that I have recorded
are admittedly not on the surface of either of their
writings. It is a matter of interpretation both of
Gandhi and of Marx. In Marx, I stress the early
writings and the very late writings of his last decade
on the Russian mir. And I try to understand the
monumental analysis of capital through both these.
As for Gandhi, I see him—in a work like Hind
Swaraj but also in a vast number of dispatches and
letters of his that have been collected (including
the remarkable correspondence with Tagore)—as
someone who thought that India, at the time he was
writing (Hind Swaraj was published in 1909), was
on the cusp that Europe was in the Early Modern
period. And he did not want India to go down the
path that Europe had taken from Early Modernity
to Late Modernity. He thought that alternatives to
that path were entirely possible for India and in this
respect his outlook shares something with Marx
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in the last period of his life when he was writing
about Russia’s peasant communes. In these writings,
Marx argued that countries like Russia (and there is
some discussion of India, too, with very revealing
criticism of people like Henry Maine) need not go
through the incubation of capitalism that Europe
had gone through in order to seek a revolutionary
transformation. Of course, Gandhi was not a socialist
and didn’t seek, in his visionary hopes, a socialist
future for India. I would go so far as to say that
Gandhi had no serious understanding of the notion
of “class”, as we have come to think of it. But he
hated capitalism and what it did to human mentality
and human society. Hind Swaraj is really about this
last theme. And Hind Swaraj is so shrill and extreme
in its anti-modernism, I think, because Gandhi was
anxiously (but shrewdly) aware that if capitalism
begins to take hold, it really gets very entrenched
in ways that it had in the passage from Early to Late
Modernity in Europe, and it then affects all human
attitudes and social relations very adversely and very
pervasively and deeply.
But even putting aside these affinities with
Marx, if I am right that Gandhi thought India was
at the crossroads that Europe was in the Early
Modern period, and that he wanted to pre-empt
the developments in political economy (and their
deleterious cognitive and social effects) that
occurred in subsequent European modernity, then
an equally good comparison is with other radical
dissenting voices in Early Modern Europe. For that
reason, I have situated a lot of Gandhi’s thinking as
being in intellectual alliance, not just with Marx,
but with pre-Marxian radical thinkers like Gerrard
Winstanley in Early Modernity, who sought to preempt developments (in England, in his case) that he
presciently foresaw as emerging from the enclosures
movement and the privatisation of the commons and
the converting of agrarian ways of life into what we
would now call “agri-business”.
How do you intellectually deal with the
concept of modernity? How modernity shaped
and influenced us in all parts of the world. What
about the criticisms of modernity raised by
many theorists for its “instrumental rationality”,
“Western-centric nature”, “anti-religious”,
“Grand narrative”, etc.?
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I do feel that one cannot have been antiimperialist through the last century without having,
in some sense, been anti-modern. I say “in some
sense” and mean it. It’s not obvious at all what that
sense of anti-modern exactly is and ought to be. That
is a very complex question. Many bad answers have
been given to that question. A lot of my work has
been struggling with that question. Though there
are many more subtle things to say, the first and
obvious thing to notice is an elementary transitivity:
imperialism is essential to capitalism and since
capitalism is an economic formation of modernity,
being anti-imperialist in any fundamental way is
necessarily to be opposed to capitalism and that
would, eo ipso, mean being opposed to modernity.
Of course, many who sought independence from
colonial rule were not opposed to imperialism in any
deep way, so they never accepted this simple point.
But it is this point that brought Gandhi and the Left
together. The Left, of course, focussed much more
directly on the economic structures of colonialism
and an emerging capitalism in its opposition,
whereas Gandhi’s opposition, as I said earlier, was
more focussed on the cognitive and cultural fall-out
of capitalist modernity.
You list a number of portmanteau terms towards
the end of your question to summarise recent
theoretical critical angles on modernity. I find
each one of them, as they have been wielded by
critics of modernity, a little too blunt. So take, for
instance, “instrumental rationality” used as a term
of opprobrium. What is it meant to convey? Very
broadly speaking, it is meant to capture how, in
modernity, we have made reason too focussed on
how to identify and pursue the most efficient means
for the goals that have emerged in bourgeois society.
Now, opposing this tendency of reason (let us, for the
sake of abbreviation, call that anti-instrumentalism),
would require very careful attentiveness to the detail
of what “instrumentality” or “instrumentalism”
amounts to. Gandhi understood this well. As I say in
some of my writing on him, he asks a genealogical
question about modernity that seems to be antiinstrumentalist, that seems to have located a very
general instrumentality that he opposes: “How and
when did we transform the concept of the “world”
as not merely a place to live in but a place to master
and control?” But that question is so general, so
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omnibus, that one has no idea how to go about
answering it. In Gandhi’s work, we find that he
breaks it down to four different detailed questions:
How and when did we transform the concept of
nature to the concept of natural resources? How and
when did we transform the concept of human beings
to the concepts of citizens? How and when did we
transform the concept of people into the concept of
populations? And, how and when did we transform
the concept of knowledges (to live by) into the
concept of expertise (to rule by)? Now, if one goes
on to answer all these questions in specific detail
and then return to show in detail how these answers
are not answers to four miscellaneous questions,
but, at bottom, answers to the same question (the
initial omnibus question) only then would we have
said something meaningful by deploying the term
“anti-instrumentalism”. Until then, it is all just airy
hand-waving and clichés about “means and ends”.
Similar cautionary points can be made about all the
anti-modernity critical terms you cite.
One line of criticism I pursue in trying to
understand the failures of modernity is to point
out first (what is surely widely known) that its
two chief sloganised ideals of “liberty” and
“equality”, as soon as they were articulated by the
political Enlightenment, were theoretically and
methodologically developed in such a way that they
were in tension with one another. This is for reasons
that have been well-studied such as, for instance,
most conspicuously the fact that the possession
of property bestowed on the possessor a notion of
liberty that became erected into the law of the land
as a fundamental right everywhere in the spread of
liberal modernity. How this generates tensions with
the goal of equality are so well-known and so well
mined that I don’t need to say anything more about
it. Much less well-studied is another source of the
tension between liberty and equality, which comes
from the incentivisation of talent that owes to liberty
attaching to notions of dessert. For centuries, when
there was some excellence of production (say, a
work of art), it was the zeitgeist which produced it
that got the praise and admiration. If you take the
long historical view, it is relatively recently that
individual talent began to get the praise and reap
the reward for such productions. And this happened
partly out of a growing ideological view that to
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praise the zeitgeist for such excellence was to deny
a person’s individuality, it was to see the individual
person responsible for these productions as mere
physical embodiments of the zeitgeist. Thus, notions
of dessert became tied to the notion of individual
liberty and talent thereby got incentivised. Indeed,
it became part of a generalised liberty because it
spread over to the idea of the liberty of others to
enjoy the excellence of the productions of individual
talent since the latter now was incentivised to be as
excellent as it could be. So, by the time you come
to our contemporary times, you have merit raises
for salaried professionals, bonuses for bankers,
endorsements for sportsmen, prizes for authors of
books, on and on… all in the name of individual
liberty; and it should be obvious how all this too
gives rise to tensions with aspirations to equality. For
these (and other) reasons, then, modernity’s main
political tradition developed its two great ideals of
liberty and equality in a way that they could not be
jointly realised.
Having observed this, I turned again to Marx
and Gandhi and observed further that they never
made either of these ideals central to their thought.
Marx explicitly dismissed liberty and equality as
bourgeois ideals. And Gandhi, as is well known,
showed a complete indifference to these liberal
notions and the codes and institutions that were
supposed to enshrine them. I think these sources of
the tension between liberty and equality were central
to their rejection of both ideals, even if they did not
put it in just the way I have. And I believe that they
both sought something much more fundamental,
much more human, and even ageless, than these
ideals of Enlightenment modernity.
What they both sought to make the fundamental
and eventual goal of their respective conceptions
of revolutionary politics (which were no doubt
very different since Gandhi was not a socialist
in any obviously recognisable sense) was the
overcoming of alienation, or what I call the ideal
of an “unalienated life”. They both saw the most
underlying malaise of modernity to be the alienation
that was generated by its tendencies, chief among
which were the tendencies of capital. I believe
learning these lessons from Gandhi and Marx is a
good start in identifying the right and relevant sense
of “anti-modern” that I had mentioned.
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Can you elaborate on what you mean by the
Marxist and Gandhian ideal of the “unalienated
life” replacing the modern liberal ideals of liberty
and equality?
Yes, sure. This reading of Gandhi and Marx as
replacing the ideals of liberty and equality does not
mean that those ideals are irrelevant. But they cannot
be the notions any longer that are found in liberal
modernity. Let me try to explain. Put aside Marx
and Gandhi, who are the inspirations for this form of
critique of modernity, and let us look at this general
issue of how to reconfigure our political ideals
along these lines. In my writing, I’ve presented
it basically in Kuhnian terms. Thomas Kuhn had
said that radical changes in theory (what he called
paradigm shifts) do not retain the old concepts and
say better things about them. Rather, they change
the subject. They re-conceptualise the old concepts
in a new framework. It’s a meaning-change, not a
theory-change. For theory change, the meanings
have to be constant. But what happens in radical
shifts is that the meanings get revised. So, for
instance, “mass” in Einstein’s physics does not mean
what it means in Newtonian mechanics. Thus, it
cannot be counted as an improvement of Newtonian
mechanics. It really changes the subject rather than
improves the theory on that subject. Exactly that is
the proposal with the ideals of liberty and equality.
One shouldn’t be trying to improve on the theories of
the Enlightenment, one should discard those theories
as being based on the wrong (“bourgeois”, as Marx
called them) ideals.
The next question, obviously, is: what would
bring about the change in their meanings? And
my thought has been that if we remove liberty and
equality—riddled with inner tension as they are—
from the theoretical centre stage that they have
had in European modernity and put on centre stage
instead the ideal of an unalienated life, then one can
bring liberty and equality back (from the back door,
as it were) but no longer as central now, but only
as necessary conditions for this more fundamental
ideal that is on centre stage. The idea is that if this
is properly done, there would be a serious chance
of removing the inner tension between liberty and
equality that was present when they were the central
notions.
So, everything turns on what is meant by
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“properly done” and much of my recent theoretical
exertions have been focussed on that task. The first
task, obviously, is to say something about what
is meant by “alienation”, so that one can be clear
about what one is seeking in seeking the ideal of an
unalienated life.
Right at the outset, it should be said that if you
take up this dialectic that I’ve set up between these
three ideals, “alienation” becomes an ambiguous
term. How so?
It’s an interesting fact about alienation that
all its most well-known theorists (Rousseau,
Marx, Gandhi, Sartre, to name just a few) saw
it as a malaise only of modernity. Premodernity
had many horrible defects but alienation was not
one of them. Even slaves and serfs had a sense of
belonging, whatever else they didn’t have. In fact,
the introduction of liberty and equality as central
ideals in modernity was intended partly to address
those defects and deprivations suffered in premodern
societies. But now, if in my dialectic liberty and
equality are supposed to be necessary conditions
for the achievement of the unalienated life, what
is meant by “unalienated life” cannot possibly
be the unalienated life of premodernity since in
premodernity it was precisely un accompanied
by liberty and equality. So, the term is being used
ambiguously.
The theoretical task here is quite ambitious—
because I’m trying to transform three concepts at
once. I’m trying to transform the concepts of liberty
and equality, as I said at the start, by removing them
from the centrality they have had in the modern
period and making them merely necessary conditions
for the more central ideal of the unalienated life, but
now I am also saying that I am trying to transform
the notion of an unalienated life from what it was as
exemplified in premodernity. So, it is a triangular
transformation of all three concepts in concert, all
at once, that I am seeking.
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You are highly influenced personally and
intellectually by Noam Chomsky. As a philosopher
what is your take on the influence of Chomsky’s
theory of language, the universal grammar, and
so on?

in which he elaborates his most current views on
linguistics, philosophy, etc., and it would perhaps be
best if I just directed you to that Foreword rather than
try to spell out my understanding of his remarkable
corpus of work in a short while now.
But let me just say one very general thing
about his work in this area since there is so much
unnecessary controversy about it. There is a lot of
criticism of him that quite fails to understand what he
means by “language”, and so the criticisms are quite
beside the point. Even so thoughtful a philosopher
as Charles Taylor is guilty of this in his otherwise
very interesting recent book on language.
What one has to keep in mind about Chomsky
is that one will never understand what his account
of language is unless one is clear about the fact
that he takes it to be first and foremost a biological
phenomenon, not a social and communicative
phenomenon. He starts with the idea that our
(human) biology is unique in being the location of,
or for, a capacity for language. And it is, as such,
that he proceeds to analyse and explain that capacity.
As a result, for him, the communicative function
of language is quite ancillary. He is not primarily
interested in the vocalised language that has a social
purpose for human beings and with which words
we produce refer to things in the world. He doesn’t
have anything against studying those aspects of
human life, but he does not think that those things
are scientifically about them, you can say very
interesting things about them, but they can’t be what
the science of language is about. And Chomsky’s
work is primarily the work of a scientist of language.
He has nothing against other people being interested
in other interesting things about language, but
what he wants to produce is a scientific account in
the way that scientists try to produce explanatory
accounts in physics, chemistry, biology . . . So, he
is focussed on something relatively limited and he
is very modest about these self-consciously imposed
limitations. For him, language has a structure that is
very close to the structure of thought or cognition
and those structures are ultimately biologically
grounded, though till we know more about the
biological science involved, one has to track them
at the cognitive and computational level. Chomsky

Only recently, I had to write a long foreword
to his book called What Kind of Creatures Are We,

cont'd... on page no. 47
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Gandhiji and Empowerment of Women
Vibhuti Patel
•
•
•
•
•
•

Woman is more fitted than man to make exploration
and take bolder action in nonviolence.
There is no occasion for women to consider
themselves subordinate or inferior to men.
Woman is the companion of man, gifted with
equal mental capacity.
If by strength is meant moral power, then woman
is immeasurably man's superior.
If nonviolence is the law of our being, the future
is with women.
Woman, I hold, is the personification of selfsacrifice, but unfortunately today she does not
realise what tremendous advantage she has over
man.

These are some of the most famous quotes from
Gandhiji’s writings and speeches. Gandhiji believed
that India’s salvation depends on the sacrifice
and enlightenment of her women. Any tribute to
Mahatma Gandhi, the Great Soul, would be an
empty one, if we were to take no cue for our own
guidance from his words and from his life, and put
his values into practice. For him ideas and ideals had
no value if they were not translated into action. He
saw men and women as equals, complementing each
other. If men and women work together selflessly
and sincerely as equals with a faith like Gandhi’s,
they may indeed realise Ram Rajya, the perfect
state. Traditionally, woman has been called abala.
In Sanskrit and many other Indian languages bala
means strength. Abala means one without strength.
If by strength we do not mean brutish strength, but
strength of character, steadfastness, and endurance,
a woman should actually be called sabala, strong.
Gandhiji’s message almost six decades ago at the
All India Women’s Conference on December 23,
1936 was: “When a woman, whom we call abala
becomes sabala, all those who are helpless will
become powerful.”

Gandhiji’s Idea of Woman as Mother
In his formative years, Mahatma Gandhiji (alia

Mohandas Karamchand Gandhi) was influenced by
his mother Putlibai who imparted in him a strong
sense of personal ethics and compassion that is
conveyed in Gandhiji’s favourite prayer song by
the 15th century religious reformer, Narsinh Mehta
(1414–1481), Vaishnav Jan to tene re kahiye, je
pida parayi jane re (A godlike man is one, who
feels another’s pain). Gandhi said: “The outstanding
impression my mother has left on my memory is
that of saintliness. She was deeply religious. She
would not think of taking her meals without daily
prayer. She would take the hardest of vows and keep
them without flinching. Illness was no excuse for
relaxing them.”
Gandhi married at the age of thirteen to Kasturba.
He lost no time in trying to assume the authority
of a husband to lord over her life. But Kasturba
never acceded to her husband’s wishes easily, and
Gandhi’s autobiography itself furnishes a remarkable
testimony to her tenacity and independence of
judgement, and the sharp disagreements she came
to have with him when, in the first two decades of
their marriage, he unreasonably sought to bring her
under his control. This same tenacity and courage
that Kasturba Gandhi possessed also proved to be
the backbone for Mahatma Gandhi's fight for justice,
first in South Africa and then in India. She became
his active partner and supporter in all his activities.
Thus, she was among the first Satyagrahis to stage
dharna at Transvaal in South Africa after the colonial
government there declared all non- Christian
marriages invalid. When both of them came back
to India in 1914 to join the freedom struggle here,
she was arrested several times while participating
in Gandhiji’s campaigns. But at the same time, she
was content to live in the shadow of her illustrious
husband. She had a multifaceted personality. She
was a fiercely independent woman, at the same time
very simple and gentle. Kasturba became Ba-mother
of all of Bapu's extended family and took loving
care of them.
Gandhi learnt much from Kasturba and perhaps
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even more from his mother. Gandhiji’s devotion to
women, particularly to women as mother, began
with his devotion to his mother and Kasturba.
Motherhood became increasingly his model for
liberation of India in the sense that a mother, having
brought forth a child, selflessly devotes herself to
his care till he grows up and becomes independent.
Even after children are grown-up, her constant
desire is to make herself one with them. Unless
we have feeling and devotion for our motherland,
many countries will be lying in wait to crush us.
He saw no hope for India's emancipation while her
womanhood remained un-emancipated. He held
men to be largely responsible for the tragedy. In
the course of his social reform work, the realisation
came to him that if he wanted to reform and purify
society of the various evils that had crept into it, he
had to cultivate a mother's heart.
He learnt the fundamental aspects of his soul
politics from his mother and his wife, but women's
influence on him was not limited to his family.
When Gandhiji entered the freedom struggle in
India in the second decade of the twentieth century,
women had begun creating organisations such as
All India Women’s Council and Bhagini Samaj,
though it is also true that they were founded
predominantly among the upper-middle class in
urban centres. Although many associate the ideals
and organisations of the ‘new woman’ with Gandhi,
as Elise Boulding indicates, “well before Gandhi
was calling women to practice Satyagraha, the
grandmothers, mothers, wives and daughters of the
educated classes in India were forming organisations
providing education and action-training for other
women, in order to re-build an Indian society free
from colonial structures.”

Influence of Women Public Figures on
Gandhiji
Among these other women who influenced
Gandhi were Annie Besant, a British militant
feminist and a Theosophist, Sarojini Naidu, a trusted
co-worker of Gandhiji, Kamladevi Chattopadhyaya,
a fiery Satyagrahi, Rajkumari Amrit Kaur and
Pushpaben Mehta. Geraldine Forbes examines the
model that Sarojini Naidu developed in her speech
as President of the Indian National Congress, a

model with India as the "house", the Indian people
as "members of the joint family” and the Indian
woman as the "Mother". Naidu, Gandhi, and many
other advocates of women's and national liberation
agreed wholeheartedly that women and India would
advance together to the extent this new familial
model for India was adopted by the women and
men of India.
Gandhi believed women could do much to
transform India at all levels. In a letter written to
Rajkumari Amrit Kaur from Wardha on 21 October
1936, he wrote, "If you women would only realise
your dignity and privilege, and make full use of it
for mankind, you will make it much better than it is.
But man has delighted in enslaving you and you have
proved willing slaves till the slaves and the slaveholders have become one in the crime of degrading
humanity. My special function from childhood, you
might say, has been to make women realise their
dignity. I was once a slave-holder myself but Ba
proved an unwilling slave and thus opened my eyes
to my mission. Her task was finished. Now I am in
search of a woman who would realise her mission.
Are you that woman, will you be one?"
Gandhi drew millions of women from the lowest
strata into the freedom struggle. As he wrote: “I
began work among women when I was not even
thirty years old. There is not a woman in South
Africa who does not know me. But my work was
among the poorest. The intellectuals I could not draw
. . . you cannot blame me for not having organised
the intellectuals among the women. I have not the
gift . . . but just as I never fear coldness on the part
of the poor when I approach them, I never fear it
when I approach poor women. There is invisible
bond between them and me." The mass of poor
women were those whose dignified upliftment he
craved. Poor women understood what he was saying
because he empathised with them, the language he
used immediately touched their hearts. Rajkumari
Amrit Kaur, echoing this aspect of Gandhiji's
personality, stated: “We found in him not a ‘Bapu’, a
wise father, but what is far more precious, a mother,
before whose all-embracing and understanding love,
all fear and restraint vanish.”

Conclusion
Nobody has done as much as Gandhi to bring
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out masses of illiterate women from the four walls
of their houses. He attracted so many millions of not
just literate but illiterate women without the power
of state, without the modern information technology
and offering in return only sweat, toil, and pain—it
was indeed an exceptional feat! Like Midas touch,
anybody whom he touched became vibrant and an
active soldier of the movement and not a lifeless
idol of gold.
Gandhiji taught us that empowerment of women
without sharing our material, financial, intellectual
resources with the poor women is not possible.
Sharing requires sacrifice. In short, this is the
Gandhian formula (sharing and sacrifice). To go
ahead on the path shown by Gandhiji, many of us
will have to change our life style. Women will need
to be conscious and aware and realise that they are
the builders of the nation and a peaceful world.
The aim of women empowerment should not be
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just empowering a few women, but should be ‘total
emancipation’. We still have miles to go to achieve
our cherished goal to empower women.
(Vibhuti Patel is Professor at the Advanced Centre
for Women's Studies, Tata Institute of Social
Sciences, Mumbai. )
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Anthropocene Age and Relevance of Tagore and Gandhi
Samar Bagchi
The earth is today facing a critical ecological
crisis. A few months back Dr. Sanmatha Nath
Ghosh, the socialist leader of West Bengal,
arranged a discussion on “21st Century Socialism”.
Socialists and Marxists all over the world are today
deeply engaged in discussions on the worsening
environmental crisis and ecological socialism.
Several articles have been published in the famous
American Marxist journal Analytical Monthly
Review on the issue of Marx’s ecological vision.
The time has come for humanity to engage in an all
out struggle for an eco-socialist society if mankind
has to save itself from extinction.
Even 20 years back the word Anthropocene
was not known to us. In the Oxford Dictionary
Thesaurus, the word has not appeared yet. But
the word Anthropocene is now regularly used in
environment and social science books and journals.
On the geological time scale, the Anthropocene is a
proposed epoch dating from the commencement of
significant human impact on the Earth's geology and
ecosystems. Though the new epoch has no agreed
start-date, but one proposal, based on atmospheric
evidence, is to fix the start with the Industrial
Revolution ca. 1780, that is, with the invention of
the steam engine.
The post Industrial Revolution society is the
heyday of capitalism. The greed for maximisation
of profit set in competition in the production of
goods and gluttonous consumerism. During the early
days of the Industrial Revolution, in 1800, when
an American used to go to the market, he/she had a
choice of 300 items in a market space of 150 sq.mt.
Today, when an American living in a city having
a population of only 0.1 million goes to a market,
he/she has a choice of 1 million items in a market
space of 1.5 million sq.mt. As Mark Twain said,
“Civilisation is a limitless expansion of unnecessary
necessities.”
This has brought in an epochal crisis in nature
and society. So much so that recently, scientists from
the universities of Stanford, Berkeley and Princeton

issued a statement that the Sixth mass extinction is
coming and the first species that will go out of the
earth will be humans. The Fifth mass extinction
occurred 65 million years ago, when Dinosaurs
and millions of species became extinct. The late
Dr. Frank Fenner, the famous microbiologist of
the Australian National University, before his
death a few years back, commented that humans
will become extinct within 100 years because of
consumerism and population growth. Though I
agree with the first proposition of Dr. Fenner, I do
not agree that population growth is the root cause
for today’s environmental crisis. That is because
the Third World, where the majority of population
of the world lives, does not consume much. It is the
consumerism of the small number of the rich of the
world living mainly in the developed countries that
is responsible for the epochal crisis in nature and
society that we are witnessing today.
Ecological Footprint (EFP) is a new concept that
has come in ecology. EFP is the space that is required
by a person for his/her need for living. The average
carrying capacity of the earth is 1.9 ha per person.
But the average EFP of USA is 10 ha per person, of
Australia 8 ha and Europe 5 ha, while that of Asia
and Africa is only 1.4 to 1.5 ha per person. This is
the reason why I say that the populous Third World
is not responsible for the ongoing collapse of nature
and society.

Collapse of nature
Forest and biodiversity of earth are vanishing
fast. Every one second of a day, 40 football fields
equivalent of forest gets depleted. Since the
beginning of the Industrial Revolution, the need
for power to produce goods has kept on increasing.
At present, the need for power is increasing at the
rate of about 2.2% every year. Most of the power
today is being produced from fossil fuels. The
CO2 released during the burning of fossil fuels is
causing global warming, which in turn is causing
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climate change. A recent damning UN Report says
that we have only about 12 years left to prevent
climate change from wreaking havoc on the world.
It also says that an assessment of how we got here
lays the blame squarely at the feet of the 1% (that
is, the world’s billionaires). Hurricanes, increased
rainfall and droughts are happening in different
places in the world. Sea water level is rising because
of global warming, devouring low lying areas.
Thermohaline circulation that keeps balance in the
temperature around the world has started slowing
down. Acidification of oceans, bleaching of coral
reefs, ozone depletion, destruction of nitrogen and
phosphorus cycle, air and water pollution, aerosol
increase in the air, accumulation of hazardous
waste, etc. are increasing. Scientists are predicting
that there will be no soil left for crops to grow after
about 60 years. Deserts are engulfing newer areas.
Permafrost in the Arctic is thawing faster than ever,
creating the danger of release of millions of tons
of CH4 (methane) trapped underground—methane
is 20 times as potent a greenhouse gas as CO2.
Moreover, when Arctic ice melts, Albedo (measure
of reflection of sunlight from ice) reduces, the dark
waters that replace the ice absorb more heat, thereby
increasing global warming.
When we talk of the increase in GDP as a
measure of development, we forget to take into
account the environmental degradation cost. In
1992, two scientists of the World Bank calculated
the environmental degradation cost of India. It was
Rs 340 billion, which was 4.5% of the then GDP
of India. Following the publication of this report,
Delhi’s Centre for Science & Environment (that
publishes the important environment journal Down
to Earth) reviewed it and found that many costs
of degradation had not been taken into account.
Including all these costs, it found the environmental
degradation cost of India to be between Rs 500 to
700 billion, which was 7 to 9 percent of the then
GDP.
We may not fully feel the lethal impact of the
impending environmental collapse but our future
generations will, undoubtedly. The rich of the
world are primarily responsible for this impending
ecological disaster. It is their greed which is leading
to the production of unnecessary necessities, for
which huge amounts of energy and natural resources

are being consumed, causing the climate crisis.
The twentieth century has seen unparalleled
economic growth, with global per capita GDP
increasing almost five-fold. Between 1950 and 1990,
world’s industrial round wood harvesting doubled,
water use tripled and oil production increased six
fold. As recently as in 1950, the world manufactured
one-seventh of the goods that it produces today,
and extracted one-third of the minerals. But these
average figures hide the underlying reality that
most of this growth and increase in production has
been cornered by the rich, which has resulted in
a widening gap in the distribution of income and
resources.

Collapse of society
Society, be it the Third World or First World, is
crumbling. We live in the populous Third World.
We know our situation. In India, 1% of the richest
population cornered 73% of the wealth generated
in 2017. During the last 20 years, about 100 to 120
million people entered the workforce. But, only 0.3
million have got jobs. On the other hand, in the last
15 years the wealth of the billionaires has increased
112 times. According to the World Happiness Report
of 2017 published by the UN that bases its rankings
on per capita GDP, social support, healthy life
expectancy and freedom to make life choices and
trust, India ranks 122 among 155 countries.
But what about the United States, the acme of the
First World? In 1989, in the triennial international
conference of International Council of Museums
held at den Hague in Holland that I attended, the
keynote speaker Dr. Neil Postman spoke about
American society thus, “We have already organised
our society to accommodate every possible
technological innovation. We have deliriously,
willingly, mindlessly ignored all consequences
of our actions and have, because technology
seemed to require it, turned our backs on religion,
family, children, history and education. As a result,
American civilisation is collapsing. Everyone knows
this but seems powerless in the face of it. Here is a
partial account of our technological dream. By 1995,
85% of our children will live in one parent homes.
In our large cities, fewer than 50% of the students
graduate from high school. This from the culture
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that invented the idea of education for the masses.
. . . One fourth of our population—sixty million
people—is illiterate. Every year, forty million people
change residences and several million have no
residences at all, living in the streets and subways.
From 1959 to the present, the incidence of violent
crime has increased by 11,000 percent. And two out
of every ten Americans will spend some part of their
life in a mental institution. Our cities are choked with
traffic, our water supply is poisoned with lead and
medical debris; our rain’s acid; our people consume
more aspirin per capita than any other population
in the world; our infant mortality rate is one of the
highest in the Western world and our teenagers are
frying their brains with drugs.”
Both Rabindranath Tagore and Gandhiji
understood that the industrialised urban civilisation
will result in collapse of nature and society. In the
year of his death in 1941, Tagore wrote the famous
essay “Crisis in Civilisation”. He wrote, “I had at
one time believed that the springs of civilisation
would issue out of the heart of Europe. But today
when I am about to quit the world that faith has
gone bankrupt altogether.” In 1940, in a letter to the
Bengali poet, Dr. Amiya Chakrabarty, then teaching
in USA, Tagore wrote, “Exploiting the brahmin’s
knowledge, the kshatriya’s arms and the shudra’s
service today’s commercially-minded Europe has
grown irresistible. But I can see its feet resting on
the downward slope—towards extinction.” In 1930,
at a meeting of villagers in Santiniketan, Tagore said,
“I never could imagine that I shall witness so much
of distress in different countries of the West. They
are not in happiness. There is no doubt that huge
loads of goods have been accumulated, but there
is deep distress all around. People cannot remain
connected to each other in cities. You don’t have to
go far—in Calcutta, where we live and the place we
know, there is no relation between the neighbours,
whether in their happiness and sadness, or during
some mishappening.” Tagore wrote four articles
on cooperatives. In 1928, in the article “Rules of
Cooperative”, Tagore writes, “Socialisation is the
heart of the village. This socialisation can never
be achieved in a town. One reason for this is that,
as town is large, society becomes loose. Another
reason is that because of business and other special
needs and opportunities, population becomes large.
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There people primarily want to satisfy their own
essential needs, not of each other. Due to this, even
when people are living in the same locality, they
don’t feel ashamed if they don’t know each other.
With the complication of our lives this alienation is
gradually growing”.
The famous English poet T.S. Eliot expresses
this alienation thus, “The desert is not remote in
southern tropics; The desert is not only around the
corner; The desert is squeezed in the tube-train next
to you; The desert is in the heart of your brother.”
Gandhiji warned about the effects of
industrialisation of India. He wrote, “God forbid
India should ever take to industrialisation in the
manner of the West. The economic imperialism of
a single tiny island kingdom [UK] is today keeping
the world in chains. If an entire nation of 30 crore
took to similar economic exploitation, it would strip
the world bare like locusts.” Tagore in a lecture in
China in 1924 said, “We have for over a century
been dragged by the prosperous West behind its
chariot, choked by the dust, deafened by the noise,
humbled by our own helplessness, and overwhelmed
by the speed. We agreed to acknowledge that this
chariot-drive was progress, and that progress was
civilisation. If we ever ventured to ask, ‘Progress
towards what, and progress for whom’, it was
considered to be peculiarly and ridiculously oriental
to entertain such doubts about the absoluteness of
progress. Of late, a voice has come to us bidding us
to take count not only of the scientific perfection of
the chariot but also of the depth of the ditches lying
across its path.”
What are these metaphors of ‘Chariot’ and ‘Depth
of ditches’ of Tagore and ‘Locust’ of Gandhiji? If
an Indian or Chinese attains an EFP like that of an
American, then the earth will be stripped ‘bare like
locusts’ in a few decades, as Gandhiji said. Both
Gandhiji and Tagore were completely disillusioned
by the city and industrial civilisation.
In a letter on 5th October 1945 to Jawaharlal
Nehru, Gandhiji wrote, “I am convinced that if
India has to attend true freedom and through India
the world also, then sooner or later the fact must be
recognised that people will have to live in villages,
not in towns, in huts, not in palaces. Crores of
people will never be able to live at peace with each
other in towns and palaces. They will then have no
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recourse but to resort to both violence and untruth.
. . . You must not imagine that I am envisaging our
village life as it is today. The village of my dreams
is still in my mind. After all, every man lives in the
world of his dreams. My ideal village will contain
intelligent human beings. They will not live in dirt
and darkness like animals. Men and women will be
free and able to hold their own against anyone in
the world.” Nehruji replied on 9th October, “It is
38 years since Hind Swaraj was written. The world
has completely changed since then, possibly in a
wrong direction. . . . You are right in saying that
the world, or a large part of it, appears to be bent
on committing suicide. That may be an inevitable
consequence of an evil seed in civilisation that has
grown.” Nehruji writes in his autobiography, “We
cannot stop the river of change, or cut ourselves
adrift from it, and psychologically, we who have
eaten the apple of Eden cannot forget the taste and
go back to primitiveness.” So, by eating the apple of
the industrial garden after 73 years of our freedom,
the hungriest people of the whole world live here in
India. Every 3 seconds a child dies of malnutrition.
The divide between the rich and poor is rapidly
widening; 1% of India’s rich own 60% of the wealth
of the country.
Both Rabindranath & Gandhiji not only talked
about village reconstruction, but also attempted
to actually put their ideas into practice. Tagore
started Santiniketan and Sriniketan to begin work
in alternative education and village reconstruction.
In 1922, in an article on cooperatives, Tagore wrote,
“We have to reconstruct our villages to satisfy all
our needs. It is necessary to form a zone. If the
heads of the zones can organise all works and
redress the deficiencies by themselves, only then
will the cultivation of self rule become true all
over the country. It is necessary to help and inspire
the villages to start their own school, cooperative
and bank. By this way if the villages become selfreliant and united, only then we will be saved. Our
greatest problem is how to reconstruct our village
society.” Tagore sent his son, son-in-law and one of
his trusted lieutenants Santosh Chandra Majumdar
to the USA to learn agriculture and dairy farming,
so that they could demonstrate to the local peasants
the techniques they had learnt. Tagore worked in
many villages around Santiniketan.

Gandhiji said, “The capacity of the Congress
to take political power has increased in exact
proportion to its ability to achieve success in the
constructive effort—that is to me the substance of
political power.” Gandhiji believed that revolution
could be completed through nation building efforts.
Gandhiji influenced the whole of India through his
constructive program.

Nature of alternative society
Basing ourselves on the crisis that modern day
civilisation has led us into, and its analysis and
description of its alternate in the writings of Tagore
and Gandhi, we can visualise an alternative naturefriendly society to have the following elements:
•

•
•
•

•
•

•
•

•

Establish equity in society not only for the present
generation but also ensure inter-generational
equity by preserving the health of land, soil,
water, air, forest, river, ocean, mountains, etc.
Ensure adequate, healthy and varied food for
everybody.
All food materials have to be organically
produced, abandoning chemical and industrial
agriculture.
Abandon urbanisation and establish self-reliant
simple living village society. Everybody will live
in small ecologically sustainable houses. The
houses will be such that the people themselves
can make and maintain it. The houses have to
be energy efficient. Some houses may have to
be broken. But, all broken materials have to be
reused.
Adequate health services have to be introduced.
Production of all unnecessary materials that
everybody cannot use has to be abandoned. If
this is done then the need for energy and ores of
various kinds will be reduced.
All old and discarded materials have to be
recycled.
All production has to be through cooperatives.
Most of the useable materials have to be locally
produced and used. It will reduce the need
of transportation of goods from one place to
another. It will in turn reduce energy use, need
of transport equipment, roads, bridges etc.
Majority of people have to be engaged in various
works in the village. This will reduce the need
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•

•

•
•

for urbanisation.
In such a village-based society where everyone
is engaged in productive labour, a new kind
of education has to be introduced right from
childhood so that people become self-reliant and
remain connected with each other.
Right from childhood a child has to be enthused
to a new enriched culture that develops amity
between self and others and a feeling of oneness
with nature, and that encourages him to shun
consumerism and develops in him a desire
for simple living. All this will make labour
enjoyable, and a part of life.
Establish gender equality
Arrange social security for the old and the infirm.

Struggle and construction
The society that is envisaged will not come by
itself. To bring it into reality, struggle and constructive
work have to be undertaken simultaneously. Uniting
all the working people of our country, a relentless
struggle has to be started to establish ecological
socialism.
Along with the struggle constructive work has
to be undertaken by the people in different fields
like education, agriculture, village industry, water
harvesting, regeneration of forests, etc. In India,
constructive work is going on at different places,
like that of Timbuktu Collective of Andhra Pradesh,
the efforts of Bunker Roy and Tarun Bharat Sangha
in Rajasthan and of various Gandhian organisations
all over the country. I have myself witnessed and
taken part in such constructive works in the country.
I firmly believe that we can establish our cherished
society. Majority of people of India live a very
simple life. It will be difficult for the affluent people
to change. Considering that the world is collapsing
due to global warming and climate change, I hope
that they also will have to change their lifestyle.
Otherwise, by Natural Selection they will become
extinct. Tagore wrote, “To lose faith in man is a sin.”
I am an optimist and I am sure that humans will rise
up to change the world for better.
(Samar Bagchi is a scientist and former Director,
Birla Industrial and Technological Museum,
Kolkata. He is famed for his work on taking science
to the masses.)
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T.M. Krishna’s Ocean of Song
Ashoak Upadhyay
In the evening of the tenth anniversary of 26/11,
our own metonym for terror-driven victimhood,
against the backdrop of the Gateway of India in
Mumbai an Indian Navy band played Amazing
Grace; its hymnal melody suffused the twilight
with bagpipes and oboes providing the syncopated
tones of remembrance for those who fell victims to
a senseless attack by hate-filled confused youngsters
from Pakistan. The band continued with Abide With
Me; just as the police band before played those
immemorial tunes of hope and redemption that have
resonated in memorial services across the globe for
the innocent felled on killing fields, hymns that seek
to lift man from the slough of despair with hopes of
reconciliation and redemption. Christian hymns of
universal appeal.
These are not ‘Hindu’ melodies; their universality
as balms for distressed souls, music easing animus
that leads us to inflict pain on the vulnerable turn
them into gentle yet potent reproaches to the petty
nationalisms and organised hatreds that had led to
the event ten years ago and its remembrance that
evening. And what could have more ironical than
the enchantment of compassion issuing forth from
the branches of forces created to guard that very
nationalism and its instrumentalities of the NationState?
The repertoire for the evening included artists
from almost every community and faith, whether
they are believers or not is not the issue; in an age
of prejudice where names become markers like
beards and the hijab of the ‘Other’, the profession
of religious preferences out aloud alone does not
single out one for humiliation or hostility.
Like the hymns played by the Indian Navy and
police band the ensemble of artists bore testimony to
an Indian republic claiming the privilege of a unity
through heterogeneity, of drawing from the waters
of universal influences.
And that was what T.M. Krishna also showed at
his concert sponsored by the government of Delhi
three days after the Airports Authority of India
backed off from the heat of the social media trolls

attacking Krishna for being “anti-Indian” and called
off the entire show that was to feature other artists
like Sonal Mansingh.
One can only hope that those trolls under whose
pressure the AAI supposedly buckled were listening
to the Indian Navy band and the Mumbai Police
Band playing “western” melodies—melodies that
have touched the whole world where oppression,
genocide and man’s cruelty to man and woman and
child receive the healing touch through the strains
of what can only be described as sacred music.
The event at Gateway of India need not detain
us any longer. Theatre, spectacle and performance
intertwined with a latent nationalist breast-beating
tinged with victimhood; perhaps even a struggle to
remember at all that day. After all, our daily churning
of endless desires for pleasure and televised
spectacle-sports have dimmed those memories, even
among politicians and other State actors whose job
it is to keep those flames a-flickering. Journalists
are the most likely to remember keenly because
they hogged the limelight while the befuddled
crazed terrorists were holed up inside the Taj Hotel
wondering how it would all end.
The concert by Krishna however represents a
moment in India’s contemporary history of greater
significance; it highlights a central problematic
concerning the artist and his place in society.
Krishna is also a political activist in the broadest
sense like many concerned Indians would be civic
minded citizens: he has celebrated struggles against
environmental destruction, praised the right to
privacy and not shied away from discontent at the
way political discourse is being conducted by the
present government, with polarising dog-whistles.
And that gets him the kind of flak many such artists
around the globe have attracted for stepping outside
what was considered their domain.

I
In Krishna’s case that domain is classical,
Carnatic music; it is meant to be neutral, value-free
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and the artist as its ‘exponent’ has to sing and not
a “political tune” at that. Sonal Mansingh, an artist
with fifty years of cultural practice behind her took
a narrow view of the “cancellation” (The Indian
Express, November 16), reminding the reader that
Krishna was not the only artist rendered stage-less
by AAI’s decision to beg off its sponsorship of th
November 17 event at Nehru Park, the implication
being that far too much was being made of an
“eventuality” that can affect any artist. Cryptically,
but rather ominously considering her own political
standing in the present ruling party that offered her
a Rajya Sabha seat, she adds: “I am sure that this
was not the first or the last programme of Krishna’s
that has been cancelled.” Her complaint against
Krishna is underlined by a political statement that
Krishna stands opposed to the current dispensation
as a representative of the former one. But the most
substantive criticism is hurled at Krishna as a fellow
artist: art and activism do not blend. And a warning:
“Do not use the garb of art to promote politics.”
Four days later, in the Indian Express, Dhananjay
Singh puts his shoulder to the wheel of the same
argument: Krishna mixes politics and art. Singh
proclaims his intention to “decode Krishna’s
ideological mooring.”
Krishna’s statements over the last few years,
Singh tells us, “are entrenched within the binaries of
political camps. His artistic expressions and political
statements come from two different persons: Krishna
the activist is a far cry from Krishna the artist. In
art, he expresses beautiful expressions of harmony,
in politics, he exploits a sense of prejudice against
the Hindus.”
So there we have the “ideological” fix. Krishna
is anti-Hindu and is part of the oppositional camp.
Singh sees binaries in Krishna’s persona. A gifted
artist expressing harmony and a prejudiced activist
pitted against the Hindus. The sense of a split
personality as an analytical tool continues. Singh
finds nothing in Krishna’s art to “affront any point of
view”. Hindus would love to hear songs in praise of
Jesus, Allah and the like. But, Singh avers, Krishna’s
claim that his singing “is a social act beyond the form
of the classical and against the Hindu-dominated
Indian society is deeply problematic.”
The issues raised above have a two-fold
dimension: should an artist be political to the
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extent that he / she, in this case Krishna, despoils
the “classical” by referencing its purity (in Wilde’s
phrasing that Singh quotes approvingly, “useless
art”) to the socio-political context in which he lives?
And second, Krishna’s politics is in fact
“partisan” (also because as Mansingh complains, it
is anti-Modi) and aligned to a political dispensation
pitted against the present ruling party. This
besmirches his activism or social concerns with
an ideological prejudice against the majority
community of Hindus.
We should let the artist himself address this
question of the place of politics in “culture”, in this
case Carnatic music. And perhaps the best place to
turn to are his writings. In Reshaping Art, Krishna
says:
“Social strata restrict the interrelationship
between art forms. Art forms do not directly
communicate with those below. Influences permeate
only if they share spatial commonality. For example,
Kattaikkuttu / Terukkuttu (the traditional ritual
theatre of Tamil Nadu) practiced by lower and
middle castes uses many Carnatic ragas. This
is because they shared performance space with
Devadasis in the village ritual quarter. But when
Carnatic music gravitated to the city of Madras
(Chennai) and the Devadasis were dethroned from
their high socio-aesthetic pedestal, this osmosis
ceased. And this has changed the aural movements
of the ragas used in kuttu.”
Here Krishna provides an example of social
stratification within the history of that art form, of
Carnatic music where the “aural movements” of the
ragas are influenced by the social positioning of its
practitioners.
Then, a glimpse into his world view:
“Art remains largely constrained by its social
sphere of operation. This means that the importance
of art is largely dependent on the cultural power
of the holding community. In the Indian context,
though the upper castes have lost their monopoly
over political India, they retain their proprietorship
of cultural India.”
For Krishna, culture is not Wildean “useless art”,
as a use-less activity of life; culture governs every
region of our life. “There is always a predominant
culture that dictates our terms of engagement”,
not just with the “corpus” of that culture but with
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its enactment or performance as well. There are
hundreds of versions of the Ramayana, yet the
Ramayana of Valimiki, Tulsidas and Kamban hold
sway among upper Brahmin castes. And, as he points
out, whatever falls “within the aesthetic spectrum”
become India’s heritage.
Krishna offers us a glimpse into the practice
of Carnatic music as a structure of power relations
based on modes of exclusion that work not just as
the defining limits of that practice but also as the
horizon of a national culture. Valmiki’s Ramayana or
Bharat Natyam are peddled as “national” treasures;
indigenous or folk and those hundreds of variations
of the epic may become junior partners in that
enterprise but only at the behest of the gatekeepers
of that heritage.
If the “corpus of prescriptions and habits” that
provides the “natural ambience” (to quote Roland
Barthes) for artistic expression is itself a site for
political articulation, what should the artist engaged
in that practice do? “The creative act is not pure”,
Nadine Gordimer once said. “History evidences it.
Ideology demands it. Society exacts it.”
With this understanding of the cultural practice
of Carnatic music and his location within it,
Krishna fashions his enterprise: to sing and be held
responsible. That responsibility inflects his art and
becomes in the words of Gordimer his “essential
gesture as a social being.”
That essential gesture was on display at his
Spic Macay concert on June 2017 when he sang
Gandhi’s favourite bhajan Vaishnav jana to just
hours after Amit Shah’s sneering dismissal of
Gandhi as a “chatur bania.” His rendition was not
use-less art meant to please our aesthetic senses;
it was a subliminal yet potent attack on the evil
banality of the current regime and a “hate-filled
India”, a reminder to us all of Gandhi’s message of
empathy and compassion so desperately needed in
this unrighteous republic of ours. That rendition was
a political act of empowerment.
His concert with the Jogappas, the transgender
community, was another example; not a fusion
between ‘high’ and ‘low’ music but a confluence,
a dialogue between streams of musical traditions,
Carnatic and their folk music. Krishna had built the
crossroads at which a dialogue was taking place. The
exoticised and excluded are engaged in a conversation
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on an emergent site of “hybridity.” The process may
appear scandalous or revolutionary, depending on
attitudes to the ‘pure’ and classical’. But it should be
seen like so many other ‘experiments’ of Krishna’s
as an expression of his political creed, his essential
gesture. It is a responsibility that acknowledges the
moral need to return the excluded to the common
corpus of his music’s language.
That concert was a political act of empowerment

II
The other side of Krishna’s ‘political’ persona
that has attracted attention is his overtly partisan
nature. Both Mansingh, herself clearly aligned with
the ruling party, and Dhananjay Singh find fault
with him for not just embracing an ideology that
is “anti-Hindu” (Singh) but for attacking Modi and
the BJP in general.
At first blush there is a problem when an artist
who embraces universality in his music drapes the
flag of a particular political formation or at least is
seen to be doing so. And again, there seems to be
ground for this sense of disappointment or even rage
that an artist of a classical musical ‘heritage’ should
stoop to such ‘partisanship’. At best it seems unfair
and at worst, hypocritical when all of us know that
every political formation is tarred with the same
corrupting brush. So the high-minded liberal would
say.
Adding grist to this mill was the artist’s
acceptance of the Indira Gandhi National Integration
Award in October 2017. The party that handed
out the award could hardly claim to have been
washed in milk as the saying goes when it comes
to divisive politics. Yet Krishna set the right tone
in his acceptance speech; his epigraph said it all, a
statement of his ‘essential gesture’ contextualised:
“…there is no one Indian culture—there are Indian
cultures—the plurality is the signifier of integration.”
But a whiff of his inclinations is also evident
when he praises Manmohan Singh for apologising
for the anti-Sikh riots of 1984. A month after his
acceptance, I critiqued him for accepting that award:
“This discourse on national integration has been
underlined and guaranteed by the political and not
the cultural; by the army and not the subalterns;
by the flag and an anthem, and not the songs of
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communities; and by borders and not diverse
memories.
“The Congress as a political formation has not
been able to find the golden mean, the dialectical third
between a professed commitment to the diversity of
communities and religions and languages and its
goal of national integration. There is no third; no
confluence. But there can be a resolution in which
one must trump the other. And national integration
wins, or, at the very least, leaves in the wake of its
clumsy exercise a trail of ruined heterogeneities.”
And a reading of his speech persuaded me that:
“Soon after a bow to his art Krishna’s acceptance
speech achieves an ironic and unintended inversion.
The rhetorical as political becomes political as
rhetorical. When he talks of national integration,
the rhetorical phrasing (with all its clanging
emptiness) has a political twang. When he singles
out Manmohan Singh’s apology for the 1984 riots
to virtually exonerate the ‘leader’ for ‘genocide’ the
rhetorical is political. The recipient is recognising
the award for what it is: a political act.”
A year later, the criticisms hurled at him for his
‘politics’ made me revisit that speech. Now I see it
as a response, a political response to the situation
in which Krishna was and continues to be in. The
location from which he spoke and continues to
speak the way he does is the key to his position. His
stances then and now on the state of politics in the
country do not reflect partisan bias for the Congress
or some other opposition so much as responses
to the ideology informing and particularising the
current location. And no prizes for guessing what
that ideology is in our times when the ugly spectre
of majoritarianism is crushing or attempting to crush
all the heterogeneities that have made India such a
unique country of communities as Tagore thought
it to be.
Akeel Bilgrami observed in his talk on Asghar Ali
Engineer, that the “locational context” determines
responses to its functioning and the way that
these responses are viewed. Under the present
circumstances when the ‘idolatrous’ worship of
nationalism leading to organised hatred sets the
discursive tone, any opposition to it will be viewed
with disfavour at the very least, or trolled for its
anti-Indianness.
And, given the same locational context, it
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is entirely feasible that protestations against or
critiques of the rigidities inhering in minority faiths
and practices will draw approbation and prove
popular with the current dispensation.
Location as an ideological discursive space then
demonises Krishna’s political utterances that fall
within the framework of democratic dissent and are
by no means extra-constitutional or ‘partisan’, ‘antiHindu’ and by implication, anti-Indian. Given the
way the Congress President Rahul Gandhi seems to
be veering toward what Sitaram Yechury terms ‘softHindutva’, the maestro-public intellectual may have
to re-set his targets should the locational context
remain the same after May 2019 even with a softHindutva dispensation beamed out of New Delhi.
In the meantime, the artist’s essential gesture
will define his place in the destiny of that corpus
of music to which he belongs. His ‘politics’ will
be judged in light of that gesture as a social being
whose artistic expression contains the vitality of
a deep commitment to the universality of not just
the musical genre of which he is such a creative
exponent but of the country named after a river—
Indus, a name the Greeks gave us. “But a river”
Tagore wrote in Creative Unity “belonging to a
country, is not fed by its waters alone . . .” as it flows
into the ocean and the vast infinite.
That is perhaps also what Krishna feels with his
ocean of song.
(Ashoak Upadhyay is a Ph.d in Economics. He was
formerly Associate Editor at the Hindu Business
Line and is founder-editor of a web-based feature
magazine, thebeacon.in.)
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'Where They Burn Books, They Will Burn Men as Well'
Anjan Basu
It had been a balmy early-summer day in
Berlin, but by late afternoon, storm clouds started
gathering overhead. As evening fell, a slight drizzle
set in, forcing many Berliners to stay indoors. Yet,
groups of young women and men—more men than
women—started converging on the Opernplatz, one
of Berliners’ favourite rendezvous that stands by the
side of the magnificent Unter den Linden, Berlin’s
Champs-Elysees. More and more people came, till
the plaza swarmed with a crowd of nearly 40,000.
It was not a holiday, but the mood of the crowd
seemed festive—in a manner of speaking. There was
chanting of slogans, singing of National Socialist
songs, notably ‘Es zittern die morschen Knochen’
(‘The rotten bones are trembling’), and beating of
drums even as some young men on the microphone
were urging the crowd to clear out from a circular
space in the plaza’s middle. Lights had come on all
around the square and in the noble buildings that
ringed it—the State Opera House and behind it the
St Hedwig’s Cathedral, the Kronprinzenpalais, the
Old Palace and the Old Library. Across the road,
Humboldt University’s main campus still hummed
with activity.
Clearly, the stage was being set for a special
event right at the heart of central Berlin. It was May
10, 1933. A long and very dark night loomed ahead.
The Nazi students’ unions had announced a
‘cleansing’ drive all around Germany that day,
a project for the ‘purification’ of the German
nation’s ‘soul’. The launch of the grand project had
necessarily to happen at the Third Reich’s star city,
but all around the country, many university towns
were also to celebrate the event at the same time.
Late in the evening, Joseph Goebbels, Hitler’s
minister of propaganda (and after the Fuehrer’s
death, Germany’s Supreme Leader for all of one day)
arrived to a tumultuous welcome. The musicians
piped up, crackers burst noisily, and the crowd
cheered their leader lustily as Goebbels prepared to
speak. He spoke as only he could, invoking the ‘great
German spirit’ and calling upon Germany’s youth to

rid their great country of all the evils that plagued
it—the Jewry, communists, pacifists, ‘vagabonds’
and homosexuals.
Fiery but short, the speech ended to clenchedfist salutes and noisy ‘Heil Hitlers!’, and then the
evening’s centrepiece was unveiled. In the clearing
at the square’s middle, numerous sacks crammed
with books were overturned and their contents
tumbled out on to the cobblestones with some help
from the ardent purifiers. These were carefully
chosen ‘un-German’ books, 20,000 (25,000,
according to some estimates) in number, plundered
from public libraries, private bookshelves and
academic collections.
The ‘honours list’ was impressive: Stefan Zweig,
Thomas and Heinrich Man, Karl Marx, Sigmund
Freud, Rosa Luxemburg, Franz Kafka, Eric Maria
Remarque, August Bebel, Bertolt Brecht, Anna
Seghers, Klaus Mann, Ernest Hemingway, Heinrich
Heine, Upton Sinclair and Eric Kastner huddled
together in that insane pile. For good measure, works
of Friedrich Engels, Albert Einstein, Maxim Gorky,
Victor Hugo, Henri Barbusse and Vladimir Lenin
were also tossed in. Then the assembly intoned a
solemn, dire pledge: “Against decadence and moral
decay! For discipline and decency in the family and
the nation! I commit to the flames the writings of . . .”
The bonfire was then lit, and a collective roar
the like of which Germany had not heard since
the Crusades rent the night air. There were bizarre
scenes of jubilation as the tongues of fire, first blue,
then greyish orange, and finally devilish red, leapt
up towards the sky. Burning and crackling paper
seemed to inebriate the crowd like the most potent
Bavarian beer. People danced, sang, wept and
hugged one another even as thick, billowing smoke
swept over them. The scene was surreal. Goya’s
Witches’ Sabbath, showing the moonlit silhouette of
a giant he-goat towering over a coven of cavorting
witches, comes close to capturing the spirit of that
evening.
The great anti-war novelist Arnold Zweig, who
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happened to watch the proceedings from a distance,
noted how “the crowd would have stared as happily
into the flames if live humans were burning instead
(of books)”. He made up his mind that very night
to leave the country. Stephan Zweig fled a few days
later, never to return. He killed himself, lonely and
heartbroken, in far-away Rio de Janeiro in 1942.
Einstein was away lecturing in California, and never
again saw the sun rise over Germany. All three were
Jewish, and pogroms against Jews had already
started in the Reich by then, as Hitler consolidated
his power and set about destroying all opposition.
The satirist and celebrated children’s story-teller
Erich Kastner was not Jewish, but he also was
‘purged’ that fateful evening, presumably for his
well-known pacifist views. In fact, this gentle soul
was present at the conflagration when his novel
Fabina was tossed into the fire. He was recognised,
people jeered at him and threw him ugly taunts, but
he quietly stood his ground. He continued to live in
Berlin through its darkest years, faced every kind
of humiliation, was stripped of his position on the
Writers’ Guild, but said, memorably:
I am a German from Dresden in Saxony,
My homeland won’t let me go.
I am like a tree that, grown in Germany,
Will likely wither there also.
Kastner’s home was devastated in allied
bombings in 1944, as was his native city, Dresden,
somewhat later. After the war, he moved to Munich,
probably unable to stand the sight of the ruins to
which both Berlin and Dresden had been reduced.
The book-burning carnival was not as roaring
a success everywhere as Germany’s purifiers
had hoped—not because there was not enough
enthusiasm—or enough books to burn—but because
rain played spoil-sport that night. In fact, even at
Opernplatz the blaze had to be helpfully stoked by
spraying gas over the pile—by fire-fighters, of all
people—as the drizzle turned into a steady rain.
But what mattered was that the message had been
broadcast loud and clear: Nazism had conquered
not merely political power but Germany’s cultural
landscape as well, and one could demur only on pain
of death. “(A) master from Germany death comes
with eyes that are blue / with a bullet of lead he
will hit the mark he will hit you”, in Paul Celan’s

unforgettable words.
Opernplatz today is Bebelplatz, after the great
German socialist–internationalist August Bebel
(1840–1913), who fought tirelessly both for
workers’ rights and against nationalistic jingoism.
It now hosts the Book Burning Memorial which,
designed by the Israeli artist Micha Ullman, was
unveiled in 1995. I had my first glimpse of the
memorial on a late November day, when a stiff wind
blew in my face and the sun played hide and seek
with a high bank of clouds.
It is an unusual memorial and I must confess I
did not find it easy to locate. In the middle of the
cobble-stone plaza, you get to see a thick plate-glass
lid over a yawning void drilled deep into the earth.
Once your eyes adjust to the light reflected off the
glass cover, you can make out rows upon rows of
empty book-shelves standing mutely inside the pit
in witness to the carnage of May 10, 1933.
Those shelves were so crafted as to hold 20,000
books or more. And right next to this eloquent
nothingness of a sunken, empty library, is a black
granite tablet, lying face up, which reads, in white
letterings in German, this:
That was but a prelude; where they burn
books, they will ultimately burn men as well.
The quote is from Heine’s tragedy Almansor,
written in 1821. Heine, a Jew, figured prominently
on the list of the ‘un-Germanic’ writers whose works
were consigned to Nazi flames on that summer night.
A more stunning prognosis of a catastrophe is hard
to come by in all of recorded history. Hitler and
his hordes are dead and gone, but Heinrich Heine
stands tall still, right in the middle of the civilised
world, to warn us all against the evils of bigotry and
obscurantism.
It is three years since I looked into the abyss that
Hitler’s young foot-soldiers had dug into the heart of
Heine’s (and Goethe’s, and Beethoven’s) Germany.
Sadly in these three years, Heine’s warning has
assumed even greater urgency across the world. In
Germany, as in Austria, Italy, the Netherlands and
France—not to speak of Hungary, Poland and other
former members of the now-defunct Red Block—
hyper-nationalism and crass isolationism have in
large measure managed to push the few surviving
relics of the Enlightenment against the wall. Sabre-
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rattling is no longer the sole preserve of serving army
generals, as Donald Trump and Benjamin Netanyahu
have shown us. Putin’s Russia has relapsed into
authoritarianism and religious orthodoxy. Every
variety of fanaticism, of intolerance is at a premium,
and the world of man seems to be hurtling towards
barbarism at frightening speed.
And in India, we may very well be on the edge
of a precipice. The rallying cry of the Hindutva
brigades, who enjoy the ruling establishment’s
covert, even overt, support seems to echo the sinister
slogans raised by the Nazi student agitators in 1933:
“ The state has been conquered, but not yet the
universities. The intellectual paramilitary is coming
in. Raise your flag!”
Over the past many years (and especially
during the last four), the state has been encroaching
upon academia and the world of culture, indeed
upon every institution of democracy, relentlessly,
remorselessly. Books have been banned, even
burned, movie halls vandalised, and the media has
painted itself into a corner, to cower there pitifully.
The most disheartening aspect of this tragedy has
been the fact that the country’s youth has been made
the principal engine of coercion everywhere—be it
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in cow vigilantism, moral policing or strident antiliberalism on university campuses.
With a shudder, one recognises the uncanny
resemblances between our young, social mediasavvy saffron hit-men who throng the WhatsApp
universe, and the Nazi militants bristling with hate
that night in Berlin. Erich Kastner remembers how
he “stood in front of the university, wedged between
students in SA (Brownshirts’) uniforms, in the
prime of their lives, and saw our books fly into the
quivering fire”.
Perhaps our home-grown Fascists have devised
an even more ingenious method of destroying books:
by re-writing them wholesale. And that macabre
project is targeted at the potential book-burners of
our unhappy country—India’s young. It is only by
being aware of mankind’s collective past that we can
hope to turn India away from the disastrous path on
which Hitler’s Indian admirers have firmly set their
sights. Our young women and men need to learn this
lesson, and learn it well and fast.
(Anjan Basu is a Bangalore-based literary critic,
commentator and translator.)

cont'd... from page no. 30

was one of the two or three people who founded
the subject of cognitive science. Even evolutionary
accounts of language will get things wrong if they
don’t identify the phenotype correctly in this way.
We need an evolutionary account of a biological
capacity, not of how we gradually came to develop
the sophisticated communicative skills that we have.
I am just pointing all this out because I think the
incessant critiques of Chomsky by anthropologists
and sociologists of language (and many others) are
just off beam. They are talking about a notion of
language that he is not talking about at all. (I still
remember hearing—as a graduate student—a quite
brilliant anthropologist at the University of Chicago
giving a shrill, almost hysterical dithyramb against
Chomsky one day, and remember coming away from
it thinking, “Is he talking about the same person
that I’ve been reading in my theoretical linguistics
class?”) They are just ships passing Chomsky by at
night while pretending that they are engaging with
him.

(Akeel Bilgrami is an Indian philosopher of
international eminence and scholarship. He
currently holds the Sidney Morgenbesser Chair in
Philosophy at Columbia University.)
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From Colony to Republic: The Indian Transition
Salil Misra
The 26th of January, India’s Republic Day,
has a great symbolic significance. But it would be
truly unfortunate if this significance is seen only in
symbolic terms. This day should be remembered
as a reminder of a great transition in India’s long
history. This was a transition of India from a British
colony to a Republic.
This transition was connected to the
transformation of an old civilisation into a modern
nation-state. This was also connected to the transition
of the world from agrarian to industrial. Most of
mankind lived in the agrarian state for thousands of
years. It looked as if they were destined to remain
trapped in the constraints imposed by the agrarian
stage. And then a miracle occurred towards the end
of the 18th century in some pockets of North-West
Europe. A big technological–scientific breakthrough
occurred which ushered in the industrial stage.
Many philosophers of those times believed that
the industrial revolution had provided the ‘key’ to
unlimited human progress, affluence and happiness.
A better future began to be seen not as a distant
dream but a manifest destiny, well within the human
grasp. Moreover this began to be seen as applicable
to all the people and societies. This was called the
Enlightenment.
The Enlightenment philosophers believed that
under modern conditions, the traditional inequalities,
belonging to dark ages, would be replaced by
modern equality. This however turned out to be a
very simplistic optimism. In reality what happened
was that the traditional inequalities were replaced,
not by modern equality, but by modern inequalities.
The dynamic system of industrialism produced
affluence but also imperialism and colonialism,
under which large parts of the world (countries of
Asia, Africa and Latin America) came under the
political domination of a small number of countries
of West Europe. This modern domination, unlike
traditional forms of domination, was systematic,
orderly and comprehensive. And it encompassed all
aspects of life – economic, social and political. Large

and old civilisations of the old world—Indic, Islamic
and Chinese—all came under the comprehensive
domination of a handful of Western countries.
Modernity that brought progress and prosperity
to Europe, brought modern slavery to countries of
Asia and Africa. The intellectuals and other leaders
of these societies began to have doubts regarding
the bliss of modernity: Was it a key to progress or
a charter of slavery?
It certainly was painful for an old civilisation
like India to come under the domination of a
small European country like England. Many 19th
century writers from Bankim Chandra Chatterjee to
Vivekanand lamented this loss of freedom.
The British started conquering parts of India
since the 18th century and by mid-19th century
almost all of India had come under their control. The
colonial rule lasted for two centuries. It impacted
not just Indian economy but also polity and society.
British colonialism dug such deep roots in the Indian
society that it was not easy to remove the traces of
colonialism from Indian life after India became
free in 1947. At the time of independence the most
important task therefore was to rid India of the
legacy of colonialism. This really was the crux of
the Indian transition from a Colony to a Republic.
What exactly was the legacy of British
colonialism? Economy was certainly one area where
this legacy was most conspicuous. The 18th–19th
centuries was the time when the European countries
took a leap and surged ahead of the rest of the
world. This was also the time when the economy
became the major index of a society’s progress
and advance. Sadly for India, at a time when the
economy acquired such centrality, Indian economy
lost its independence and got colonised. There were
some important features of the Indian economy
under British colonialism. First, Indian economy got
integrated to the British economy in particular and
the world economy in general, but in a subordinate
and a subservient position. In other words, Indian
economy was placed at the service of the British
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economy and made to fulfil its needs both in the realm
of trade and capital. Second, a peculiar international
division of labour was forced upon India. India had
traditionally been an exporter of cotton textiles. Till
the 18th century nearly 20% of the world demand
of cotton textiles was met by India. India was the
world’s biggest exporter of cotton textiles. Under
the new economic arrangements, India became
an importer of cotton textiles. India now exported
food stuffs and raw materials—cotton, jute, oil
seeds and minerals—and imported manufactured
products from the British industries. Third, given the
colonial nature of Indian economy, modernisation
happened without development. Even though all the
features of modern economy—railway, transport
and communication—were introduced in India, it
did not lead to any significant development of the
Indian economy. This happened because the surplus
produced by the Indian economy was ‘siphoned
off’ to England. As a result, India remained a large
country with a small economy. The size of the
economy remained small. This happened because,
under colonial conditions, Indian economy was
modernised and underdeveloped at the same time.
According to a leading economist, what happened
to Indian economy under British colonialism was
neither stagnation nor development, but rather the
“development of underdevelopment.”
The impact of British colonialism was not
confined only to the economy but extended to all
spheres of life. The education policy of the British
introduced modern education, but in such a way
that it completely displaced the traditional Indian
educational system. English came to be established
as the lingua franca of the intelligentsia. But it
created a new divide in the country between the
English knowing elite and the rest. To a large extent,
the divide persists even today.
It is true that the colonial state was a modern
state and introduced a modern polity in India. But
it also encouraged traditional categories of religion
and caste in the Indian politics. Many British
thinkers believed that the Indian people were unfit
for democracy and should be ruled through some
kind of ‘benevolent despotism’. They also felt that
Indian society and people could never be welded into
a modern nation. The initiative for both democracy
and nationhood, in fact, came from the Indian
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nationalist leaders.
Such was the cumulative impact of the British
rule that, when they left India in 1947, they left
behind a country that was poor, backward and ridden
with exploitative relationships in the economy.
The life expectancy of an average Indian was 32
years only. The literacy rate was round 14%. Food
availability was very low. During the 2nd World War
in 1943, a famine in Bengal claimed around three
million lives. It was in this context that Rabindranath
Tagore wrote in 1941, a few months before his
death: “The wheels of fate will some day compel the
English to give up their Indian empire. But what kind
of India will they leave behind, what stark misery?
When the steam of their centuries’ administration
runs dry at last, what a waste of mud and filth will
they leave behind them?”
They certainly did leave behind plenty of ‘mud
and filth’. It was this baggage of ‘mud and filth’
that Indian leadership had to deal with, when India
became free. Overcoming the constraints imposed
by two centuries of colonial rule was not going to
be easy. But it was the most important single factor,
if India had to make a successful transition from a
Colony to a Republic. Mere independence from the
British was not enough. British had gone, but they
had left behind a huge cumulative baggage of two
centuries. How did independent India attempt to get
rid of this baggage?
The Indian response was to initiate a Revolution,
during the period 1947–52. This period needs to be
recognised as the period of the making of the Indian
Revolution. This Indian Revolution was not based
on a single episode but was built around five axes.
All the five axes were connected to one another and
constituted the core of the Indian Revolution.
First of course was the removal of colonialism.
It was clear that British colonialism was the biggest
obstacle in the path of India’s transformation. The
removal of colonialism was a necessary, though not
a sufficient, condition for India’s transformation.
This was done with the help of a powerful national
movement, led by Mahatma Gandhi, in which
millions of people participated in a struggle that
stretched for many decades. The Indian national
movement was easily the biggest political movement
in the history of the modern world.
The second axis of the Indian Revolution was the
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integration of princely states into the Indian Union.
The British had created a dual political structure
in India, under which 2/3rd of the territory and
60% of the people were governed directly by the
British. The remaining 1/3rd of the territory and
40% of the people were ruled ‘indirectly’ by the
British, through nearly 565 princely states. These
princely states derived their legitimacy from a treaty
signed between them and the British. This implied
that after the end of the British rule, these princely
states, in principle, could declare themselves to be
independent. Some of these princely states, such
as Jammu and Kashmir, Hyderabad and Baroda,
were as large as some of the European countries.
Indeed some of the rulers of the princely states did
nurture the ambition of becoming independent. Their
integration into the Indian Union was necessary for
the unity and integrity of the country. This task was
accomplished by Sardar Patel. He used diplomacy,
pressure, persuasion and sometimes also threats and
intimidation to ensure that all the princely states
eventually acceded to the Indian Union. By the time
India became independent on 15 August 1947, this
integration was almost completed and constituted
an important axis of the Indian Revolution.
Abolition of landlordism in agriculture was the
next major component of the Indian Revolution.
The British had created a new class of landlords and
other intermediaries in agriculture. This class had
been given the ownership rights in land, but was
otherwise not very interested in agriculture. These
big landlords lived like complete parasites on the
land who extracted its resources without giving back
anything to agriculture. The real agriculturists—poor
peasants—worked like tenants without any stakes
in the land. It is therefore not surprising that Indian
agriculture remained virtually stagnant and did not
experience any growth during the colonial period.
For any growth in agriculture, it was necessary to
rescue land from the clutches of non-agriculturist
landlords and restore it to the real stakeholders—
the farmers and cultivators. Immediately after
independence, the Indian State moved swiftly in
this direction, abolished landlordism, and gave the
ownership rights in land to the real cultivators and
prepared Indian agriculture for sweeping reforms,
both institutional and technological.
The next major component of the Indian
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Revolution came with the first general elections
held in 1952, based on adult universal franchise.
This election—the largest held anywhere in the
world till then—gave India the fully justifiable
title of being the world’s largest democracy. Many
Western observers had raised doubts about the
wisdom of introducing adult franchise in a country
with only 16% literacy. Would it not be better to
expose Indian society to democracy only gradually
and in an incremental manner, linking it to the
rise in literacy? As against this, the thinking of the
Indian leaders was that if illiterate masses had the
political maturity to fight against, and overthrow,
foreign imperialism, they were certainly mature
enough to elect their own government. It has to be
said that Indian masses have fully lived up to the
expectations of their leaders. Indian democracy, with
all its imperfections, really thrives on the collective
strength of the Indian people.
Undoubtedly the most spectacular component
of the Indian Revolution was the introduction
of the Indian Constitution on 26 January 1950,
truly a peoples’ constitution. Indian Constitution
was prepared both by the representatives of the
people and also by the best constitutional Indian
minds of the times. The result was a constitution
that was rooted in the Indian realities and yet had
transformative potentials. The Indian Constitutional
experiment has proved to be durable, unlike that of
neighbouring countries like Pakistan and Sri Lanka,
where the constitutions were removed and redrafted
thrice. There is no doubt that the Indian Constitution
has played an important enabling role in carrying
out India’s transformation and has continued to be
a relevant and vibrant document in India’s political
life, seven decades after it was introduced.
These five, put together, constituted the Indian
Revolution. One remarkable feature of this
revolution was its largely non-coercive character.
Most revolutions in history have entailed a coercive
element and have extracted a human cost, on the
way to their fulfilment. The Indian Revolution
was remarkable in that it was overwhelmingly
consensual. In particular, the big landlords and
the princes had to pay a heavy cost of the Indian
Revolution. But neither of them had to be coerced
into giving up their power and legal rights. The
Indian Revolution derived its essence from the
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values of consensus and accommodation, rather
than coercion and displacement. The values of
consensus and accommodation had deep roots in
Indian traditions. This really was the strength of the
Indian Revolution. It sought to draw on the positive
features of Indian traditions as a major resource to
be utilised for India’s transformation into a modern
society. It thus attempted to connect India’s past
with her future. It is this legacy that is exemplified
by the Republic Day. This is the essence of the big
Indian dream.
Where does that dream stand today seven
decades later? If the leaders of the freedom struggle
were to visit India of the 21st century, they would
certainly feel distraught and let down. Poverty
reduction has been slower than anticipated. The
social fabric appears more fragile than before.
Politically the country is more turbulent and violent
than before. There is an air of intolerance in the air.
Communalism and casteism, instead of diminishing,
have become more resurgent and aggressive. All the
major values championed by the freedom struggle
and enshrined in the Constitution are under siege. As
a nation, we are politically unstable, ideologically
hysterical, socially turbulent and economically
precarious. We arouse neither admiration nor envy
in the world. The great Indian experiment does not
appear to be working. Something very basic seems
to have gone wrong.
Indian society is rapidly industrialising. But this
industrialisation is different from that undertaken
during the initial decades after independence, is
taking frame under an ideological frame known
as neoliberalism. The axial question is: during this
transition, what is the social cost that is going to be
paid by the Indian people and society? How much of
the innate and intrinsic India would remain intact?
This is the mother of all questions and all those
who truly love India must surely ponder over it. At
the heart of this question is the very ‘Idea of India’
articulated so eloquently by Tagore, Gandhi and
Nehru. How much of this ‘Idea’ would survive in
the process of India’s transformation?
What is this ‘Idea of India’ which may be
considered the very DNA of the Indian society?
One of its most important constituents is the idea
of pluralism and diversity. The big subterranean
ideational contest in India appears to be between
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‘monism’ and ‘pluralism’. To get it right, plurality
or diversity is part of India's historical tradition. It
has not been created or invented by any ideology
or vision. It is simply there. The question is: what
to do with it? Both monists and pluralists tend to
look at this diversity differently. Monists want this
existing diversity to be dominated by one religion,
or language, or culture, or whatever. Clearly
domination, discrimination and exclusion are
inherent in this vision. It can also lead to conflict
(given that those who are discriminated against, will
resist domination, which will lead to friction and
conflict, also violence). The pluralists tend to uphold
and celebrate this diversity. They look upon India's
plurality not as a liability or an embarrassment, but
as a strength and want to preserve and promote it.
This then is the big debate on the ‘Idea of India’, with
two principal contestants. This is the big dichotomy.
The leaders involved in the making of our
Constitution were fully committed to diversity and
the vision of a plural India. That was the great Indian
dream. It does appear that the big dream is currently
under siege. One can only hope that the siege is
temporary and of an episodic nature.
(Salil Misra is professor of history at Ambedkar
University, Delhi and is presently Pro ViceChancellor of the University.)
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100 Years of Amnesia
Darryl Accone
It was meant to be the war to end all wars, another
of those grandiose and foolish human notions. World
War I, often dubbed the Great War, formally ended
at 11am on 11 November 1918, though fighting on
the far eastern front, in Russia, dragged on.
If there was greatness in the slaughter of 20
million soldiers and civilians, it lay in the sheer
magnitude of the dead, and in countless acts of
nobility, sacrifice and bravery, most unrecorded, if
not unremembered. “Never again” was the cry that
rang through Europe and the world after the guns
grew silent, the troops returned home, and peace
began scrabbling its way up from the bloodied earth
of Europe.
Yet, here we are again, a scant 100 years later,
faced with many of the same preconditions for
continental and global conflict that saw the war of
1914 begin. Populist demagogues hold the reins of
government in powerful nations with key strategic
interests in Europe and the Middle East, from
Erdogan in Ankara to Putin in Moscow. The United
States is even more isolationist than it was in 1914,
but with a vital difference: its leader is very keen to
be numbered among those US presidents who have
waged war and won.
Spoiling for a fight with new bogeyman China,
Donald Trump embarks on a mutually destructive
trade war, which is like the real thing without the
shooting. Meanwhile, a series of skirmishes and
little wars are waged by his administration against
people who aren’t white Anglo-Saxon Protestants:
migrants, non-capitalists, intellectuals, pacifists,
conservationists, indeed anyone who lacks the
radical reactionary beliefs of those enraptured by the
so-called Rapture and the coming great war that will
see Us (the Trumpites) beat Them (everyone else).

Bugles calling them from sad shires
“Was it for this the clay grew tall?” asks Wilfred
Owen in Futility, one of the greatest of the poems
written by the war poets, that small group who

fought, and mostly died, between 1914 and 1918.
Owen was killed in action on 4 November 1918,
exactly a week before the war ended. He was 25.
In a ceremony this month to mark the centenary
of Owen’s death, some of his poems were read at
his graveside and the bugle that he had sent home,
taken from a fallen enemy soldier, was played. It
called to mind a line from his Anthem for Doomed
Youth: “And bugles calling for them from sad
shires”—“them” being the doomed and fallen youth.
That poem begins, viscerally:
What passing bells for those who die as cattle?
Only the monstrous anger of the guns.
Only the stuttering rifles’ rapid rattle
Can patter out their hasty orisons.
(Orisons being an archaic and literary word for
“prayers”.)

Bugles are summoned again in 1914, Rupert
Brooke’s set of five short poems.
Blow out, you bugles, over the rich Dead!
There’s none of these so lonely and poor of old,
But, dying, has made us rarer gifts than gold.
These laid the world away; poured out the red
Sweet wine of youth; gave up the years to be
Of work and joy, and that unhoped serene,
That men call age; and those who would have
been,
Their sons, they gave, their immortality.
(The first stanza from III. The Dead.)

Is it all going to happen again?
Brooke died at 28 in 1915, a sub-lieutenant in the
Royal Navy, during the campaign against Istanbul.
He is buried on the Greek island of Skyros. In my
first edition of his 1914 & Other Poems there is a
poignant inscription, in pencil, by a previous owner
of the book. It reads: “RBA / August 1915 / Ypres”.
Ypres was one of the bloodiest chapters of the war,
and one can reasonably surmise that RBA died there
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and was remembered by a loved one or a friend in
that pencilled memoriam.
It was a survivor of the carnage, Siegfried
Sassoon (1886–1967), who most conveyed the
horror. In Aftermath, he writes:
Do you remember the rats; and the stench
Of corpses rotting in front of the front-line
trench –
And dawn coming, dirty-white, and chill with a
hopeless rain?
Do you ever stop and ask, ‘Is it all going to
happen again?’
Three sections of the poem, italicised in the
original, remind the hearer of what they dare not
forget:
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Have you forgotten yet? ...
But the past is just the same, – and War’s a
bloody game ...
Have you forgotten yet? ...
Look down, and swear by the slain of the War
that you’ll never forget.
Have you forgotten yet? ...
Look up, and swear by the green of the Spring
that you’ll never forget.
And yet, we have forgotten, doomed to repeat
the mistakes of the past.
(Darryl Accone is books editor of the Mail &
Guardian, a South African weekly newspaper, and
director of the annual M&G Literary Festival.)
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The Means Exist to Break the Chains of Capitalism
John Bellamy Foster interviewed by BirGün Daily, Istanbul
BirGün: We are in the 10th year of the
crisis that started from the USA. How do you
summarise the consequences of the crisis after
ten years?
John Bellamy Foster: The Great Financial Crisis
(or Global Financial Crisis) that began in the United
States in 2007 and then spread to the global economy
after the collapse of Lehman Brothers in September
2008 was obviously a turning point for the capitalist
world economy. The deepening of economic
stagnation tendencies and the financialisation of
the economy as a structural response to stagnation
had been going on for decades in the United States
and in the other advanced capitalist economies—as
famously described by Harry Magdoff and Paul M.
Sweezy in Stagnation and the Financial Explosion
in the mid-1980s. But it was not until the 2008
crisis that the full dimensions and consequences
of this were fully apparent. This is a problem that
I addressed in two books, The Great Financial
Crisis (2009), written with Fred Magdoff, and The
Endless Crisis (2012), co-authored with Robert W.
McChesney. The contradictions of accumulation
under monopoly–finance capital that were described
at that time—growing monopolisation, economic
stagnation, and the financialisation of the world
economy—have continued to develop over the last
decade.
What has grown apace with all of these
developments is the new economic imperialism of
the global labor arbitrage, involving the location
of an increasing share of the world’s industrial
employment in the low-wage global South, and
the siphoning off of the resulting economic surplus
generated through the agency of multinational
capital and international financial capital. What we
are seeing is a huge amassing of wealth at the center
of the system, the headquarters of world finance,
which also controls the means of technological and
military power, and the terms of trade, while the

largest share of world industrial employment and
proletarianisation has shifted to the periphery.
At present the US and the world economy are
at the end of a long, sluggish recovery from the
Great Financial Crisis. In the United States and
elsewhere the economy is at the peak of the business
cycle. But this comes at the end of a long, sluggish
upturn. Growth rates at the center of the system
have remained low, generally below the historical
average, throughout the recovery. The US economy
currently has a moderate growth rate of over 3
percent but in the European Union it is still below
2 percent. This points to the continuing sclerosis
of capital formation. More and more, the capitalist
entities in the center are dependent on their imperial
financial positions, as centers for the concentration
of wealth and power, even in the context of stagnant
domestic production and accumulation. Global
inequality has thus reached record levels, with a
handful of individuals—no more than you could
count on the fingers of your two hands, and perhaps
fewer—now owning as much wealth as half the
world’s population.
Global debt has risen like a mushroom cloud.
According to the Institute of International Finance
(IIF) in a report that came out this year, the global
debt ratio has risen to $247 trillion, or 318 percent
of global GDP. Boosted by the low interest rates
following the Great Financial Crisis, world debt has
risen 40 percent over the last decade.
All of this has the vested interests deeply
concerned. Stock market jitters are now visible, and
a full-scale panic is just below the surface. Right
now, a downward turn in the business cycle is to
be expected. Interest rates are again being eased
upward in the United States, in a ghostly replay of
2006–07. The Federal Reserve is trying to initiate
a controlled slowdown of the economy, throwing
people out of work, in order to keep wages down
and to lessen inflation worries—without inducing a
financial meltdown in the process.
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The IIF, meanwhile, has been raising concerns
about emerging economies that are thought to be
unable to roll over their debt. The IIF has singled
out Turkey, South Africa, Brazil and Argentina as
the emerging economies that have become bad
risks. These countries, which only a few years ago
were being celebrated by international capital as
newly emerging centers of global accumulation,
are now to be subjected to a new shock doctrine,
in order to ensure the continuing flows of wealth to
the global North. It is no accident, therefore, that
each of these countries is now experiencing major
political–economic instability.
One of the major developments in the
aftermath of the crisis is the radical right-wing
movements, which are represented by Trump
in the US, while also developing in different
forms in countries from Europe to Asia to Latin
America. You oppose the designation of these as
populist movements and state that they should be
considered as neo-fascist. What is the difference
between populism and neo-fascism?
The theoretical critique of classical fascism was
developed mainly by Marxist theorists. Figures as
varied as Leon Trotsky and Franz Neumann, the
author of Behemoth, agreed that fascism had its
roots in an alliance between the lower-middle class
(or petty bourgeoisie) and monopoly capital, under
conditions of hegemonic struggle between capitalist
states, and growing militarism and racism. It is the
nature of this class alliance between the lowermiddle class and the upper echelons of concentrated
capital that mainly distinguishes fascism, plus its
profound enmity to the liberal–democratic state.
It arises historically at a time in which the left has
suffered major defeats, but when there is also a kind
of political stalemate and the right cannot further its
ends within the current structure. The enemies of
classical fascism are not only the bulk of the working
class but also the upper middle class, particularly the
more highly educated portion of the population and
governmental elites. Fascism invariably employs
nationalist–racist ideology and severe repression
against its class enemies, and singles out various
scapegoats. It relies on what the Nazis called a
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totalitarian-state model (not to be confused with
Cold War notion of totalitarianism), by which
they meant the concentration of power within the
state and ultimately the fascist leader (the Führer
principle), eliminating the separation of powers.
As Paul Sweezy said, the antonym of fascism is not
socialism, but bourgeois democracy. In Germany
especially, this was coupled with the privatisation of
the economy (the term privatisation was introduced
by the Nazis in the 1930s in the context of their
selling off of state property to big business).
Fascism also typically depended on the growth
of militant fascist movements (black shirts and
brown shirts) that were incorporated into the state
as a kind of paramilitary force. Once in power,
fascist movements seek to transform the main
institutions of the state and civil society by a process
of Gleichschaltung (bringing into line)—a line of
attack more easily carried out because it is backed
by the capitalist class, because it takes place within
existing institutional structures, and because it relies
of what the Nazi theorist Carl Schmitt called the
“extermination of heterogeneity,” which privileges
some even as it terrorises others. Fascism in power
seeks to curb any residual “radicalism” among its
lower-middle class adherents while still mobilising
them on nationalistic–racist lines. All of this seems
to be forgotten, even on the left, and decades of
liberal watering down of the notion of fascism have
reduced the notion to one of right-wing racism,
thereby disguising the structural reality, and the full
extent of the danger, which cannot be seen simply
in idealist or ideological terms. All of this and more
is explained in my book Trump in the White House.
Although there is no complete replication of
classical fascism in our time, the Trump phenomenon
in the United States is best understood as a species
of the fascist genus. The core of Trump’s support
lies in the lower-middle class (petty bourgeoisie) in
the United States, consisting largely of individuals
who are white and either self-employed or highlevel corporate workers and lower managers, often
with strong nationalist and religious identifications.
Trump lost when it came to the voters with less than
the median level of income, vast numbers of whom,
however, did not vote. His ideology and political
practice rely on a combination of nationalism,
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racism and chauvinism that appeals to the lowermiddle class—what C. Wright Mills called the “rear
guard” of the capitalist system. Neo-fascism in
this sense is a powerful political current, and once
awakened won’t easily go away. In the United States
it is closely correlated with widespread fears of the
decline of US hegemony. Many of those within this
social orbit believe that there has been a “betrayal”
of the country by liberals, government employees,
people of color, immigrants and women, and that
this somehow accounts for the economic plight of
“middle America.”
The term “populism,” as promoted today by
the corporate media, is mostly a distraction, aimed
at preventing class analysis and avoiding crucial
questions about the class structure of society. It is
heavily employed by the liberal media to indicate
mass political developments aimed at vague “elites”
in which neither the forces at the top or the bottom
of society are clearly defined. In the populist rhetoric
as used by the establishment populism, whether of
left or the right, fascism is seen as constituting a
threat to the so-called liberal center.
We are now seeing the spread of semi-fascist
movements (not simply authoritarianism) in socalled emerging countries. The best analysis of
this global development is still Samir Amin’s “The
Return of Fascism to Contemporary Capitalism”
in the September 2014 issue of Monthly Review
where he points to the growth of fascist tendencies
in the global South as well as Europe. Modi in India,
Duterte in the Philippines, and Bolsonaro now in
Brazil are prime examples. As Bernard D’Mello
has recently argued in his India After Naxalbari, the
repressive Hindutva nationalist movement in India
is a manifestation of the development of “semifascism”—though occurring in a country in which
there are still considerable radical opposition forces
on the ground.
Turkey is also a developing country and is
now facing a crisis, like Argentina. Both are being
forced to go to the IMF. How do you assess the
crisis in Argentina and the crisis in Turkey?
Both Turkey and Argentina are experiencing
severe external debt problems that are also
threatening their currencies, and generating

JANATA, January 27, 2019

political–economic instability. They are viewed by
global capital as representing “roll-over risks.” High
external short-term borrowing by these countries
over the previous decade, in which international
capital played the role of drug pushers, has now
placed these countries in a near-default situation
given the rise in interest rates introduced by the
United States. The symptoms of this economic
malaise are a slowdown in their growth, increasing
current-account deficits, out-of-control inflation,
weakening currencies, and emerging trade wars.
Both Argentina and Turkey have made some
tentative efforts to hold down interest rates, but
international finance has responded by backing
away from their currencies. Nearly all of the major
so-called emerging economies (excepting China
and economies within its economic sphere of
influence and Russia with its oil) are now reeling
in the face of these new international pressures. The
IMF’s answer is that that these states need to make
their populations pay the cost of repaying loans by
cutting state spending, social services, electricity
subsidies—slashing anything geared to the needs
of the population.
Turkey is in a somewhat different position than
other emerging economies, in that the bulk of the
external debt is held by Turkish companies and
financial institutions, not the government. Over half
of its $220 billion in foreign debt is denominated in
foreign currencies, which means when the Turkish
lira drops the Turkish companies see their debt
explode.
One of the developments that need to be
evaluated after the 2008 crisis was the wave of
opposition, which was shaped by the square
movements. This wave of opposition, however,
lacked the ability to produce lasting results. At
some points, it came to power as in the Syriza
experience, in other places it has continued as
a horizontal social movement. However, none
of these political movements have yet become
a center that will change the direction of the
process. How do you evaluate the experiences of
these movements?
Such movements are the material proof of
peoples’ desire to fight back. At the same time,
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they represent the organisational, strategic, and
ideological weaknesses of the left following a series
of massive defeats, associated with the dismantling
of the Soviet-type economies and the betrayals of
social democracy. In response to neoliberal austerity,
which only became worse after 2008, amorphous,
left–populist movements emerged in some countries
that represented the anger and desires of the people.
This was exemplified by the “squares movements.”
But since such movements essentially avoided classbased organisation and anti-capitalist strategies,
and promoted a vague, anti-elitist ideology, while
trusting in a few politically indeterminate leaders
as representatives of the entire movement, their
successes when they came to power was practically
nil, evaporating overnight. Some post-Marxists like
Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe promoted such
a left–populist view, the dangers of which were
highlighted by Ellen Meiksins Wood in The Retreat
from Class.
Capitalism is a system of power, it can’t be
materially overcome much less deposed by a mere
aggregation of individuals coming together in a
square or through the simple exercise of a popular
vote. There has to be a more developed left political
organisation/strategy. Today it is a question of
building a movement toward socialism that struggles
for the diverse needs of the working class. The
struggle is both horizontal, accommodating the
diverse needs of the workers and building equality
within, and vertical, confronting a hierarchical
capitalist order.
Today, in the wave of opposition, there is
a search for new directions from Sanders to
Corbyn. Latin America offered one of the first
experiences in this respect from Lula to Chávez.
What do these experiences say about the progress
of socialism in the 21st century?
All of these new developments remind us that
class struggle is possible and the various chains that
hold us can be broken, and yet they also point to the
scale of the problem and the deep contradictions
that must be faced. As Marx said, human beings
make their history, but not under conditions entirely
of their own choosing, but rather under conditions
directly inherited from the past.
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Sanders demonstrated that a direct appeal to
the broad working class in the United States would
have an effect. His successes have inspired a broader
political movement that has already secured the
nominations of a couple of Democratic Socialists
on the Democratic ticket for the Congressional
elections. But the Democratic Party remains a party
of the ruling class, while the United States remains
at the center of the imperialist world system. Sanders
in his bid for the nomination avoided challenging
US militarism and imperialism. This means that the
Sanders movement is likely to be very limited from
the start in terms of effecting real change.
In this regard, Corbyn as leader of the Labour
Party in the UK couldn’t be more different. He
has been a consistent opponent of imperialism
throughout his political career and has not budged on
this as party leader. His rise to leader of the Labour
Party in Britain therefore represents a historic shift
at the level of political ideology and practice.
Lula is certainly no socialist. Tragically, he is
now in prison as a result of a right-wing political
coup, with the almost certain electoral triumph a few
days from now of the outright fascist Bolosonaro.
This represents the long-term failure of the whole
strategy of the Workers’ Party, which tried to
accommodate itself to the imperialist system and
put its trust in an enlightened capitalist class.
It is to Chávez of course that we owe the notion
of a ‘Socialism for the Twenty-First Century’, and
it is through the Bolivarian Revolution in Venezuela
that we saw another way of waging revolution,
which achieved a significant success in its early
years in shifting power toward the people, and in its
defiance of international capital, with the result that
the revolution has endured despite Chávez’s death
and the relentless pounding by the US-led imperial
order. It is a model of revolution that has relied
on the forging of a new constitution, coupled with
Bolivarian circles, communal councils, communes,
and other forms of popular political–community
organisation, in an effort to institute people’s
power or protagonism. (It has been less successful
in the area of promoting socialist-oriented unions
and the transformation of workplace relations.)
What is astonishing and entirely admirable in this
context is the degree of resistance of the Venezuelan
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people, who so far have fought a US-directed global
counterrevolution at every step, and with the odds
stacked against them. Nothing so clearly points to
the authenticity of the Venezuelan revolutionary
experience. I wrote an article addressing some of
the political aspects of this, called “Chávez and
the Communal State,” for the April 2015 issue of
Monthly Review.
For the opposition movement, there is a
distinction between the development of the party
organisations on the one hand and the horizontal
organisations (social movements, assembly type
public organisations) on the other hand. How do
you evaluate this debate? How can opposition
movements move to more effective policy and
organisation?
I don’t have any magic answer on this, since
organisational forms must vary according to
circumstances. Organisational initiatives in both
horizontal and vertical directions (vertical because
of the class struggle waged from below against
a hierarchal and repressive system) is necessary.
Political parties are essential in any movement
toward socialism, but they are not the only possible
form of organisation. Socialist parties cannot simply
be electoral parties. Extraparliamentary struggle
aimed at strengthening the power of the workingclass, as well as all struggles of women, race and
ethnic groups, LBGTQ, Earth-System defenders,
and many others, are vital. All of these movements
must be part of the class struggle or the class struggle
is meaningless, devoid of real content. By the same
token, social movements structurally divorced
from the class struggle end up dividing rather than
uniting the movement, even when pursuing crucial
ends. There needs to be the constant building of the
working-class movement on the community level.
Class and community (which often means forging
wider links between diverse communities) are a
powerful combination, and lead to the forging of
powerful alliances. Strong, grassroots-based union
movements seeking to control the labor process and
workplace are essential. Combatting imperialism
is another, even bigger challenge. This has to be
extended to defending oppressed populations
generally wherever they are, including immigrants
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and refugees. The major revolutions of the twentieth
and twenty-first centuries have arisen in the global
South and these demand our utmost support. The
creation of a New International for the twentyfirst century is required. Above all we need the
audacity to launch continual attacks on the laws of
motion of capitalism, using all the ingenuity at our
disposal, refusing to “play the game” and forging
new strategic terrains outside those laws of motion.
Along with your investigations into the
economic crisis, you are conducting in-depth
studies on the destructiveness of the ecological
crisis. How will humanity save itself from the
ecological crisis at a point where the social and
economic crisis is deepening.
We normally see economic crises and ecological
crises as separate and requiring opposite solutions,
freeing up or limiting the economy, respectively.
Nevertheless, both have their source in different
ways in the capital accumulation process. It should
not surprise us that capitalism displays both internal
contradictions and contradictions with its external
environment, both of which are insuperable.
The notion that economy and environment are
completely divided off from each other is merely
a product of the combined alienation of nature and
labor that constitutes the capitalist system. What is
certain is that the overwhelming character of the
ecological crisis, which today knows no bounds,
will eventually override all of this, and workers will
find, much like in the early Industrial Revolution,
that the main material conditions determining their
lives are both economic and environmental—and
indeed that the latter are more far-reaching. At that
point—and we are already seeing some signs of this,
particularly in the global South—an environmental
working class will emerge, capable of recognising
that our material problems have a common cause
in the systems of capital accumulation, and that the
solution requires the revolutionary reconstitution
of society at large aimed at a world of substantive
equality and ecological sustainability.
(John Bellamy Foster, professor of sociology at the
University of Oregon, is editor of Monthly Review,
an independent socialist magazine published
monthly in New York City.)

